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      Arriving on Razik-doom was a strange experience. Space elevators had been placed asymmetrically across the city, almost like they’d grown there by some natural process. Their style was unique but also borrowed elements from other cultures. Human influence from the first and second transit fleets was everywhere, especially ground vehicles that relied on combustion engines and neon billboards that ran night and day.

      One held a wanted poster for Myron Dea, a known associate of Minister Jonas Bayle—though there had been plenty of denials from the minister’s office. I wasn’t sure what to think about the man after our encounters in the Ultar sector. Myron Dea, on the other hand, was easy to judge. He was the most ruthless and notorious assassin in the entire AP and someone Glaynia had warned me about.

      Raziks didn’t seem to care for the man. I wondered what kind of justice he would face if apprehended in their jurisdiction. The word “Fotak” had been painted on the foundation of one such display and marked out with a red X.

      Nova spoke in my right ear. “Yolo should be there. She’s next on the case rotation. I should be with you. Hell, the entire team should be watching your back on this one.”

      I stopped in the lobby of the Bipek City Police Department precinct headquarters. The place reminded me of a poorly rendered cop drama set, the human version that only played late at night and was on a constant rerun loop because it was syndicated and cheap. The networks couldn’t have dead air and people needed at least a short break from the Galactic Shopping Network.

      The white faux marble floors, glass-encased front desk, and metal escalators to the second floor were bad enough, but Bipek City was also the main industrial hub of Razik-doom. Witnessing the brutish, dragon-faced monsters in crime noir wardrobes made me want to bust out laughing—or cry. Outside, marching down the streets like something out of a movie, were columns of workers in hard hats. All carried oversized lunch boxes. Well, to me they would be bigger than a suitcase. Maybe they were just right for Raziks.

      “We talked about this.” How could I stall my team from getting themselves into trouble? This wasn’t the planet to test limits.

      “Don’t give me that, Breaker. With APOP jurisdiction on this case, we can bring whoever we want. You just need to push. They’re Raziks. Don’t be nice. They’ll eat you alive the moment you show weakness. Not literally, but you know what I mean. Crap, what do they eat?”

      “Saint thinks they are vegetarians,” I said on the fly.

      “Really?” She sounded both surprised and skeptical. “While I still have you, Fathers and Woods came up empty on the parked freighter. Port authorities won’t tell us why it’s there and ignored our request to have it removed per the AP security treaty.”

      “Reserve the spot for the next APOP investigative squad if you can. Once the freighter leaves, we’ll keep the space and use it for training.”

      “Good plan. We’ll go crazy if we’re not allowed away from the spaceport.” She paused. “I just don’t like it. Who leaves a freighter parked for so long and keeps it powered up unless someone is on it?”

      “Space vagrancy isn’t our problem. Get the Razik port authority to handle the matter.”

      “Okay, Breaker. Will do.”

      “How is Ocantus?” Thinking of the Ultar passenger was a sure way to ruin my mood. Even from halfway across Bipek City, the dark sentient had her effect. She’d chosen to accompany my team as part of the new Inclusion Protocol. The Ultar had always been part of the AP, though we had never asked for their participation. Now their membership in the alliance was real, and we had to accede to some of their demands.

      We’d learned to talk for short periods. It was easier when she wasn’t driving her biomech. The sad machine squatted in a corner most of the time now. Borm and Fay lived in the cabin next to her and spent way more time than was healthy building a language that promised a new era in Ultar diplomacy. Someday, they said, anyone would be able to hold a conversation with the nightmare-inducing creatures.

      None of that mattered right now. In all honesty, it was nice to be away from the mind-bending effects of Ocantus.

      I headed for the front desk. There was a problem in Bipek City, and the APOP was going to save the day. My smile wasn’t completely random. Why shouldn’t I enjoy an easy case and a holiday?

      A Razik woman larger than me sat behind the counter on a stool that put us at eye level. Her Old-Earth style uniform was crisp and neat. A single crumb decorated one of her dark blue shirt pockets. Her outfit was the same as others I had seen on my way inside—high leather boots, tunic-like coats with double rows of stainless-steel buttons, and non-rail-technology firearms and straight clubs for weapons.

      I ignored the speck of food and held her gaze, wondering if that was polite or if I was about to start a fight with the first Razik cop I’d met.

      “Complaint or compliment?” she asked without pretending she cared. “Or were you in a motor vehicle accident?”

      I showed my APOP shield. “Lieutenant Benjamin Wrath. I have an appointment with Inspector Domms Mach.”

      “He’s busy. And he’s a Justak, not technically assigned here since galactic service called him to the capital. Maybe he’s here, maybe he isn’t.” She pushed a paper form through the slot at the bottom of the window. “Fill this out. State the nature of the complaint. Please put your full name and contact information. Sit over there and choke yourself.”

      I hesitantly raised my palm-sized work screen and studied the translation guide. Two weeks of immersion training in the Razik language had proved surprisingly effective, but I was pretty sure I hadn’t gotten that last part right.

      The result was mixed. Choke yourself, if I had it right, meant something like calm down, foreigner. This was going to be a long case. So much for the lighthearted holiday with a touch of cop work to justify my per diem.

      “What’s the hang-up, Breaker?” Nova asked in my ear. “I show you in the precinct building. I can’t hear or see what you’re dealing with right now. Tell me how to help.”

      I tapped my ear twice to send two clicks through the channel to indicate I couldn’t talk.

      “Copy,” Nova said.

      I gave the Bipek City police officer my entire attention. “Lepa, can you let Inspector Domms Mach know I’m in the lobby?” I prayed my knowledge of the Razik language and their customs was accurate. Lepa was a respectful form of address for a Razik adult woman you didn’t know. Leta meant something completely different, something like let’s smash some bars and make bad decisions.

      Her eyes narrowed. She picked up a phone without breaking eye contact. I heard a voice grunt the annoyed Razik equivalent of “Yeah?”

      The desk officer rattled off several sentences too fast for me to follow, listened to the response, then placed the receiver back on the rack. “He is being down in a minute. I’m not being old, human.”

      “Thank you. Of course not. Forgive my rodent tongue. My thoughts are full of cheese clowns.” I made my retreat. She glared at me even after the next citizen pressed against the counter and started rattling off complaints in a dialect of Razik I couldn’t follow.

      “You there, Breaker?” Nova asked.

      “Yeah. I just called a female Razik officer old and got sent to the waiting area to fill out a form,” I said, still squirming under the officer’s stare.

      “Strong work, Breaker. We may need to send Yolo after all. When they kick you off the planet, I’ll make the appropriate reassignments.” She paused long enough to change the subject. “We’re reviewing the case file. Send us what you can so we can help. The better the information, the better our assistance will be. Specialist Adamia and Regina are working on a stronger link so you can eventually run audio and video to us.”

      “Not sure I want the peanut gallery chiming in with advice every time I make a move,” I said. “But thanks. Might be useful.”

      “APOP,” the Razik woman behind the desk shouted.

      I stood from the cheap plastic chair, felt like an idiot, and wondered if I was about to be kicked out of the building.

      She pointed at the bottom of the escalator behind the plexiglass wall that separated the waiting area from the rest of the facility. A rough looking Razik in a rumpled suit jogged down the last few steps and headed our way. “The Inspector came down himself. Don’t embarrass me with your smutty talk.”

      “Thanks, Lepa.” The word came out before I could stop myself.

      She hissed and went back to taking a report from an elderly Razik woman in a floral dress.

      I waited for Inspector Domms Mach to exit the secured area and cross the room. He vigorously shook my hand. “Good to meet you, Breaker. Officer Teris said you are quite the silver-tongued devil. That’s a compliment.”

      I didn’t conceal my skepticism. “She doesn’t seem to be a fan. Your Galactic Standard is better than my Razik.”

      “Don’t worry about it. She speaks better Galactic Standard than I do. She’s been taking night classes and did an immersion tour to Jenna’s World… twice. That’s how she got the front desk job. Big honor in our department.”

      “Really?”

      He cocked a scaly eyebrow. Spines wiggled around the edges of his face. “Is it not the same in human culture? Why wouldn’t the person representing the entire department have the most honor?”

      “When you put it like that, now I wonder if we’ve had it wrong all this time. In a human precinct, the front desk is the most dreaded assignment there is. Taking complaints all day can wear a person down,” I said.

      He nodded and seemed more human than ever. “I can comprehend that. We’re going to get along well. No one told me you were smart.”

      “It’s a closely guarded secret.”

      His Razik laughter was fascinatingly robust. “Let’s head inside. I’ll show you around. One thing you need to know right off the bat is that I’m a fully sanctioned Justak. If you want a different liaison officer, I can arrange that.”

      “Justak, that’s like some kind of super cop with wide reaching jurisdiction and authority,” I said. “Should make the investigation easier.”

      He waved me through a metal detector and cursed violently at the guards when they tried to pat me down. I didn’t understand a word of it, but I understood the tone. Everyone near the checkpoint backed away with their hands up slightly, their palms facing forward in the universal expression of “I don’t want trouble.”

      “Sorry about that,” Mach said. “You’re armed, I assume.”

      “That’s against the rules,” I hedged.

      He snorted, which, coming from a Razik, caused his lips to vibrate over rows of sharp teeth. “Stay with me and it’s fine.”

      “Right beside you,” I said, aware of two things. Right behind you was a phrase to be avoided at all costs in Razik culture. It meant something like, I will serve you forever. Also, I was glad he hadn’t forced me to check my rail sidearm hanging in my shoulder holster. Concealment of weapons was second nature now, but the bulk and weight reminded me that I was definitely breaking local laws. Off-worlders faced a lot of restrictions.

      At the top of the escalator was another large area with too much faux marble and chrome. Uniformed Razik police officers and plain-clothes detectives came and went from glass-walled rooms. Deeper into the facility was an elevator bank that was busy. I saw a water cooler that reminded me of a hundred police stations I’d visited. Groups of Raziks laughed and snorted and punched each other from time to time.

      We entered the main room. The backs of cheap metal desks were pressed together to form rows of inspectors. Most were hard at work. Here and there I saw feet kicked up, triangle-shaped card decks spread out, or individuals reading touch-and-fold news bulletins, newspapers they used to be called on Earth.

      “This looks more familiar than I thought it would,” I said.

      Mach pushed forward his bottom lip as he nodded thoughtfully. “Bipek City used to be the most welcoming place in Andromeda toward humans. The First Transit Fleet wasn’t too bad. Bunch of stand-up guys and gals. They were here a hundred years before you showed up. That didn’t last, but some things changed. If you know what to look for, this place is more Razik than an imitation of human culture.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      He indicated the holding cells on the farthest wall from us. Prisoners were chained to the floor and gagged. “Is that done in human jails?”

      “No.”

      “What about that?” He pointed up. “We don’t even know where we got that technology.”

      A complicated, geometric pattern decorated the ceiling. Light shone from each line, not much, but the cumulative effect was a well-lit room. It also reminded me of the Avian blood maps from another investigation. I tried not to dwell on that part.

      He opened one palm toward a desk where an inspector typed diligently on an antiquated computer keyboard.

      I shrugged.

      Mach thrust his chin at other inspectors. I studied them, wondering where the sound of typing was coming from, then finally saw an oversized keyboard on the floor. The desktop was the screen, and his clawed toes were doing the data entry.

      “We don’t wear shoes or boots,” he said.

      “Must be liberating,” I replied.

      He guffawed with deep laughter. “I like you, Wrath.”

      “Friends call me Breaker, most of the time.”

      “Ah. Good. Breaker, then. My nickname is hy-ikit-slapa-sook-sook, but you can call me Mach, and we’ll still be the best of friends.”

      “Thanks… Mach.” I noticed something else as we marched toward his office—unsecured weapons lockers. “Is that per regulation?”

      Mach shrugged. “This is a secure floor. No danger.”

      I thought it strange that off-worlders like me were forbidden weapons when it would be easy to steal one and wreak havoc. About that time, I spotted one of the prisoners unhooking his restraints and removing the gag he’d been wearing.

      “Mach, that looks like a jailbreak.” I moved to assist but waited for him to take the lead.

      He shrugged. “Not to worry, Breaker. Prisoners leave all the time. What’s the problem?”

      I couldn’t form an answer. A few police officers and inspectors hissed insults at the Razik man but made no move to block him from leaving.

      “This will take getting used to,” I said.

      Mach spread his arms and smiled broadly with all his teeth, which, unfortunately, had a very alarming effect. For a second, it was all I could do to leave my rail in its holster. Retreating toward a position of cover seemed like a good idea, but I resisted the impulse.

      After a rough second or two, I imitated Mach.

      He dropped his arms, then slapped me on the shoulder with a hand that was as large as my head. “You’re a good sport. Let’s get the paperwork and head to the scene.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Mach drove like traffic laws didn’t exist. When a dozen wheel-cars stopped at red lights, he steered into oncoming traffic and blew through the intersection without activating lights or sirens. Tires screeched. Raziks cursed and pumped their fists angrily.

      “Are cops not required to obey traffic laws?” I asked. “No offense. Just asking.”

      “Do not worry, Breaker friend. I’m a Justak.” He drove into oncoming traffic again to pass a slow-moving vehicle.

      “Oh. Great. That protects us against physics—like when we get t-boned in the middle of a busy intersection.”

      “What is a t-bone?” he asked.

      “A big hunk of meat served on the bone of the animal it came from. Rare or medium rare unless you have no taste buds.”

      “Now that sounds like human food worth eating!”

      “You’re not vegetarian?” I asked.

      He looked at me while steering through another intersection. “What a strange concept.” He reached for the plain dashboard and flipped down a panel to reveal a high-tech global positioning screen. “My ride warns me of other vehicles.” He tapped the steering wheel. “I would have felt a warning through this if there had been danger. We Raziks are known for our absolute faith in technology.”

      “That’s not what I heard.”

      “Got me. We really aren’t. What do you think we are, Helm engineers?” He turned onto a side street flanked by three-story apartment complexes and concrete sidewalks. Small, undernourished trees lined the center median. Most of them had Razik letters carved in them and scraps of fabric tied to random branches. Other than that, it could be a scene straight out of Earthdale’s historic replication neighborhood.

      “You’re not Helm.” My dealing with the legendary ship builders was extensive, and that wasn’t something many APOP agents could claim.

      “Who is?” He swerved into a spot and parked abruptly. The car rocked on its suspension. He grabbed the door handle but stopped to finish his thought. “We’re like humans—using technology we think we understand and hoping nothing goes wrong. Let’s see this murder scene. I want to know how a legendary crime fighter does things.”

      “Are you talking about me?”

      He laughed.

      I climbed out of the car, feeling like a kid due to the size of the seat that had threatened to consume me and the door that was embarrassingly hard to push open. I needed a booster seat in Mach’s car.

      Uniformed cops stood around in their high boots and knee-length, tunic-style coats with oversized pistols on their belts. None of the weapons used rail technology. Each man or woman also had a straight baton stuck through a ring next to handcuff cases. This really was like the scene of an old movie—except for the dragon men in blue. The back of my neck tingled at the surreal scene.

      Crime scene tape blocked the street from vehicle and pedestrian traffic. Each roll of yellow and orange fabric stretched from a stairway railing on the south side to a tree in the center median, to a stairway railing on the east side. Smaller sections were circled with tape attached to movable posts like something that would be used outside a movie theater on opening night. Small, plastic cones with Razik numbers on them were scattered all over the street and sidewalk.

      “Shell casings,” Mach said. “You wouldn’t have them on a human world. Not with your caseless rail weapons.”

      “Evidence like that might make things easier. You should be able to calculate where the shooters were standing when they fired,” I said.

      “More or less. The combatants were moving. Two men on foot over there, and a vehicle driving against traffic. Just my initial assessment. Don’t hold me to it. Crime scene investigators will take laser measurements. The first responding officers have already beat statements out of the witnesses and will brief us when we’re ready.”

      I stared.

      He punched me in the shoulder hard enough to knock me off-balance. “Joking. We almost never beat witnesses.”

      “What would be a scenario when you did?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe if they had a bad attitude or something. You know some people just deserve to get fist-smacked in their teeth. If I’m lying, I have become deceased.”

      “Yeah... that doesn’t seem sustainable. Don’t your officers get complained on? Investigated by internal affairs?”

      “We beat them too, the complainers and the IA pan-took cops.”

      “What’s a pan-took?”

      “Maybe it’s better you don’t know. Didn’t you learn our profanity as part of your language course?”

      “No. Just the basics.” I had a feeling I would be learning a lot of words that weren’t in my immersion course.

      “Watch and listen,” he said. “Be careful with your questions. I can answer them in private, or you can talk to me in Galactic Standard. Some of the street cops know a little, so don’t consider it a secret code between you and me. Be smart. You’ll live longer.”

      “Harsh.”

      He chuckled. “Welcome to Bipek City, agent.”

      We approached the scene supervisor, an older Razik with gray skin and tired eyes. His uniform was pressed, and his boots were perfectly shined, unlike the beat cops who looked like they’d been getting in and out of wheel-cars all day and maybe chasing suspects over chain-link fences and through weed-choked vacant lots.

      I stood next to Mach as the supervisor went over the facts of the call.

      “Three calling parties and a gunshot detector alerted dispatch of a confrontation at mid-morning and fifty-eight minutes,” he said.

      I fumbled the translation of Razik time formulas in my head but thought I had the general idea. Could I testify in court with precision? No, but it wasn’t time for that. I really wished there were a couple members of my team here to help with small details.

      “A patrol unit, 592 Claw Baby Car, was less than a meter away and responded last week.”

      I groaned inwardly. For all I knew, this guy was being sarcastic. Razik humor was unpredictable. In this context, I assumed my language skills were subpar. One meter away? Surely he meant kilometer, unless the local cop lingo used one meter as a synonym for close or nearby or in the area.

      “Are you well, APOP?” Mach asked in a low voice.

      “Immersion really is the best way to learn a language.”

      He snort-hissed a laugh.

      “Suspects were gone when units arrived. Aid was rendered to victims, but it was faceless boo-pal-digaloo.”

      I activated my voice recorder and ceased my attempt to decipher words and phrases on the fly. Maybe if I relaxed, bits and pieces would connect with the correct meanings.

      From what I could understand, this seemed like a standard police patrol response to a drive-by shooting. Officers moved in, searched for suspects and suspect vehicles, secured the scene, and called for medical assistance when they located victims.

      Mach listened, then confirmed my assumptions. No case-solving clues were revealed by the site supervisor addressing street cops and investigators who had arrived after the fact.

      Beyond the group was a pocket park with dangerous swing sets and loud energetic children. Watching them brought down my stress levels, though it should have done the opposite. Sure, they were having fun now, but why should they live in a neighborhood where bullets and rails zipped through the air. And how long would it be before one of them fell off that death trap they called a jungle gym and landed on asphalt?

      We stopped near a Razik body. I squatted to examine the wound. “He died right here? No need for medical transport?”

      “That is the fact,” Mach said. “What do you think, APOP?”

      “These aren’t rail wounds unless the killer was using a lower-velocity version.”

      He stared down at the exit wound. This victim had twisted as he fell. Landing facedown, he’d exposed where large projectiles had exited his body and the back of his skull, leaving bloody caverns like the mouths of red volcanos. “Explain.”

      “Rail rounds are known for over-penetration when there is no body armor or external barrier like a shield or barricade to slow the bolt. In rare instances, shooters use low-velocity rails.”

      “Why?” Mach asked.

      “Rails aren’t as loud as old-world guns relying on shell casings and smokeless powder, but they make noise. Silencers don’t do much for supersonic weapons. This wound is more likely from an old-style firearm that expels a projectile from a barrel at subsonic speed—that means no sonic boom caused by the slug, if I remember my old-world science. I don’t see a need for a silencer on a public street in the middle of the day with kids screaming and ground cars making noise. And why use a silencer to shoot someone in the chest, face-to-face like this?”

      “The Bipek PD techs said the same thing. Maybe I will allow you to remain part of the task force,” he said. “These pathetic weaklings were shot in their eyes. Savage.”

      I didn’t respond. By AP rules, which governed all member worlds and governments, including Razik-doom, I was the leader of this task force. So far it was just me and a Razik Justak—not exactly a crime-fighting army yet. Mach could even be joking, but it was hard to tell with all those teeth protruding from his smile.

      Something about the strange facts of this case made me think of Myron Dea on the wanted poster. He preferred energy weapons, which damaged victims in ways completely different than this. I doubted the notorious assassin was involved, but the thought of him reminded me that we might not be looking for a Razik suspect. Viewing wanted posters of Dea always unsettled me. He had always seemed somehow apart from the AP, like he was too evil and strange for our admittedly imperfect society.

      “Come see the human,” he said.

      I followed him several meters and studied the next body from a distance first, then from closer and closer. His casual reference to the weakness of the victims displayed a possible difference between humans and Razik. To my ears, his tone sounded heartless. There was no respect for the Razik victims lying in the street. How much less would there be for any of my people?

      I reminded myself to suspend judgment, at least for a while. Raziks weren’t unknown to me, and I had read every brief on their culture I could find. The Soft Touch’s artifact drive was fast, but there was still travel time. I had loitered at the edge of the system for an extra day to make sure I, along with my squad, was prepared for this assignment.

      At first, the AD had worried me and the squad. Attempts to replicate it had been successful, but our best scientists and Helm advisors had recommended to leave the setup on the Soft Touch for long-term test and evaluation. Piloting the fastest ship in the APOP was a good thing but made me feel like a target—like someone was going to steal it. Keeping Ocantus on board, despite the new tech that allowed her to leave replicas of the artifacts, was an added stressor.

      I listened to Mach and the local cops, breathed, and focused on when and where I was. Living in the moment took practice. Breathing, relaxing, and listening walked me closer to the correct state of mind.

      My inner stillness seemed to affect the atmosphere around me, but I understood that was an illusion. Generally, this feeling was a good thing when observing a crime scene for the first time. It meant I was dialed in, ready to flex my investigative skills, good to go and all that.

      Sure, I missed Nova and the rest of my team. It would be nice to have one agent dedicated to language and translation. My recordings would be sent to the Soft Touch for them to work through. Knowing my team, they would get a kick out of the misunderstandings and weird Razik phrases. And they would probably have their feet kicked up and good coffee readily at hand.

      I missed their antics. Right now, I would even eat Yolo’s lasagna if that was what it took to enjoy a little team building.

      This street would look a lot different with Lehman and Fathers standing over the bodies, taking notes, and holding back their individual theories until each of them had their first impressions documented. Nova and Yolo would be working other aspects of the scene, talking to the first responding officers, and liaising with detectives. Woods might be studying the rooftops and windows in search of sniper angles. Maybe she would see a witness watching us, then make a connection that led to the best interview of the day.

      Right now, it was just me and Mach. He scowled constantly, like every other Razik on the planet. I knew they weren’t really angry and mean all the time. Their faces weren’t built to appear cheerful, though I had seen it. You just needed to know what to look for. Understanding their psychology and avoiding its effects were two different things, or so I was learning.

      I worked around the body until I could see the face. This victim had died on his side, probably with his back turned to whatever had killed him. Often the wound took a second to really impact the central nervous system. During that time, the victim fought to escape the relentless advance of pain and death.

      Such was the case with this man—who I knew well.

      Mach snorted and worked his nostrils, smelling me like he could detect the stink of dishonesty and expected nothing less. “You know this one?”

      “Yeah. Greg David Smith. Went by Ripper when he was a mid-level con artist on Perseus Station,” I said. “Also had an alias as Beam Shipson—a fictional character in a bunch of second-rate movies.”

      “Criminal,” Mach growled from deep in his throat. “Maybe the galaxy would be better if you kept them where they belonged, or gave them what they deserved.”

      “What exactly would that be?”

      His eyes burned into mine. Again, his nostrils flared. This time I also noticed a long tongue moving far too much behind his teeth. That last part wasn’t obvious, but I was looking for nonverbal, nonhuman cues to decipher and catalog.

      “The fact that you don’t know the answer to your own question is the problem, perhaps?”

      “I know what we do with our law violators. Just trying to learn your ways.”

      He gave me a skeptical look. “Didn’t you read up on our legal system, and on our procedures before arriving? That seems like a sensible thing to do. Humans always claim to be sensible.”

      “Some do,” I said. “No one accuses me of that often.”

      “Maybe you’re defective—a broken human.”

      I shook my head. “Not really sure where to take this conversation.” Squatting beside Ripper, I resisted the urge to close his remaining eye. Whatever had killed the other two had also ended his life.

      “What do you think did that?” Mach asked. “Is it the same as the others?”

      “Could be a mag rail bolt, bullet, or a blade. I’m leaning toward the last possibility. The exit wound is different from the others. Barely a hole at the back of his head. This almost looks like stippling, but there is no gunpowder residue. Weird. I’m just not seeing clear evidence of a projectile.”

      “But you are also skeptical it was a blade.”

      “Have you seen many humans stabbed in the face?” I asked.

      Mach grunted.

      “Unfortunately, I have. Never seen one where the blade was pushed all the way out the back of the skull. Stabs to the face don’t normally have exit wounds unless they’re through the cheek—horizontally like this.” I demonstrated a stabbing motion that resembled a right hook.

      Mach seemed unimpressed.

      “If this is a stab wound, someone really didn’t like him,” I said.

      “Or the killer was strong, and this human’s head was soft like cheese.”

      “Skulls are durable.”

      “Not compared to a Razik skull. Maybe a Razik did this and overestimated the thickness and rigidity of the bone.”

      I pulled a small screen from my jacket, made notes, and clipped it to my forearm for easier use as we worked the scene. Mach talked to the first responding officers in Razik too fast for me to follow. I did my best and pursued him without touching anything.

      Ripper had been from Perseus Station, but he had also spent a lot of time on the Soft Touch during the Ultar Negotiation Crisis. Mach’s scorn was nearly a physical thing. It had felt like a punch to the gut when he snorted at my speculation. I needed to get accustomed to that response sooner rather than later.

      The last thing I wanted was to be the focus of a Justak interrogation. Now wasn’t the time to tell my new, and very temporary partner, everything. Ten digi-creds said he was holding back plenty of details from me.

      Fair was fair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I wandered away from the portable lights shining from each corner of the street. Razik techs didn’t stop for nightfall and didn’t work without being able to see what they were doing. Tired as I was, this reassured me. Nothing was worse than arriving on a new planet, with sentients I hadn’t teamed up with before, only to be met with constant foot-dragging and bureaucratic red tape.

      “Breaker for Nova, how copy?”

      “I read you. We’re encrypted, but let’s not push it. The Razik comms tech seems primitive, but is it really? There are a lot of warnings about the legality of governmental monitoring, and more about when and if off-worlders like us can use remote comms at all. Traveling around Bipek City… forget about it. An unrestricted visa can take months to obtain. Your Justak friend and task force credentials are the only reason you can go anywhere, I think. They’ve really got some sticks up their butts about these rules.”

      “That’s insightful coming from the most rule conscious APOP agent I’ve ever worked with,” I said.

      “Don’t flatter me, Breaker. We don’t have time.”

      “Agreed. One of the shooting victims is Greg David Smith.”

      Nova cursed. “Ripper? Are you sure? We left him on a Helm mobile shipyard.”

      “Yep.”

      “How did our hosts feel about us carting him all over the galaxy before he wound up as part of their murder scene?” she asked.

      I said nothing.

      “Breaker? Please tell me you’re not holding out on these fine law enforcement professionals. That won’t go well. Their laws literally have teeth. Freaking brutal.”

      “I know. It just wasn’t a good time to bring it up. I was squatting over a dead body, making observations.” I reviewed the scene in my head. “Can I send images over this link?”

      “Maybe. Try one and we’ll see how long it takes to transmit, and if it gets us bumped from our encrypted channel.”

      I tapped the screen attached to my sleeve, selected two pictures—one of the front of Ripper’s head, and one of the back.

      “They came through instantly,” Nova said. “I’m more than a little suspicious. Nothing else we have done on Razik-doom has worked that well, though they don’t seem as preoccupied with visual images as we do.”

      “Interesting.” I turned slightly and saw Mach heading my way. “I’ll send the rest of my photos and notes later, after I get permission.”

      “Good call, Breaker. Stay safe.”

      “One more thing,” I said. “Have the entire team research Ripper. Look for correspondence. Search cases including his name, even if it is not as a suspect or victim. Reach out to Boomer on Earthdale, and anyone reliable we know on Perseus Station now that Kalchev is gone from there.”

      “On it.”

      “Also, there are a lot of wanted posters for Myron Dea here. He’d be a good snag if we stumble across him.”

      “You think?” Nova asked. “It’s on my to-do list. Lehman can do background research.”

      “He’s practically in custody, then.” I killed the link and walked toward Mach. He eyed me suspiciously, and from someone so much larger and fiercer, that was unnerving. I wasn’t used to looking up during a conversation, and I definitely wasn’t accustomed to knowing how badly I would lose a one-on-one fight if this went sideways.

      “You checked in with your people?”

      “I did.”

      He rolled the words around in his mind. His eyes surveyed the crime scene, the lights, and all the Razik cops and investigators still working. “Wait until we get back to headquarters next time. There are rules you must follow, even though you are technically the leader of this task force. That’s right, I know the way of things. Don’t take my excellence at all things for granted.”

      “I won’t. Trust me.”

      His reaction to that last part felt dangerous, like maybe I had just insulted him.

      I held up both hands. “No offense. I’m still learning.”

      “I will teach you our ways,” he said. “It won’t be too painful.”

      My hesitation earned a laugh, which was a lot more like what my old friend and self-proclaimed Razik expert Saint had described. He’d thought they were hilarious. Of course, he had probably been as high as Jupiter back then.

      “Is there anything else you want to tell me?” Mach asked.

      “I’m still figuring things out.”

      “It is same with me.” His Galactic Standard faltered, causing him to visibly concentrate. “It is the same with me. Soon we will know and trust each other very well regardless of language and grammar.”

      “I hope so.”

      He snorted. “Humans and their hope. I will never understand that word.”
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      We waited outside the BCPD morgue for nearly an hour. Mach grew petulant and quit talking. I studied details and watched him pace exactly seven steps each time before pivoting. He could have taken nine or even ten without straying too far from the door. Inside, the security guard ignored us. I thought the old Razik was reading a paper book. No other staff came out to explain the delay.

      “Regina, how copy?”

      “I am here with Specialist Adamia. She is very eager to help, though, between you and me, she lacks Cates’s skill.”

      “Skill at what, Regina?”

      “Anything. I miss that cowboy-hat-wearing rogue,” Regina said.

      “Really?” The ship AI’s confession surprised me. “You took months to accept him. Now you’re on casual speaking terms with our new pilot in only a few weeks. I really thought your opinion of her would be higher,” I said.

      “Specialist Adamia is excellent. She really listens to me and Sergeant Nova.”

      “But what, Regina? I hear something in your tone.”

      “Boss, that is an excellent observation. I shall mark that particular algorithm for more study.” Regina paused. “Adamia never pushes back, never gives me a hard time. Cates argued with me for hours when it was just the two of us on the bridge. It was like he thought he had the endurance to wear down an artificial intelligence with enough bandwidth to run a starship and assist with criminal investigations.”

      “You’re upset because she agrees with you too much?”

      “I’m not upset, boss. There are differences between our former pilot and our current pilot that should be analyzed. That is all I am saying. Specialist Adamia needs experience.”

      “She’ll get plenty of that in this unit. Do you have any updates on the case?”

      “Not yet, boss. Razik chat rooms are full of nonsense, and I haven’t intercepted anything from official channels.”

      “Thanks, Regina. Keep me updated.”

      I ended the call as Mach quit pacing and headed my way.

      “They’re ready for us,” Mach said. “Do you know the last time a Justak was made to wait outside a forensic laboratory?”

      I shook my head.

      He snorted and swore in Razik. My crash course in the language hadn’t taught me the more colorful phrases.

      No answer to his question came. Maybe it had been rhetorical.

      A buzzer sounded. The front door slid open. We entered. I immediately felt like I was in a prefabricated warehouse rather than a state-of-the-art forensic science facility. The ceiling was higher, the windows and doors were larger, and everything was scaled to Raziks. Intellectually, this was easy to understand. On a gut level, it took getting accustomed to.

      “The medical examiner is this way. Ignore the kennels,” Mach said, then led the way down a long hallway. On each side were small rooms with dogs, cats, monkeys, and assorted versions of lizards.

      “Were these animals part of a criminal case?”

      Mach explained with little enthusiasm. “This is the animal shelter. You would call it a dog pound. Most of these creatures were strays or abandoned by their owners.”

      “Why are they kept here?”

      “Does your morgue and forensic science center not support other community services?” Mach asked.

      “I have never seen an animal shelter in the same building as the morgue.” I dropped the conversation, suddenly worried where it might go.

      “There was space on this half of the building,” he said. “The part we’re headed for remains secure at all times. There is nothing to worry about.”

      “Glad to hear it.” I resolved to keep my mouth shut and my eyes and ears open.

      The double door at the end of the hallway required a passcode and a retinal scan for entry. Mach urged me through before the doors slammed closed.

      “Watch yourself, Breaker,” he said. “People have died in Razik doorways.”

      “Seriously?”

      He spread his hands. “Sometimes. But don’t worry. Now that you know better than to take your very sweet time, nothing can hurt you here.”

      I doubted that reassurance as I followed him down a wide set of stairs. Fortunately, the steps weren’t tall by local standards, which made them just right for me in that respect. Below ground, everything about the place met my expectations. One passage led to forensic labs. Every piece of equipment appeared modern and well cared for. Raziks of all shapes and sizes went about their work in lab coats and/or protective equipment. I even saw a few human and Glosser techs.

      “This way to the morgue,” Mach said.

      A Razik medical examiner named Huey greeted us. This name sounded a lot different than it was spelled, but I stuck with what I knew when addressing him.

      “You are welcome in my facility,” Huey said. “I correspond with Frank Mirrors from time to time. He said you are a good boss to work for. Humans are preoccupied with working for good bosses, so I know that means something.”

      “You know Frank?”

      “He is respected in the science community. Our galaxy is somewhat smaller than the real thing, if you feel what I’m laying down, my man.” Huey led us to the cold room where four bodies were laid out on tables. Two meters separated each metal table. Drains on the floor looked clean, even though it was obvious they’d seen use recently.

      A Glosser in a Razik-style lab coat entered from a smaller doorway. He eyed us suspiciously until Huey introduced us.

      “Ryin, this is Lieutenant Wrath of the APOP SCD. He is an associate of Frank Mirrors.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” I said.

      “Oh, you’re the Breaker. Excellent. I have heard good things, though not about your intellect, but about other data sets that point toward many positive conclusions regarding your character.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      Huey waved toward Mach. “You know the Justak.”

      Ryin and Mach exchanged nods.

      “Which body would you like to see first?” Ryin asked. “Huey assigned this case to me, though you are free to ask him questions as well.”

      “Why don’t we look at Ripper first?” I asked.

      Mach gave me a look. “You say that with familiarity, am I right?”

      I shrugged off the question. Sooner or later, I needed to come clean about my past association with the Perseus Station hustler. “Guys like him go by their street name, and so did the cops chasing him around Perseus Station.”

      “Ah, of course,” Mach said.

      Ryin circled the table farthest from the door, then pulled down the sheet covering the body. “Human subject. Mid-thirties. Numerous tattoos, which you can see held up quite well post-mortem. Bullet strikes to chest and arms, but the cause of death is the wound to his eye. The other wounds were survivable.”

      I moved closer and looked at the man. He’d been older than I realized. Maybe his irresponsible behavior had made him seem younger. I knew his real age, of course, but that didn’t change the way I thought of him when he was a passenger on the Soft Touch.

      Ripper’s eye socket glared at me. The coroner had removed the eye for examination and not put it back. I stared into the hole. A nearly horizontal cut existed on each side of the socket. No rail bolt or firearm slug made this wound.

      I made notes and discussed the details with the lead and secondary medical examiners and Justak Mach.

      “We agree that the eye wounds are different on each corpse,” Mach said. “Why do they exist at all? Who shoots someone, then closes in to finish them with a blade.”

      “That might not be the case,” I said, playing the devil’s advocate. “There are other ways to strike with an edged weapon.”

      “Like what? Even a Razik would struggle to throw a knife hard enough and with such perfect accuracy to do this four times.”

      Mach wasn’t wrong. Answers eluded both of us. “Bow and arrow. Crossbow. Maybe some type of spear. The killer must take pride in his work.” I imagined each scenario and didn’t think any fit the scene. “But if any of those are the case, someone removed evidence from the crime scene, either before or after our arrival.”

      Mach growled and muttered Razik words I didn’t understand. “I don’t know what those weapons are. Use of a novel death tool is possible.” He referenced his case book. “Witnesses weren’t much help, though none of them described suspects running up to the victims and stabbing them. Frankly, an unusual number of the witnesses appeared to be high or intoxicated.”

      I listened as I walked slowly around the body, looking for details I’d missed while also imagining the scene on the street. My brain created a movie of what happened, slowly filling in details, then modifying each cinematic version of the killings in my head.

      “Only shooting.” Mach tucked the book into his jacket. “Suspect descriptions varied and were generic.” His voice changed to imitate a local. “Biggest Razik you ever saw, or shady off-worlders… you know the type, always causing trouble on Razik-doom.”

      “What about video?” I asked.

      “Wrong angle for most of it. Or they were just for show and not plugged into anything. The only lens pointing the right direction was from a pawn shop, but the owner is out of town. BCPD detectives contacted her by remote comms, and she promised to turn over the video as soon as she was back from her trip. I know her, so there won’t be problems once she has returned.”

      The coroner and his Glosser assistant explained every detail of Ripper’s autopsy. We listened, then moved to the next body. None of them had been sewed up yet, so occasionally Ryin lifted organs out to show us what the bullet slugs or mystery weapon had done.

      The smell wasn’t great. I had been to morgues for most sentients but had never seen a Razik taken apart. The experience wasn’t one I would recommend to anyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Justak Mach was quiet as he drove me to complete one of the oldest traditions of cops anywhere in the galaxy. I hadn’t thought it would be a norm with nonhuman sentients, but as it turned out, Razik cops got divorced just like human cops.

      What marriage meant here was a mystery, and I hoped Mach’s explanations wouldn’t stress me the hell out. The less I knew about Razik romance, the better.

      Streets were clean, if primitive. Most were right on the ground and paved with blacktop. The road markings confused me, but I thought I understood their purpose. Needing something to occupy my thoughts, I studied local traffic laws on a small screen and quizzed myself on signs and traffic lights.

      “We are nearly there,” Mach finally said as he drove with one hand. “This is a residential neighborhood. You might find it interesting that Razik citizens like to stay where they are familiar.”

      “Humans are the same way,” I said.

      “Not like we are. Eighty percent of the Raziks in this neighborhood have never been beyond its borders.”

      I thought of the boisterous, adventure-seeking Raziks I had seen during my travels. Apparently, those brave souls had been the exception to the rule. I said as much.

      “You are correct. With us, it is one or the other. We follow rigid routines and never try anything new, or we go everywhere and try everything.” He leaned toward me to emphasize confidentiality. “I think the second variation is more natural. Tragedies in our long history have made most of my kind cautious. You no doubt encountered only the adventurous among us. They are by definition not normal if they are traveling through the AP like battle clowns.”

      I belly laughed. “I’m definitely stealing that. Battle clowns.”

      “You do not need to steal it. I give you the words freely.”

      “Umm, thanks.”

      We drove through a clean, orderly neighborhood with lots of pedestrians. I saw apartment buildings but also houses. Most were irregularly shaped by human standards, but they appeared well-kept. “Oval floor plans seem popular.”

      “Yes. That is because we all want to live in caves.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was joking.

      He looked me over and narrowed his vertically reptilian eyes. “You doubt me?”

      “I’m still learning the language.”

      “True, but you do very well. That excuse won’t hold up for long. You are a polite human. That’s not terrible, but be careful. It can be seen as weakness.”

      “What should I do if it becomes a problem?”

      “Bare your teeth like this and wave your arms around like you are angry and ready to chi-pal-bookez-gab.”

      “Okay… I’ll give that a try should the need arise.”

      “You have no idea what I am talking about?” He chuckled, which sounded both badass and disturbing. “Be yourself. Do strong things. All will be well.”

      He turned toward a sprawling one-story building with a large parking lot. “This is the educational facility of my offspring. I must gather them into a group and deliver them to my ex-wife’s home. She was held over at work. You understand, of course.”

      I bared my teeth and waved my hands around while making grunting noises I thought were good imitations of Razik profanity.

      Mach laughed so hard he nearly drove off the road. “You’re okay for a tiny little human.”

      “Hey, I’m tall.”

      That also made him laugh. He parked right in front of the school. We strode into the building. There was no security, which gave me a funny feeling in my gut.

      “Do human children have… what do you call it… show-and-tell?”

      “Last I heard, yeah. It must be a universal thing.”

      “My boys will be the first in their class to bring a human. You will be very popular. If the students throw things, that is a compliment. Try not to bleed too much.”

      “I’m not sure this is a great idea.”

      He slugged me in the shoulder. “Joking. Lighten up, big bad Breaker man. I know all about your exploits—not that I believe much.”

      “Believe it, Justak Mach. I’m dangerous as hell. Practically unstoppable.”

      “You are really making me laugh today. Maybe we’re good partners. They could make a movie about us, though in Razik cinema, the shorter cop always dies by the end because the taller, more handsome protagonist is the hero.”

      “Now you’ve got the jokes.”

      Mach led the way to his son’s classroom. The process confused me, because there didn’t seem to be an office, a nurse room, or even a cafeteria. The tactical operator in me mapped the rooms and looked for the best ways to breach or defend them, depending on what kind of tragedy kicked off here.

      We entered room one-zero-five, and my heart skipped a beat. Weird coincidences meant nothing. My jovial mood mellowed considerably. Mach didn’t notice. He was already addressing the teacher, who stood near the front of the class with a glave. The long, slightly curved blade at the end of the wood shaft looked sharp enough to slice someone like me in half.

      He also had a sawed-off shotgun hanging from his hip like a pistol.

      “You arm your teachers against active shooters or other violence?”

      Mach crinkled his face in momentary confusion. “What are you talking about? Who would hurt school children? Humans are terrible sentients.”

      I backed up as he spoke with the teacher, only then realizing this was a history class and the weapons were props, even if real. I’d never responded to a mass shooting in a school or anywhere else, but every cop was trained in the academy to take immediate action in such situations.

      The incident bothered me more than the crime scene from earlier or the visit to the morgue. Razik children stared at me in obvious fascination. None were cute. None appeared vulnerable. And their teacher was heavily armed. Maybe I’d already been a cop too long. I saw danger everywhere. Hyper-vigilance could tear a person apart. Galaxy help me if I had my own kids. What kind of overprotective parent would I be?

      “You’re my dad’s new partner? Are you going to shoot the bad guys?” asked a boy standing before me. His friends crowded close. Right now, that meant nearly everyone in the room.

      “Not unless we have to,” I said somewhat lamely.

      “Right. That’s what my dad says. Law and order matters. Gotta do things the right way and help people, even if they’re not like us,” the boy said.

      Mach put an arm around his shoulder, proud as any man I’d ever seen. “We’re taking you to your mom’s early. She’s got a thing at work, and I can’t wait until school gets out for real.”

      “Fine with me!” his son said to general laughter from the class.

      “Neither of my parents can pick me up either,” said another kid, and soon there was barely controlled chaos in the room. Lots of laughing and shouts from the teacher to “settle down, class.”

      Or that’s what I thought he was saying. My comprehension of Razik slipped at odd times. I allowed Mach to do all of the talking, and soon we were heading to the next classroom.

      The scene repeated, and before long we had four Razik boys and a girl in tow. They piled into the back seat, while I sat as tall as I could in the front passenger area, attempting to look like I wasn’t straining to see through the window.

      The kids talked and joked as we headed into a distinctly residential neighborhood. An unmarked cop car came out. Mach’s expression darkened. His brood felt the change and fell silent as well.

      I waited in the car as he took them inside a medium-sized, one-story home with an open carport. The yard was neat, the paint slightly faded, and nothing about it resembled a human house. It sat low in the foundation like most of the rooms were underground and there were no windows.

      Details mattered. I filed everything I noticed.

      Mach came out, climbed behind the wheel, and drove us away.

      “Something wrong with that car we saw leaving?” I asked.

      “You noticed that?”

      I nodded.

      “Razik’s are required by law to divorce every ten years,” he said. “Stupid law, but it never changes no matter how many times it comes up for a vote. That’s why I have an ex-wife. Raziks aren’t dysfunctional like humans.”

      I said nothing.

      “Sometimes, a couple remarries.”

      My gut told me he was telling himself a story that wasn’t exactly accurate.

      He thumped the wheel. Started to talk, then bit back the words. A moment later, it seemed like he had decided on something safer to say. “That car was a Justak vehicle, like mine.”

      “That’s it? You’re going to leave it there?”

      “You’re a hotshot APOP agent. Figure it out if it means that much to you.” He drove for the freeway faster than posted speed limits allowed. “Why would I care if a big-time Justak was in the neighborhood of my ex-wife?”

      We didn’t talk.

      Five minutes later, we were approaching downtown Bipek City when painfully loud tones came through the radio.

      “All units. Officer-involved shooting. Bipek Boulevard and 32nd Street. All available units respond. Repeat, there have been shots fired,” said the dispatcher.

      Mach flipped a switch. Red and white lights flashed all over the exterior of the vehicle. A siren that turned my stomach to water blared. The noise was a combination of screeching high pitches and thundering bass tones that vibrated my teeth.

      The wheel car was a lot faster than I expected, especially the way Mach drove. We raced down the highway, nearly hitting the strangest group of Razik pedestrians I’d yet seen. The ever-present skyline of Bipek City seemed to watch over us. Lights traveled up the space needles, transporting goods and personnel to restricted platforms just beyond the stratosphere.

      Five individuals rode wingless dragons down the centerline of the trafficway. The creatures were about three times the size of a horse. Few of my recent investigations had led into agricultural regions. Riders and beasts looked at us as we passed but never changed their course. That was probably a good thing. Dozens of Bipek City Police cars followed us at about three times the posted speed limit.

      More were ahead of us, depending on where they had been when the call came out. Each on-ramp dumped more squad cars onto the main roadway. Razik cops were coming from all over the city to assist.

      One vehicle missed the turn and rolled several times.

      Mach slowed, stared, then accelerated away from the wreck when a man crawled through a window and held a bloody wound on his head. “Idiot. How can he help if he doesn’t make it to the call?”

      I kept my mouth shut. Mach’s rhetorical question had been asked since cops were put into vehicles.

      We raced between skyscrapers. “This is it. Get out of the car and move to cover as quickly as possible. Stay close to me if you can. I assume you will be getting involved like all APOP Baka-ten-kakka-dums do when things get interesting.”

      He wasn’t wrong, though I was nervous about being the only non-Razik involved. I reached behind my back and yanked down a reflective panel that said APOP Agent in bold letters, then pulled smaller tabs on the front of my jacket that said the same thing.

      “Let’s do this, partner.”

      He snarled, but I thought it was in appreciation of my gameness.

      The Justak car slid to a stop. We jumped out and ran to a police vehicle that was already riddled with bullet holes. Two Razik cops crouched behind it. They looked like they’d been wounded attempting what we had just done.

      Mach spoke in Razik too fast for me to understand, and checked them over quickly. He tapped me on the shoulder. “They’re fine. Come with me.”

      We dashed toward an abandoned trash truck parked crookedly in the middle of the intersection. Shots rang out from a storefront ahead of us. Bullets skipped on the concrete, pinged off the truck, and thudded into tires.

      Mach crouched behind the front wheel and the engine block. I took a position behind the rear wheel, hoping it would stop the rifle rounds headed our way.

      I went to a knee and peered under the truck. A Razik officer lay in the street ten meters from us. We were the closest but still couldn’t help the man without going into harm’s way. “He’s alive.”

      Mach looked at me. “You can see him? I don’t have a good angle.”

      “Yeah. I think the shooter is using him for bait. Problem is, he needs help now. Does your department have an armored car.”

      Mach listened to his radio for a moment. “It’s on its way, and our airship is fueling.” He swore aggressively.

      I moved to the other side of the wheel protecting me, repeated the kneeling trick, and scanned the scene ahead of us. There was nothing on the way to the downed officer that would provide cover, but if we took him closer to the shooter, the curved outer wall of the building would shield us. I was betting the gunman wouldn’t charge onto the street to finish us off without suffering the wrath of more and more BCPD officers and their weapons.

      “Do you trust me?” I asked.

      “Why should I?”

      “Good question, but listen.” I explained my plan.

      His mouth vibrated around rows of sharp teeth as he growled savagely. “I am with you, Breaker. Let’s get that man to shelter.”
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      “On three,” I said.

      “That many? We should go on two.”

      I squirmed. “Okay.” The word lacked conviction. “On two, but not two, then go. When I say two, we haul ass.”

      “Humans are weird. Why would it be two, then go. That would make it a three count. You exhaust me, Breaker.”

      “One, two!” I ran around the back of the trash vehicle and headed straight for the downed cop. Mach did the same from the front. I aimed at a shooter in the building but couldn’t get a shot off. Firing on the move was something my team trained for, but this was a full sprint, and that had my sights bouncing all over the place.

      The gunman opened fire, and I might have peed a little. Razik cops sent a barrage of bullets toward the muzzle flashes—all three of them—briefly suppressing their attack.

      I reached the cop first, grabbed his wrist, then dragged him unceremoniously toward the building. Mach seized his other arm, and we picked up speed. He cried out and tried to hold his head up, but I was pretty sure we roughed him up. Hopefully, it was worth it.

      The moment we reached the temporary safety of the building, I ripped a pressure bandage from inside my coat and pressed it against the Razik’s chest. Mach fumbled through his own pockets and came up with nothing.

      Blood ran down my cheek and across one of my knuckles. I’d been grazed. No big deal.

      “You’re hit,” Mach said as he helped apply pressure.

      “Already have scars there. No worries.”

      Mach focused on the cop. “What is your name, Officer?”

      “Sheadra.”

      “You have a girl name?” Mach teased.

      “It can be either.”

      The officer and Mach laughed.

      I thought it was weird timing for a joke like that, but they were the Raziks, not me, and who was I kidding. My squad would hang trash on each other during a rescue like this. I pulled the last two bandages out of my emergency medical kit and treated lesser wounds just in case they were worse than I thought.

      “Keep talking, Sheadra. What is your rank and assignment.”

      “Officer first rank. Called to a suspicious character near a bank. Got shot walking across the street. No warning.”

      “Fook,” Mach said. “It’s the Three Nine Crew.”

      I moved between the Raziks to cover the approach the gunmen would need to use to reach us if they ventured forth. They wouldn’t, but I didn’t like gambling with our lives. “What’s the Three Nine Crew?”

      “They’re the most prolific pool of bank robbers in Bipek City. They like to make the evening news. Best way to do that is to start a shoot-out.”

      “Boss, we’re getting alarming reports from local news media,” Nova said in my ear. “I’ve got the entire team watching the live feed. Is that you crouching by the bank?”

      “Yeah. Hold on. I’m about to get busy.”

      “Just so you know,” she said, “we’re geared up with a shuttle ready to deploy a QRF.”

      “Nova, you know the rules on this.”

      “We can come in the back, or from the roof where there isn’t media coverage. Don’t worry, you taught us how to bend the rules.”

      “Nova.”

      “Boss.”

      “Be careful. I’ve got a lot of cops here now,” I said.

      “Sure, but they’re not us, and they’re not in the right place. We can slip in, take out the—what is the news reporter calling them—the Three Nine Crew, and be gone before Razik tactical teams make entry.”

      “Work on the plan but don’t execute it.” I hoped that would keep them busy without getting them involved, and if I was being honest, it made me feel better that my people were ready for anything.

      Gunfire erupted from the front of the building. I saw the muzzle flashes from approximately ninety degrees and wished I had a grenade to toss inside. A flash bang would be a better choice, of course. There were probably a lot of civilians in there.

      “This really sucks, Mach.”

      “Never a dull moment in Bipek City.” He leaned back from Officer Sheadra. “He’s okay for now, I think. We need to carry him to the end of the block and hand him off to medics.”

      “Let’s do it,” I said.
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      Gasping for breath, I let Mach handle the handoff to Bipek City medics. A cop was there as well, probably for security. I wasn’t in any condition to worry about it. Dragging a Razik this distance was a five-person job. They were even heavier than they looked. All that muscle and the thick scales added bulk.

      “Nova for Breaker, how copy?”

      I touched my right ear. “Go.”

      “Have you been running? Never mind. Regina and Adamia did some amazing scans and sleuthing around the dark web on Razik-doom. This gang has a lot of backing—some invisible crime syndicate that likes the disorder they cause. If the Bipek PD go in with what they have in front of the bank, they’ll be neck deep in space debris.”

      “And you think this justifies APOP tactical intervention?”

      “I do, boss.”

      Nova didn’t always call me boss. She’d been left alone with our squad for too long. When we were both on a scene, I considered her more like an equal. She definitely had my back and took care of the team. If she thought we needed to do this, we probably did. That didn’t mean I liked the risk versus reward analysis.

      “Do it. Try not to draw attention to yourself. If you can be invisible, so much the better.”

      “Will do.” Nova muted her mic for two seconds. “Adamia will fly in low and put us on the top of the building. She thinks we can avoid attention. Local media is clustered around the front of the bank. I’m leaving Lehman in charge of the ship with Regina.” She lowered her voice, which was for whoever was in the room with her, not me. “I’ll fly co-pilot so I can test Adamia and take over if she doesn’t deliver.”

      “Okay. Watch your ass.” I met Mach as he backed away from the medics and their patient. “Justak, we need to talk. My team has reason to think the suspects are ready to slaughter Bipek PD when they rush in.”

      “You and I will go in first,” he said. “What are you not telling me?”

      “Better you don’t know,” I said.

      He snarled.

      “Fun fact, I cheat when it comes to staying alive. The APOP will be stacking the deck in our favor. Don’t ask how.”

      “I like you, Breaker. But I will not if this goes poorly.”

      “Fair. Let’s move before we miss the show.” As usual, nothing happened according to plan.

      The Bipek Police Department tactical team rolled right to the front of the building in an armored car, then deployed out the back. Each Razik SWAT cop was armored like a shock trooper. Nova’s prediction came true immediately. The moment the local special weapons and tactics team rushed the door, the Three Nine Crew opened fire from several windows. Worse, they had managed to park a vehicle on the inside of the doors to thoroughly block any attempt at entry.

      “There must be another way in,” I said.

      Mach’s eyes narrowed vertically as he studied the exterior of the building. We were along one side with a kill zone between us and the tactical team fighting for their lives. One by one, they clambered back inside their armored car as their fellows covered them.

      “This way,” he said, then led me into a narrow alleyway. We paused at the bottom of a fire escape on the building across the narrow passage. He pointed to a landing on the bank building side. “We go up the apartment stairs, then jump to the bank. Easy for us, hard for a tactical team in full gear—even if I could explain where this was and convince their commanders to use this access point.”

      I listened for the APOP Soft Touch shuttle but heard nothing over the nearby battle noise. “Let’s do it. Catch them by surprise.”

      Mach growled as he sprinted up the narrow metal staircase. I followed, and it seemed the entire side of the apartment building would come down. The noise we made was audible above gunfire, loudspeakers attempting to hail the bank robbers, and the approaching sirens of even more cops.

      Mach reached the platform, glanced at me, then leapt across the gap. He waved me over after he’d landed and regained his balance. I jumped without allowing myself time to think about the potential fall. Four Razik stories up was higher than the same number of human stair flights.

      I didn’t look down.

      Mach grabbed me out of the air and guided me to the metal platform.

      “Thanks.” I pried his large hand from my upper arm. “I’m down.”

      “As am I.” He booted the door open and rushed inside with his gun up and ready.

      I followed and peeled off to the left to cover my half of the danger zones.

      “That was good. You have a sensible understanding of what needs done.” He stopped at a closed door on the other side of the room. “Are you ready?”

      “Always am.”

      He snorted. It sounded like disbelief, but when had I become an expert on Razik noises? He pushed open the door and led the way into a hall. All the lights were off. The only illumination was from windows in rooms that happened to have their doors open to the hallway. I could still hear the noise outside, but it seemed much quieter here.

      Mach held up one hand, warning me to stay back and shut up. We pressed ourselves to opposite walls and peeked into a large room overlooking the lower levels of the bank.

      “Fancy,” I said.

      “That word is not known. My teachers did not give it to me,” he said. “I count many more criminals than expected. The Three Nine must mean there are thirty-nine of these assholes.”

      “Breaker for Nova, how copy?”

      “Good copy, now that we are on the roof,” she said. “Are you inside?”

      So much for planning the QRF and not executing it until I gave the word.

      “Yeah, me and my Razik partner. The local tac team is pinned in their armored vehicle. The perimeter cops are taking shots at the Three Nine Crew, but it doesn’t seem like they’re doing much good.”

      Mach looked at me. “You are talking to your agents. Can they help us from your starship?”

      “No,” I said. “Fortunately, they are on the roof.”

      He hissed, clicked his front teeth together twice, then relented. “What can they do to help?”

      I asked Nova about her plan, then connected her comms to Mach’s radio where he had it in a jacket pocket. He jumped when he heard my sergeant.

      “Regina came up with a good building schematic, and Lehman found a lot of information about the Razik Three Nine Bandits, or Crew as they are called on most of the rumor sites. Tell me they are massed like a small army on the first floor.”

      “They are,” I said. “Good guess.”

      “What good does it do us to know this information?” Mach asked.

      “Justak Mach, I am Sergeant Nova. My plan is to take the balcony level and deploy constricting nets down on them before they can react. This should minimize the required force to subdue them and greatly reduce the danger to local police taking them into custody. Except for the nets, it will be like we were never here.”

      Mach hissed and flashed his tongue between his teeth as he paced back and forth. Twice he punched a wall.

      “Hold on, Nova. My Razik partner is working through some anger issues.”

      “Great. Let me know when he is ready for our help. We tried to source tactical nets that could, in theory, be acquired on Razik-doom. Maybe they won’t ask too many questions,” she said.

      “Fingers crossed.” I watched the Three Nine Crew setting up a murderous ambush for the Bipek City Police. As far as I could tell, the civilians who had been inside the bank during the takeover were tied up and stacked near the walls. I updated Nova as she and the team came down the stairs. As soon as she arrived, she moved to my side and looked for herself.

      “I think this will work.” She retreated to confer with Fathers, Woods, and Yolo as they unpacked tactical nets and loaded the launchers.

      Mach glared at me.

      “Problem?”

      “Your method will allow the criminals to survive.”

      I processed the statement and decided I might never understand Razik police culture. “Is that bad? I mean your prisoners can walk out of their holding cells whenever they want. I assumed your policy was to preserve sentient life.”

      He barked a laugh. “No, Breaker 105. That is so they can be engaged in battle another time. Most choose not to leave custody because they know it will end badly for them if they fail to change their ways. Once a Razik has been incarcerated and chooses to return to the street, they know they have used up their get-out-of-jail-free card and will face much harsher consequences the second time. I was certain humans had this tradition.”

      “‛Get out of jail free’ means something different in the AP.”

      He made sounds and facial expressions I couldn’t even describe, then motioned to Nova and my team. “Do this thing, and let’s have coffee afterward.”

      “Okay, we can still be friends.”

      “I don’t understand,” he said.

      “Never mind. Nova, get it done.”

      “Right away, boss.” She led Fathers, Yolo, and Woods to the edge of the upper level and selected targets. “On three.”

      Mach rolled his eyes and tossed both hands up in frustration. “Why so many numbers? You must teach them to use a two count.”

      “Three, two, one, now!” Nova ordered.

      Fathers, Yolo, and Woods each fired a restraint net.

      “She counted to four if you ask me,” Mach muttered.

      Three tactical restraint nets spread as they fell perfectly. I watched, entranced.

      “Nice!” Nova said.

      Razik bank robbers twisted to look up as we hauled on the lines to tighten the restraints. A shot was fired, though I didn’t see where it went.

      “Let’s use these all the time,” Yolo exclaimed. “I love them!”

      Mach leaned forward to assess the scene and raised his radio to his mouth. He rattled off several updates. I understood much of it. “Justak Mach for the pi-pik-pak tactical teams. I am inside with the APOP lieutenant. We secured most of the criminals in restraints but now need immediate backup. The entrance is clear. Advance immediately to secure the suspects.”

      I noted his discretion, hoping I had understood correctly. It seemed he hadn’t explicitly stated there was an entire APOP team in here.

      He faced Nova. She took a step back along with Fathers, Yolo, and Woods. It was probably a scene I wouldn’t see again. My squad wasn’t shy and rarely retreated from danger. The Justak had caught them off guard.

      “Leave the way you came. Say nothing. Do not be seen.” He glared at me. “Your boss will explain how we handle second chances. Consider this a freebie.”

      “You heard the man. Get back to the Soft Touch.” I hesitated. “Good work, team. We couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “We’re already gone,” Nova said, then jogged toward stairs leading to the roof where Specialist Adamia waited with the Soft Touch shuttle.

      I faced off with Mach. “My team saved lives.”

      “They did,” he said. “Don’t let it happen again.”

      “Now that is just bullshit.”

      He snarled until all of his teeth showed, then bent forward to loom over me. “Your ways are not our ways. I thought you understood, Breaker. Our society works for us. Do not disrupt the flow of justice here. Why do you think you were the only one given free run of Bipek City? Your reputation for smashing enemies is just the kind of thing we like. The nets were a good solution. Do not think us complete savages. But that doesn’t mean you will be loved, especially when you allow your people to break our laws.”

      I spread my hands in surrender. “You’re right. Your house, your rules. I get it. Next time, I’ll run it by you before we execute.”

      “There won’t be a second time!”

      His roar blew back my hair. Teeth snapped shut dangerously close to my face. We locked gazes for an uncomfortable moment. I met his aggression with a cold, hard stare. “Fine.”

      He waited for more.

      I gave him nothing.

      Razik tactical teams finally smashed aside the small delivery truck the bank robbers had brought through an access hallway to park inside the front door. They swarmed the writhing mass of criminals, restrained them, and dragged the entire group into the street.

      Mach swaggered down the stairs to curse and punch Razik cops he knew. Some laughed. Some retreated holding minor injuries. I realized for the first time exactly how dominant he was in this setting. Razik Justaks held a lot of power.

      I followed, watched, and learned what I could of the place and the people.
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      “There are no exceptions to the rule. Only you were given clearance to be on the planet right now. Tell me when your people are back to their ship,” Mach said as we strode toward his car.

      I resisted the urge to point out that the Soft Touch had landed at the Bipek City auxiliary spaceport for non-Raziks, which meant my entire team was technically on the planet. “Shouldn’t we stay and help with this investigation?”

      “No. We are investigating something else, or did you forget?” He unlocked the car and stood with the driver’s door open, looking at me over the top of the roof. “We stopped to help. Now we are done.”

      Nova spoke in my right earbud, and I knew immediately there was a problem. “Breaker, the shuttle had to leave before we could get to it. Adamia made the right call, but I am sure she’ll feel bad about leaving us. A responding Bipek City Police airship was headed for the roof to land. She bugged out.”

      “Where are you now?”

      Mach stared at me, his sixth sense for a major cluster frack apparently spiking.

      “We’re concealed in the basement, avoiding the tactical teams. They don’t seem interested in checking this area, but I’m not betting on our good luck holding for long.”

      “Stay where you are, and keep this line open.” I sat in the car and closed the door.

      Mach did the same but didn’t start the vehicle. “What has happened with your team? I assume that is the problem. You wouldn’t be worried about anyone else, not like this. Emotions dance on your smooth, fang-free features, ape man.”

      “The extraction shuttle was forced away from the landing pad before they could board. My people are hiding in the basement of the bank.”

      Mach growled deep in his throat and leaned on the seat to stare at me for several seconds. “They must drop into the sewers and make their way to this location.” He showed me a map on the car’s primary display console. “Can they find it?”

      “I think so.” I took a picture and sent it to Nova. “That doesn’t move them in the direction of the spaceport.”

      “The Human Embassy is closer,” he said. “Traversing the under city will be complicated and dangerous, but it is the only way. We will make excuses to parallel their course on surface streets if possible. I don’t desire their arrest, prosecution, and imprisonment any more than you do.”

      “Seems a bit harsh for trespassing.”

      His lip curled back to show teeth.

      So many things went through my head, including the strong desire to throw the expression right back at him or wave my arms and imitate Razik outrage as I had done earlier in the day. Void-freaking Raziks. And to think we’d been on the way to real friendship. I wanted him to flex his Justak authority. In other instances, he hadn’t hesitated to use his powers. If he could help my team, I assumed he would have already done it. Assumptions were dangerous, but so was asking for something that might turn him against us.

      “Why do you stare? Humans do this before a fight. Have I angered you?”

      “As a matter of fact, yeah. This could be fixed with a word from a Justak.” I looked all around, then feigned surprise when I saw him again. It was the least mature negotiating tactic I’d ever used. “Oh! Look! You’re a Justak. My team saved Razik lives. Why can’t they get a pass?”

      “Humans before you behaved badly.” His surprisingly level tone caught me off guard and I felt ridiculous.

      I bared my teeth and waved my hands over my head like a frustrated Razik, more out of embarrassment than anything else. “Fine. But that was then, this is now. My squad is in danger and mark my void-spacing words, I’ll do anything to protect my team.”

      He stared down at me with a new level of intensity. “There are only three things a Justak can never do without paying Price Number One. Allowing aliens to trespass on our world is one. Lying to the Razik people, wherever they are found, is another.”

      “How many prices are there?” I asked, fearing the answer.

      He held up his non-dominant fist. “One—lose a hand.” He held up the other. “Two—lose the other hand.” He raised his jaw. “Three—lose your head. Do you wish me to sacrifice a hand for your team?”

      “Maybe.”

      He laughed. “You don’t mean that. Not with conviction.”

      “And then I learned Raziks can read minds.” I closed my eyes for a second and eased my blood pressure into a normal range. “What is the third thing you can’t do?”

      “Laugh at human jokes.”

      I smirked. “Don’t tell me then.”

      “I can never put fruit on a human pizza.”

      “That’s not a law.” I wished he could rescue my team with a snap of his fingers, but also knew they had been through worse. All they had to do was get back to the Soft Touch. Easy. What was the worst that could happen?

      I pushed that question away and let Mach do his job.

      Mach lifted his radio. “Justak Inspector Domms Mach for dispatch. I am clear from the bank incident and will be conducting unrelated follow-up.”

      Razik words answered. I couldn’t understand them through the static.

      “You’re welcome. We are also glad the suspects were apprehended alive and may face interrogation and the courts,” Mach said. “Do not ask for more. The APOP and I are investigating murders, not the Three Nine Crew. Next time, you might not be so lucky. Get your heads out of your baka-puk-tooka-tooks!”

      He racked the mic and drove away from the scene. “Some of these slackers need to get back on patrol. Why are there so many standing around?”

      I said nothing but marveled at the common problem. The action was over, but more cops continued to arrive. Some would be needed to transport prisoners, conduct field interviews, and process the crime scene, of course. With luck, this meant there were fewer units to stumble across Nova and the others as they made their way through the under city.

      A police officer flagged Mach down just before we were clear of the chaos. We stopped. Mach rolled down the window. “What?”

      “Justak Tek is here. He wants to talk to you,” said the officer, then he diverted his attention to me and hissed.

      Mach rolled up the window and parked.

      “Who is Justak Tek?”

      “My boss.”

      “What did that traffic cop say about me?”

      “He thought you should choke yourself a thousand times and lie in the middle of a busy street,” Mach said.

      “Harsh.”

      Mach laughed, and I was glad to hear it.

      We left his car and approached a group of uniformed and non-uniformed Razik cops. A tall, white-skinned Razik with blood-red teeth and eyes glared at Mach, who made introductions.

      “This is my superior, Justak-ki Tek. Some miracle has brought him out of his office.”

      Tek struck Mach across the face. I tensed, ready to fight as they hissed at each other and rattled off words I didn’t know. Razik cops gathered around but watched almost lazily.

      “Really glad I’m not a Razik,” I muttered.

      The argument cooled. Understanding their back-and-forth speech remained difficult for several minutes.

      Mach punched out a salute that looked rude by human standards but apparently wasn’t, and marched past me. “Let’s go. I have to interview a key witness that will only talk to me. Do you remember the woman who owned the video and promised to give it to us when she returned from her trip?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I mean I remember those circumstances.”

      “She is very particular. Your people are on their own for a while.”

      I considered making an excuse to go after them on my own but knew it was impossible. Dropping unescorted into the sewers of Bipek City would only draw attention. The last thing I wanted to do was draw an arrest team to my squad.

      We jumped into the car and headed away from the scene. Cops and paramedics returned to their duties. At one point, we were stuck in traffic with a half dozen cop cars from all over the city. Most of the drivers watched me with open hostility.

      “I had a friend who knew a lot of Raziks. He claimed they were fun and friendly,” I said.

      “Adventurers are free spirits.” Mach drove for a while. “I would be full of jokes if this day didn’t keep sucking void slime. When this is over, we can smash beers into each other’s faces. We will laugh and laugh and laugh. You won’t ever want to laugh again, we will do it so much.”

      “That sounds like a blast,” I said and made a mental note to check my translation guides for everything related to Razik drinking games.

      “Check on your people. I will drive the speed limit to maximize our time on the highway. That is the best place for your comms to go undetected,” he said as he merged into the center lane.

      “Why is that?”

      “Raziks don’t talk on comms devices while on the freeway. Off-worlders like you are mocked for your constant device chatter when you should be watching the road.”

      I spotted a human driving a car and cringed at the complicated booster seat arrangement that allowed him to see over the steering wheel.

      Mach continued without missing a beat. “Point is, very few surveillance protocols account for freeway drivers talking via comms. Because why would any rational and responsible sentient do that?” He adjusted the radio and listened to surprisingly upbeat music. “I’m exhausted, Breaker. This interview will not help things. Contact your team and make me feel better by confirming they made it to the embassy.”

      I held one ear, then listened.

      “Hold where you are,” Nova said. “I’m coming to you. Galactic darkness, this place is disgusting. Please tell me that is a river of mud down the center. How much fiber do these people eat?”

      “We’re waiting on you, Sergeant,” Fathers said. “Freaking rats! Or hell, was that a dog?”

      “Breaker for Nova, how copy?”

      She didn’t answer.

      I listened to static for half a minute.

      “… we have to go this way. Keep your eyes open,” Nova said.

      “Breaker for Nova, respond.”

      Mach watched me.

      I shook my head. “I can hear some of what they’re doing but can’t communicate with them.”

      “Not surprised.” Mach pulled onto a surface street leading to the original shooting scene. “End the call now, Breaker. Don’t get intercepted by the signal police. That would not help your team’s situation. You are lucky the comms weren’t picked up when they came for the Three Nine Crew.”

      I continued to listen on the sly. Hopefully, he didn’t notice my distraction.

      “You’re not lying,” Yolo said. “Someone should go to jail for this filth. Don’t they have a maintenance program? How old is this city?”

      “It’s been here since long before the AP showed up in the Andromeda Galaxy,” Woods said. “What do you expect? Just pretend you can’t see or smell any of it. That’s what I do when I eat your lasagna.”

      “Snipers are freaks,” Fathers said. “But that is a good tip for dinnertime.”

      I listened and hoped they would reach safety before Mach arrived at the interview. Side streets slid in and out of sight as I watched my surroundings and listened to what was happening below the surface.

      Mach parked near the shooting scene, which was now open to normal vehicle and foot traffic. “We’re here. I know you’re still tracking your people. Stop it. It’s time to do cop things.”

      I climbed out of the car and lost the connection completely. The urge to drag aside a manhole cover and drop into the dark, disgusting hell my team was traversing was almost unbearable. Mach stared at me.

      “Lost the link. Let’s do this, then check the embassy. Hopefully they will find their way by the time we wrap this up.”

      “That would be ideal.” He sauntered toward the store front where the one good camera angle had originated. I followed and watched normal life occur on the streets and sidewalks and shops of Bipek City.
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      Mach entered the shop that was packed with electronic devices and decorated with curtains of glass beads. Wind chimes announced our arrival. A woman in flowing silk robes descended a tight, spiral staircase in the one corner. “Ahhh, Justak. You came. I thought you had forgotten the way to my little business, or decided you no longer need yes-ya-ya.”

      He shot me a look. “That is not what you think.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m not sure I like your tone, APOP.”

      “You started this. I was just minding my own business, letting you handle this interview no one else can do.” I touched my ear to activate the link to my team but still couldn’t get through.

      The Razik woman strutted toward me with both strength and grace. She was as slim as Mach, and most Raziks were bulky. Her disturbing eyes locked on me, and I didn’t like the teeth in her smile. “You have nothing to fear from me, human. I sell surveillance gadgets. Why else do you think the police want my video so badly? I do it better.”

      “Your Galactic Standard is perfect,” I said.

      “I am perfect. What do you expect?”

      “Don’t respond to that,” Mach warned. “Oolia, do you have the video or not? Your cameras cover everything on this street. The sooner I solve this murder, the more quickly my partner goes back to the APOP.”

      “Mach, that is less than nice. He could like it here. Maybe we should keep him.” She moved behind a counter and opened a series of drawers. It seemed she was searching for an item. I soon realized the drawers contained screens. “Be patient while I check the camera views. Mach, you may come to my side and see for yourself since I know you will flex your Justak powers and get what you want anyway.”

      I followed, but both Raziks held up a hand to stop me.

      “Not much room behind the counter, APOP,” Mach said.

      I stopped, then shifted sideways until I could see at least part of what they viewed. Pedestrians and vehicles wandered across the screen. Everyday life in Bipek City wasn’t that much different than anywhere in the AP.

      “Give me a recording of this one, this one, and that right there,” Mach eventually said. “Please stand aside so my partner can have a look.”

      Oolia hissed and went elsewhere in the room to open panels and view surveillance images. I joined Mach and watched a gun battle start and stop rapidly. One figure appeared human and looked familiar, but I just couldn’t see well enough.

      “That was quick,” I said. “Did you observe anyone approach the victims? Looked like they stayed well out of stabbing range, and they didn’t steal anything from the victims afterward. So this wasn’t a robbery, and we still don’t know what caused the wounds to the eye sockets.”

      Mach played one part over and over. I kept my mouth shut and searched for clarification. What had caused the unusual wounds? Oolia’s cameras were good, but the conflict happened far from her store. The lenses hadn’t been set to zoom and refocus.

      “Our scientists may be able to improve the images,” Mach said.

      “If I had a digi-cred for every time someone has said that…”

      Mach huffed. “I suppose the investigative desires of police are the same in any culture.”

      That wasn’t how I would have phrased the observation, but whatever.

      Oolia handed Mach a storage device, leaned close enough to kiss him, then spoke. “You are free now, don’t lie to me.”

      “I am married to my job.”

      She punched him in the solar plexus, then struck lower when he reacted to the first strike. He hopped backward and bent at the waist to avoid a punch no one wanted to receive.

      “Oolia. I need time to free my heart.”

      Her eyes narrowed until they might as well have been closed and her tone softened. “I know, Mach. Do not die inside.”

      “Thank you for the video. I’ll be back. Your yes-ya-ya mics are still the best in the business.”

      “He is such a kiss ass,” Oolia said.

      Mach looked to me for clarification. “What did she say? Tell me what that nonsense means.”

      “She says you are very appreciative and understand who runs this store.”

      Oolia hiss-snorted a laugh.

      “I’ll check my translation guide,” Mach said skeptically. “Let’s work the street—maybe find witnesses the initial investigators missed.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Oolia.”

      “Of course, Breaker 105. Don’t be so surprised. No Razik who learns Galactic Standard can help but hear something of current events,” she said. “Keep Mach alive. I may have an interest in the brute if he can ever stop mooning over his ex-wife.”

      “Sure. Thanks.” I followed Mach out. He’d pretended not to hear the last part of Oolia’s statement.

      We stood and watched traffic. Mach talked to passersby. A pair of cops pulled their car to the curb and chatted for several minutes before leaving. I tried to listen in on my team’s comms but only heard static. Razik-doom was fast becoming my least favorite place in the Andromeda galaxy.

      “Let’s walk,” Mach eventually suggested.

      “Bipek City is an interesting place.”

      “Certainly.” He pointed at a food cart. “That man used to be one of my better CIs.”

      “How many confidential informants did you have?” The question popped out. Some cops were better at developing and managing informants. They often hold ulterior motives and are rarely reliable. Corroborating their information could be a full-time job, but when they were good, they were brilliant. This might be the break we needed.

      “Seven.”

      “That many?” I asked.

      He shrugged, then approached the cart. “Give me three of your best calorie bombs and punch my face.”

      I resisted the urge to check the translation and tried not to smile.

      “Mach, you old snake. How have you been?” the vendor said.

      “Doing great, Victis. How are you still slinging this slop?” Mach waved his hand to indicate the cart and the storage containers below the fold-out counter.

      Victis beamed. “I only provide what the people demand. You’re lucky there wasn’t a line around the block today. Come back in five minutes, and you won’t be able to push to the front even with your Justak badge. Fortunately, I have a special place in my heart for heavy-handed cops and their weird little sentient sidekicks.”

      “Hey, I’m tall!” I protested.

      Victis laughed heartily. “Oh, he speaks. Very nice. Free food this one time… but only for the sidekick.”

      I hooked my thumb toward Mach and stage-whispered. “He’s the sidekick. Touchy about it, though.”

      Victis immediately became my co-conspirator. “Yes, I see it now. Maybe you need a better sidekick? Who am I to decide these things? Wait one moment while I slam this meat paste into some stale bread.”

      “Can’t wait,” I said.

      The food, when he finally handed it over, was delicious. I decided not to ask questions and enjoy. Made for Raziks, the sandwich required a two-handed grip, and I wasn’t a small man. A human figure crossed the street. His shape barely registered in my peripheral vision. My eyes followed him as I listened to my partner and his CI.

      “Talk to me, Victis,” Mach said between bites. “Tell me what is up, and don’t sham me.”

      “You mean what happened with the shooting?” Victis grilled meat on one section of his cart and minced it in another, then stirred it with something that looked like orange mayonnaise. “Drug deal is my guess. Night Dream is bad stuff.”

      “What did I tell you about making things up?” Mach said.

      “No, Justak. This is real. Totally new drug on the market. Smuggled in by ship, so my guess is an off-world chemist created it just to mess with us Raziks.”

      “Smuggled? Here? Onto Razik-doom? That would have to be one magical ship. Like Helm built or something.”

      I chewed more slowly as the man I’d noticed disappeared. A chill went up my neck, forcing me to recall the wanted poster for Myron Dea I’d seen on arrival. There wasn’t anything I could do now, but maybe Mach would help me locate the figure and shake him down.

      “Could be a Helm ship,” Victis said, then turned away to deal with a customer.

      I thought about our investigation, and Ripper. He’d stayed on the Helm Mobile Shipyard Industrious to improve his welding. The man had finally gone straight, or so I had thought at the time. Now he was dead, victim of a Razik gun battle in questionable circumstances. I really needed to come clean with Mach. Each time I stalled made it harder to admit I knew a lot more about Ripper than I’d led anyone to believe.

      “There is something else about Night Dream, or Fotak some call it,” Victis said. “Heard it makes a good Razik do bad things. Turns a strong man into a puppet. That’s what I heard.”

      “So this new mystery drug is like having a wife?” Mach asked.

      “How is Jineeze? Thought you two were divorced.”

      Mach hissed at the sandwich man.

      Victis served two more sandwiches, then started shutting down his grill and putting away his paste-making tools. “Well, you haven’t been that nice to me, Mach. Probably because you’re showing off for the human APOP, but fine, fine, fine. I’ll still tell you something important because I don’t want to see this neighborhood shot to pieces in another drug war. Bad for business. Who eats when they’re dead?”

      “I would eat another one of these even if I was dead,” I admitted. “Galaxy’s heart, this is tasty.”

      “Talk,” Mach said, ignoring my compliments to his friend’s culinary mastery.

      “The drugs are from someplace off-world, but I’ve heard from a solid gal that a lab has been set up in the manufacturing quarter. Night Dream is being made locally now, no matter where it came from. One of your big crime lords has control of it, you know, one of those claw-faced animals with the strength to control the streets.”

      “I control the streets,” Mach said, showing real anger.

      “Doesn’t look like it. Maybe you need to dump the galactic Justak duties and come home—clean this neighborhood up,” Victis said, then waved away patrons snarling at him to open his cart and feed them. “One hour! I’m on my break. Go choke yourselves! Punch off, dragon face! Don’t make me ban you.”

      That last part got their attention. The growing crowd moodily wandered away in search of other lunch options.

      “What else, Victis? Since you’re so smart,” Mach growled.

      “Might not be a gang at all. Could be some corruption in the BCPD. Wouldn’t be the first time. Biggest gang in the city, if you ask some people.”

      “People like you?” Mach demanded. “Do you think my brothers in uniform are haka-hak-bibs? Do you?”

      Victis held up both hands, opened his razor-fanged mouth, and let his tongue roll out.

      “Put that away. Don’t get all submissive with me, Victis.” Mach massaged his neck like he was trying to think through the new information. “Let’s get out of here. Later, Victis. I’ll send you the medical bill for whatever this is going to do to my partner.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “He’s joking!” Victis said. “My sandwiches almost never cause permanent damage to the fragile intestinal tracts of humans.”

      “Great.” I hoped my experiences with Yolo’s lasagna had prepared me for the price of eating a Razik street sandwich. “If I die, I’m not leaving a positive review.”

      “See you again, APOP.”

      Mach steered me away from Victis and the growing crowd of hungry sentients.
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      “Go ahead and call your team, even though here isn’t the place,” Mach said as he drove into the sunset.

      We had the shooting scene and the food vendor at our backs. I attempted to establish comms again and again. Not only was Nova and her team out of reach, but the Soft Touch could only beep that they heard me. That could mean Regina was overloading her considerable processing power. Instinct told me that Specialist Adamia was attempting to make amends by patrolling the city covertly.

      She was young and earnest, but no replacement for Cates. Nova and I should be back on the ship mentoring the young woman. Her file documented incredible potential, and the team liked her. I hoped she didn’t get caught.

      Night came with a cool breeze and a change in the sounds of Bipek City. Harsh but oddly uplifting music echoed from alleyways. I struggled to see the actual source.

      “What are you looking for, APOP?” Mach asked as he cruised under neon lights and glowing billboards.

      “Where is the music coming from?”

      “Ah, that. There are laws that make sense, and others that do not,” he admitted. “Musical venues cannot open to the street. This prevents long lines of patrons interfering with regular foot traffic. My instructors at our academy said this is different on most human worlds. He claimed alleyways are for crime and trash.”

      “Aren’t they?”

      “You amaze me, APOP. How could we keep our city clean if the access roads and delivery zones of our businesses and restaurants were full of scavengers, trash, and shady business transactions?”

      “I don’t really have an answer for that, Mach.” The new information changed how I looked at Bipek City. Until now, I assumed the visible streets and storefronts falsely represented the prosperity of the place. My partner was trying to tell me what was visible was just a hint of how well-ordered the place was.

      If the traditional filth didn’t exist, that meant Bipek City was the most thriving metropolis I had seen in the entire AP—not what I had expected from the Razik home world.

      Mach turned down an alley and drove slowly through a crowd of well-dressed Raziks. It was impossible to describe the variety of clothing. Some wore flowing silk robes with densely embroidered hems and hoods. There were also human-inspired outfits—three-piece suits, diamond cuff links, and walking canes. Just when I’d thought I’d seen everything, a group wearing Avian cloaks strode right in front of Mach’s vehicle.

      He stopped to let them pass. “This is a famous night club. Very prestigious. You have to know people to get in.”

      The obvious sounds of amusement surrounded us. Raziks joked and laughed in a manner unique to them. I missed my team and wondered where they were now. Again, I tried to raise them on every radio band we used and came up empty.

      A slim Razik woman twirled to show off her Avian cloak. Maybe I was getting too comfortable in this strange city, but I felt no menace when she flashed her teeth and flourished her claws.

      Mach rolled down his window. “Nice cloak, young lady.”

      “You like?” she asked in Razik.

      “I do. Now move aside before you get run over.”

      Her laughter sounded like music in the wind as we passed.

      “That cloak is a cheap imitation of the real thing,” I said.

      “Is it? I wouldn’t know.” Mach drove slowly, cruising with one hand and thinking Razik thoughts. I wondered about the emotional landscape of his people. In many ways, it seemed we communicated foundational emotions—fear, excitement, loneliness, loss, and so on—in similar ways. Experience had taught me to tread carefully when making assumptions about any sentient race, even humans. The only thoughts I could really know were my own, and like most people, I was capable of lying to myself.

      “Have you established comms with your team?” he finally asked.

      “No. There has to be a way to get comms from below the city,” I said. “What if there was an emergency or natural disaster below the surface?”

      “We Raziks are comfortable below ground. Many of the finer mansions in Bipek City resemble caves.” He changed course. “I know a place where the signals are better, but we will stick out.”

      “How far?”

      He answered by altering course yet again, this time driving into a tunnel. “The distance isn’t the problem. There is a saying, how far is it between this world and the next?”

      I waited for the answer.

      He looked at me twice, smiling on the second glance. “One level down.”

      The tunnel twisted. Wall-mounted lights flashed by. Cars traveled in both directions. It seemed we were headed into a busy, much older, neighborhood. I braced myself to witness subterranean life.

      Only we weren’t traveling into a cave but into a sinkhole the size of its own city with caves and tunnels all around the perimeter.

      A valley like nothing I’d seen greeted us instead. From space, this looked like a large park. This lower perspective made it something very different. I saw the surface level streets fifty meters above us—highways and train tracks running around the rim with skyscrapers looming toward the heavens. What I couldn’t see were the elevators stretching into the stratosphere, though I knew they were just out of view. In a few places, there were bridges between peninsula-like sections of the low area. I imagined looking up at the shoreline from underwater. This was like that, in a way.

      Streets and buildings existed with less frequency in the valley bottom park but were still there. In one end of the sunken terrain were industrial zones. Another held shops and residences. The middle was a mixture of everything, including a few traditional parks with hiking trails, waterfalls, and flocks of birds rising on the thermals of a hot spring no one went near.

      “Try your communication hardware now,” Mach said. “I am driving close to the main access point. Reception will be better.”

      Coming here seemed to make my new friend generous. The change in his features was as obvious as it was startling. This was his happy place and seemed to have the same effect on other motorists and pedestrians.

      I touched the back of one ear as I studied the mouth of a structurally improved cave opening less than a half kilometer from us. Static warmed my hearing right before I heard Yolo complaining about the tedious march through drainage tunnels.

      “Breaker for Yolo, where’s my lasagna? I swear I ordered a double helping.”

      “Yolo for Breaker, I’ll make you all the food and desserts you want if you can get us back to the ship,” she said. “This connection is better. Where are you?”

      “There is a valley marked Natural Pathway on the Bipek City map,” I explained. “Can you pull it up in your HUD?”

      “Sure, boss. We’re not far from you. Fathers found a tunnel leading to a vacant lot, but we can’t decide exactly where we are or how to get to the spaceport, even though it is on the surface. Also, we’re unable to talk to Regina or anyone from the Soft Touch.”

      “Hold a moment,” I said, then described the vacant lot situation to Mach. “Is there a place like that near us?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I can find it. Tell your people we are on the way. Order them to hide a bit longer.”

      “Hold in place. I’m on the way with my Justak partner.”

      Mach’s eyes cooled at my mention of his rank, but he said nothing to explain. I assumed he didn’t want his reputation tarnished if this went sideways. But what did I know?

      “Stay off the radio as much as possible. Don’t be seen. We’re not going to burn our friend, but we will get you all back to the ship.”

      “Never doubted you, boss,” Yolo said. “I’ll let the others know. Should be a relief.”

      I waited until Mach had driven for half a minute. “Problem?”

      “No. Your team seems brave and capable. We can help them.”

      “Will that get you in trouble? You only have two hands to give for the cause.”

      He snorted.

      The drive through the valley went too quickly. Under other circumstances, I would have loitered and taken my time. The interplay between nature and technology was artfully done here. Neither seemed to intrude on the other. Winding streets led us back to the surface. On one turn, I saw straight into the drainage system. Peering through the metal grates, I wondered where everything went but decided that was a question for another time. It definitely didn’t stream down into this lower section of the city.

      One final feature caught my attention. As the switchback road climbed, I noticed elaborately decorated cave openings. These seemed like front yards, complete with gardens and scenic overlooks. Figures moved as though enjoying a social event with music, food, and wandering conversations.

      “What are those places?” I asked.

      “Razik mansions. Cops rarely patrol here, and they never live among the elite.” He made a sharp turn and headed up the final ascent. “Once we reach surface streets, I will find the vacant lot and hope your squad hasn’t shown themselves to the locals. I think I can get them back to your ship. It won’t be easy, or cheap, but I can keep all my body parts and my reputation.”

      “I can draw APOP funds.”

      He held up one large palm as though silencing me or ordering me to step back. “My role as Justak obligates me to care for my allies. That is the legal rationale I will use as a shield if this comes out. If it works once, it will not work twice.”
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      We rolled into the darkest corner of Bipek City. Neither streetlamps nor neon lights were anywhere near the vacant lot. I saw the gaping mouth of the access tunnel like an artificially constructed cave entrance. Now that I understood what to look for, the style seemed distinctly Razik. My earlier ignorance of the subtle difference between human and Razik construction styles was embarrassing.

      On one hand, I felt more at ease in the city. On the other, nothing reminded me of home. The idea was ridiculous anyway. What did I know of planetary normality? Most of my life had been spent traveling between two galaxies.

      “Call out your team. It’s safe and I suspect they wish to see the stars and feel wind on their soft human faces,” Mach said.

      “You’re an expert in our psychology now?” I should have kept my mouth shut but I was worried for Nova and the others. This wasn’t what they had planned.

      He grumbled something in Razik I thought was a criticism of my assumptions concerning his people. Fair was fair. This wasn’t a hill to die on, and I didn’t blame him. He was correct, so what did I care? My team was definitely sick of being underground. Sporadic comm traffic had clearly demonstrated that reality.

      “Breaker for Hot Shot, how copy?”

      “Hot Shot copies. We see you.”

      “My partner says you can come out. We circled the area and checked for surveillance cameras. No one cares about this vacant lot.” I allowed my eyes to adjust and soon saw Nova, Fathers, Woods, and Yolo emerge from the tunnel entrance. Backs straight, heads held high—they nevertheless looked worn out. Tactical uniforms were torn and stained. Faces were gaunt. I didn’t see a water bottle among them and assumed they had run out not long after the bank incident.

      I strode to Nova and shook her hand like a fellow soldier. “Glad to see you safe, Sergeant.”

      “Not half as glad as we are to see you. Please tell me our plan worked. Did they get that Three Nine Crew locked up?”

      Mach answered. “They are in custody. No further injuries were sustained by BCPD tactical teams. Thank you, APOP.”

      “You’re welcome, Justak,” Nova said, not intimidated.

      “I will return to my vehicle,” Mach announced. “There is a smuggler who owes me a favor. Maybe he can get you four back to the Soft Touch.” He strode away but paused to look at his comm device.

      I thought he studied it too long. What message had he received? Was he about to turn in my squad or initiate the arrest himself? Had he decided he didn’t need an APOP partner?

      Nova seemed to have the same concerns. Her serious, thoughtful expression revealed deep misgivings.

      An airship flew high overhead. I wondered if it belonged to the BCPD and where it was going. Other questions came unbidden. Did the city have medical airlifts? Airborne news media? Recreational pilots? Drone enthusiasts who might spot us?

      “We’re sorry to drag you into this,” Nova said.

      “Don’t even think it. You saved our ass. Let’s never fight Raziks,” I said.

      Mach returned. “My contact is on the way—completely reliable. Your squad can trust him to return them where they belong. We need to leave now. My informant sent important, real-time information on one of the new drug labs. It’s mobile, so we lose it and all the evidence if we don’t act now.”

      “We can back you and our boss up,” Fathers said without hesitation. “From the shadows, of course.”

      Mach hissed and shook his snout vigorously. “No, APOP. Go back to your ship. You’ve done enough.”

      “I’ll rely on local personnel for now,” I said, backing my team away from the Justak. “Rest up and be ready for the next mission. None of us can predict where this is going.”

      “Story of our lives,” Yolo said.

      Mach shouted from where he stood with his car door open. “APOP, let’s go. The lab is being moved. Now is the time for faces and punching.”

      Woods smirked. “I’d like to punch a certain someone’s toothy face. Watch your back, boss. And say the word if you need us.”

      “Will do. Stay invisible. Go with Mach’s smuggler if you think it’s safe,” I said.

      “We’re on it.” Nova directed the team back to their hiding place. “Don’t leave us out of the good stuff.”

      I left with that very un-Nova sentiment on my mind. Woods or Yolo were more likely to say something like that. The answer was simple. My sergeant was bonding with the team more than ever. If I wasn’t careful, they’d give the unit to her and force me into retirement.

      Mach started driving the moment I dropped into my seat and closed the door. My team disappeared. I watched the rearview mirror as long as I could. Something about the scene felt final. There were layers to my concerns. Plenty of evidence justified my worries.

      Nova, and everyone with her, was capable of sneaking after us in the shadows. It didn’t seem possible, but I knew what my squad could do with the right motivation. Their void-freaking loyalty might seduce them into bad decisions. In their minds, going against my orders would be justified if it was for the good of the AP citizenry or to keep their boss, me, out of harm’s way.

      “Your team is much different than I expected,” Mach said, breaking my chain of thought. “Take no offense.”

      “I won’t.”

      “The smuggler is not a moral man but is useful when it comes to transportation. Does that make sense?” Mach asked.

      “You’re saying he’s a sleazy criminal good at moving people undetected to places they shouldn’t be.”

      “Yes. That is the way it is. He also moves other contraband. I keep him in check but can’t be everywhere at once.”

      I let his statement hang a moment before answering. “Everyone needs a good smuggler once in a while.”

      “Hmmm. I’m not sure.”

      “My people will follow orders—unless something goes horribly wrong and exigent circumstances arise.”

      “Human cops are not so different from Razik,” he said. “My advice is to concentrate on what needs doing. This raid won’t be easy. We might wish for your team to get their share of the action, but that would be a disservice to them when they are arrested and imprisoned for ten years for their good deeds.”

      Now wasn’t the time to explain that I wouldn’t allow my people to be locked up on Razik-doom. The APOP would back me.

      “Look there. The ship takes off from the vacant lot. Your squad is saved.”

      “I didn’t see it land.”

      “You were preoccupied, APOP Breaker 105.”

      “Maybe I was.”

      The smuggler’s ship headed toward the planetside spaceport, its appearance utterly unremarkable. At some point, I needed to trust my team to take care of themselves. This preoccupation with their safety was selfish. I didn’t want to feel the misery of learning harm had befallen them or they were struggling. The balance between trust in their abilities and my duty as their supervisor could be precarious.

      “The drug lab is in a warehouse near the spaceport, so we are heading that way. Gaze at the smuggler’s flyer all you want, but get your head straight before we raid this place. We won’t have backup nearby, if at all,” Mach said.

      I spent five minutes of the uncomfortably fast ride convincing myself none of my team would do anything as stupid as I would, were the roles reversed. Then I gave my Razik partner and our mission my full attention. He continued to drive as though traffic laws didn’t apply to him, and maybe they didn’t. Who was a master of local laws and traditions? Not me. My specialties were homicide and abduction investigations.

      The neighborhood changed as we drew nearer the target. Residential buildings were extremely rare in this section of Bipek City. The noise and commotion of the spaceport probably lowered property values. Ships swooped low, flared the turbines and antigravity manipulators, and landed to discharge goods and passengers. I couldn’t see much of the disembarkation process—only glimpses between buildings and only if Mach was driving us over a bridge or other elevated roadway.

      “Forget about your team. They are fine. Safe. Back where they belong,” Mach said.

      “How soon until we can see the target building?” It was time to focus on what needed doing right now.

      Mach pulled through a gate constructed of unremarkable chain link. The fence was nearly three meters high and topped with coils of razor wire. Barbaric security measures never went out of style. Multiple facilities operated inside the perimeter fence. We cruised by a security checkpoint. The guard watched us for a second, then went back to reading a foldout newspaper.

      I counted buildings as we passed them, then blocks of them when the number of individual units grew unmanageable. Fewer and fewer workers operated loading vehicles. The light industrial complex grew vacant without explanation. I speculated there were rules about who could come and go freely, and guessed there wasn’t a lot of legitimate business occurring in the area. Heavy-duty conduit boxes suggested a high demand for electricity. Power lines hummed everywhere. Modern drug labs required a lot of electricity.

      “This is a terrible place to conduct a raid,” I said.

      “Maybe that is why the worst criminals base their operations here,” Mach said. “Have you seen a patrol car?”

      “Not one.”

      “Crime is low. Private security and camera systems minimize the need for police services, or that is what we told ourselves when I was a Bipek City cop. They don’t need us here. Which makes surveillance tricky—but not impossible. Regular beat cops or detectives need to ask favors of our undercover section.”

      “Do you have assets in place?”

      “No. We’re on our own.”

      I cursed. This type of rogue takedown never went well. “At least tell me units will respond.”

      He gurgled words I struggled to make out, then squinted vertically as he spoke. “Are you as good as they say, Breaker? Tell me you are. I’m a Justak. You must not understand what that means.”

      “Let me guess. It means you make poor tactical decisions and think you can take on the galaxy solo.”

      “Something like that. When this kicks off, every available unit will respond to assist. There will be chaos, but as long as we take down the key player, this lab will cease to poison and kill Raziks and other sentients—but we must stop them now. Every shipment that goes out means thousands of sentient deaths.”

      It was hard to argue with that logic, even if there was a good chance we’d get killed during the attempt. “How big is the lab?”

      “My informant tells me this one supplies the entire city and ships to three non-Razik worlds,” he said as the target building came into view. “Do you know what that means?”

      “Spell it out for me. Use small words.” I hated the feeling in my chest.

      “This Night Dream, or whatever they call it, causes Raziks to hallucinate, not feel pain, and stay awake for days. It kills other sentients. These shipments to distant worlds are murder plots in progress. We can stop that, but only if we act right now. You and me.”

      “Feels like we’re rushing to failure,” I argued.

      “With that attitude, maybe. I’ll go alone if I must.”

      I clenched my fist to prevent my hand from touching an ear to activate comms with my team. A word would summon them instantly.

      Mach selected a vehicle stall near the front door and parked like this was a routine business check. He faced me with one arm over the seat. “I see who you are and what you can do, and I understand we may not always be on the same side of the game. Right now, we are partners. This means something to Raziks.”

      “Same with humans,” I said. “We stay together. Watch each other’s backs. I’ll follow your lead since this is your turf.”

      “Exactly. All will be well. We can have a big ulatick dinner afterward, since it seems you tolerate our food well.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      “Act natural. We are doing a routine inspection, checking their license.”

      I nodded and walked at his side.

      “Boss?” Regina said. “What exactly are you doing in that section of Bipek City?”

      “Working a case.” I maintained an even tone, hiding my combat ready emotions. She couldn’t read my tone. AIs were notoriously bad at correctly analyzing emotional tells. “Did Nova and the QRF get back okay?”

      “Of course, but no sooner did they arrive than Sergeant Nova checked your location markers and held an emergency meeting with the entire squad.”

      “Why are you telling me this now, Regina?”

      “They are removing name tags and identification markers from their combat gear. Lehman muttered something about how this wasn’t going to end well.”

      “Void damn it!”

      “Problem?” Mach said.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary.” I followed him into a lobby that reeked of old Razik cigar smoke, strange body odor, and industrial strength grease from the machine shop just beyond a set of swinging doors. The first overweight Razik I’d seen sat behind a desk with a glowing red ember flaring between his front teeth.

      “When a Razik man smokes, he holds the Cigar-tak-tut behind his teeth instead of hanging uselessly outside of his mouth like your people do,” Mach said after he noticed the direction of my gaze.

      “Huh,” I said like a genius. “What about the women?”

      “I have no idea. Now act official. He doesn’t speak Galactic Standard, or he would have jumped in on the cigar discussion.”

      We strode across the room, large and in charge.

      “Who are you? No appointment, no inspection,” the big Razik said as he moved around the desk to confront us. His accent challenged my linguistic skills.

      Mach held forward a badge that looked like a plain gold frisbee to my eyes.

      “Oh, Justak. I didn’t realize we rated a visit from your office,” the man said.

      I wasn’t sure that was exactly what he said, but it was close. The shop supervisor backed up. His foot stepped toward a disc on the floor—probably an alarm.

      I shoved him off-balance but was unsure if he’d activated the alert system. The giant Razik roared at me and swung a haymaker punch.

      Ducking under it, I came up at a ninety-degree angle and stomped down on his right knee. My boot sole slid down the side of his calf with little effect.

      Mach pulled a stunner as I struggled to drop my opponent and shot him in the throat. Two metal balls crackled with electricity along a band of wires connecting them. The device wrapped around his neck, still sparking, and dropped him to the scuffed floor.

      “This way!” Mach charged through the machine shop. Clueless workers stood back, surprise evident on their features. Some held welding torches. One man nearly got his sleeve caught in a machine with open gears.

      We ignored them. Mach reached a closed door and booted it. I followed him through, angling to the right when he went left.

      Gone were the confused shop workers. Dragon-faced goons with body armor and shotguns burst through the far door to intercept us. I opened fire even as I realized how terrifying their old-world weapons were to face. Tactical pellets shredded my jacket and the light body armor under my shirt. Several scored my cheek, shoulder, and upper left arm. This was off the rails now. We were engaged in a lethal force encounter based on the word of a Justak informant.

      I should have taken that job from Ship O’ Wash years ago.

      Mach drew a second large pistol and fired on the move. I learned something else. A Justak was more than just rank. His rounds hit what he was aiming at even when he twisted away from return fire.

      I flipped over a metal table and used it for cover. Mach noticed and imitated the technique.

      Two men headed for me, their hands racking new shells into shotguns. Three went for Mach.

      My next volley dropped one of my attackers and wounded the other. Too late, I realized the job wasn’t finished, but my sights were already on one of Mach’s adversaries.

      We fired at the same time, though his weapon, and the shotguns, were far louder than my rail weapon. One of the three after him fell.

      I cursed.

      Mach shot one. I picked off the other, then twisted to face the man I’d only wounded. A blood trail led back the way they’d come.

      “Let’s go!” Mach roared.

      I barely understood his Razik accent, even though I’d grown accustomed to the way he spoke the language. This was the angry version of the already intimidating Justak.

      A familiar tone filled my ear. Someone had activated my squad channel.
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      “Hey, boss. Regina is picking up a gun battle,” Nova said in my ear as I ran after Mach.

      “Sure, blame it on me,” my ship AI crooned.

      “And you just happened to be close.” My voice modulated unevenly as I ran. My partner was faster than he looked.

      “Yep.” Nova’s shameless answer made me laugh—but not for long. I didn’t have the lung capacity for hilarity right now.

      We entered a wide hallway with doors on each side. My heart sank. Clearing so many rooms with two people could be done, but not well. Holding territory would be impossible. Every time we emerged into the hall, it would be like starting over. I needed a large tactical team to pull this off. Benedict’s mansion on Perseus Station had been larger and more complex, but not by much. If the warehouse had a basement…

      A pair of crude grenades bounced toward us. I veered into a room on my right. Mach went left. We slammed the doors simultaneously with the explosion.

      I leapt back as mine flung open before the latch took hold. It swung at me like a hammer. The door handle punched a hole in the concrete wall that stopped it. Dust filled the air as ceiling tiles rained down in the hallway from the explosion’s shock wave.

      Mach’s door had fared better. He yanked it open, then used the frame for cover. I also aimed down the hallway. The grenade thrower now stood in the middle of the passage hopping on the balls of his feet with Razik excitement. He waved a pair of sawed-off shotguns in celebration, thrusting them rhythmically toward the ceiling as he hissed and shrieked.

      My language skills completely failed me.

      Mach shot him when I hesitated.

      A Glosser mercenary peeked out of a room and fired in our direction. Armed with a rail weapon, he moved straight to the top of my dangerous threat list. His hair was green and orange and flying all over the place. The last thing I wanted was to fire on a sentient that reminded me of my good friend Agent Kyn. Sadness flared in my chest right when I needed to concentrate.

      The man was nothing like Kyn. I touched the trigger pad of my rail pistol. He ducked back.

      Two Raziks and a strange little creature with goggles for eyes and mechanized stilts adding to his height appeared. He started shooting and I fired back, wishing this wasn’t my first fight with a Cog. That wasn’t something I ever wanted. They were normally quirky and fun creatures obsessed with eccentric, noncomputer- or AI-based technology. Some called them the watchmakers.

      “Cover me!” Mach said, then rushed forward two doorways and ducked back inside. He barely glanced into the room he’d just invaded. Definitely not the best practice, but it was all he could do with bullets, rails, and whatever the Cog was shooting flying in our direction.

      I slowed my rate of fire to conserve ammunition. Rail weapons rarely ran out. The projectiles in my service weapon weren’t large. It didn’t seem like the time to gamble. Nothing about this exigent situation was going according to plan.

      No search warrant. No tactical team. What the hell were we doing here?

      “Cover me, I’m moving.” The moment Mach fired, I rushed forward to a new doorway and ducked inside. Instinct and habit forced me to visually sweep my new home to be sure there weren’t killers ready to ambush me. I returned my attention and my firepower to our mixed bag of attackers a second later.

      “We’re on the ground,” Nova said on the squad channel. “Omar! Bunker forward. Fathers, move your ass.”

      “What did you do, Regina?” I asked, then fired two rails into the chest of the newest Razik attacking my position.

      “Boss, I am allowed to share real-time information when you are endangered,” she answered. “What happened next was not unexpected, of course.”

      There wasn’t time to answer. Mach yelled that he was covering, but when I started to move, he rushed forward. I launched rails as I advanced, and I realized too late that under stress, he had shouted in Razik, and I had mistranslated “covering” as “cover me.”

      We reached the end of the hallway. I stepped over the dead Glosser, something I’d never seen. The man lay akimbo, each hand holding a rail as his lifeless eyes stared at the ceiling. Orange, green, and purple hair spread out from his body for two meters in every direction.

      Fascination threatened to stop me, when bullets and rails could not. So much hair.

      Mach grabbed my shoulder and shoved me toward cover. When he took his place, we assessed the next section of the building—another open room with machinery and a catwalk around a second floor.

      I looked back to see Omar, Father, Nova, Woods, Yolo, and Lehman running toward me. They slid to a stop and stacked up on one side of the work floor entrance.

      “You can’t send us back now,” Nova said.

      “Look who took up insubordination and recklessness as her new hobby,” I grumbled.

      “I will ask for forgiveness later.” She did a head count of her team, then looked from me to the Justak. They locked eyes, then nodded. “You two need a break. Clean up your face. It’s a mess.”

      My fingertips came back covered in blood when I touched my brow. I grunted Razik words at Mach until he stepped away from his post and allowed me to look him over. Treating minor wounds and checking our light body armor with dead Raziks, a Glosser, and a Cog nearby was strange. There was going to be a lot of paperwork when this was over.

      Humming filled my ears. My wounds ached and burned. At least two rounds had struck my vest, probably more. The bruises would overlap. I didn’t think the impacts had broken a rib. Breathing wasn’t difficult now that we were resting.

      “Your team got here before the BCPD,” he said levelly.

      “They weren’t flying.”

      That earned a laugh.

      Nova gave orders to our people, then breached the door and quickly dominated the first section of the work floor. Machines and workbenches offered good cover, for us and our adversaries. Mach and I followed but stopped at the threshold to cover their advance.

      No attacks came, but I saw movement on the other side of the room that mirrored my position. Some of this was on the catwalk.

      “We need a lot more operators to clear and hold this,” Nova said.

      I looked over my shoulder as dozens of Razik cops flooded onto the scene. Some were in uniforms. Others were detectives with hastily donned body armor. A few were tactical specialists with heavier weapons and gear.

      “Backup just arrived.” The sight should have filled me with elation. Gloom fought for control of my psyche instead. As physical as a battle like this was, the mental game could be more challenging. I hadn’t made this many sequential mistakes for a while. The only way forward was to adapt and overcome the remaining obstacles. Consequences could be handled later.

      “My team is covered under exigent circumstances,” I said.

      Mach’s vertical eyes remained narrow. “No, APOP. There is no provision for that in our laws. But all will be well. For now, we must fight, locate this lab, and seize or destroy it. Thousands of sentient lives are on the line.”

      “Nova,” I said. “We’re coming to you.”

      The idea came like a revelation. Embedding the Justak with my team might help us avoid imprisonment and general disgrace on Razik-doom. It was worth a try.

      The drug lab defenders hurled grenades and opened fire just before the Razik cops reached the end of the hallway. Explosions deafened me. Shrapnel sang a deadly song as bits of white-hot metal ripped through the air.

      Omar staggered. Fathers heaved him to his feet and pushed forward. Nova and the team followed to a better position. Mach and I joined them behind a machine taller than the Justak.

      He faced the cops, directed them to the other side of the large room, and hissed profanity to emphasize his commands. “Now, you fools! Fight in parallel. No questions. We are seizing a Night Dream lab today.”

      Another volley of gunfire interrupted the Razik supervisor’s response, but I thought he said something like even a Justak can go too far.

      “Bounding overwatch,” Nova suggested.

      I took command of my team. “You heard the sergeant. Two-by-two. Sound out and do the work.”

      “Covering!” Yolo and Woods said as they rolled out to each end of our hiding place.

      “Moving!” Fathers shouted as he steered Omar forward.

      Bullets struck the shield and deflected. Our combat technology was the first real break we had. Designed to stop rail bolts, it had no problem with the less powerful bullets. Our weapons were more accurate as well. Woods dropped three enemies from the catwalk before they learned caution.

      Yolo took one and whooped excitedly. “Void debris! I’m a sniper too!”

      “We’re set,” Father advised via proximity earbud comms.

      “Moving.” I grabbed Mach and raced ahead. We crouched behind a huge forklift.

      “This is an interestingly cautious way of advancing. My people do it differently.”

      I looked toward the Razik cops moving in parallel on the other side of the room. They gathered until there was a mass of guns and bulletproof vests, then swarmed forward in one large group.

      Razik defenders sprayed them with bullets, wounding at least five uniformed men.

      I shook my head as we continued our textbook bounding overwatch maneuver. There were two objectives, the main entrance and the stairs to the level above.

      “Nova, we’re taking the high ground.”

      “Copy that.”

      Mach snarled. “The lab will not be up there.”

      “We have to win this fight,” I said.

      He blasted air through his nostrils and took the lead. Being Razik, he didn’t utilize our battlefield call and response technique consistently. I rushed after him, covering his back. Yolo, Woods, Nova, and Lehman laid down suppressive fire. Omar and Fathers caught us at the top of the stairs and pushed into the lead.

      I pulled Mach back, or tried to. He slowed just enough to not overtake the bunker team. Nova and the others charged up the stairs, abandoning good tactics to catch up and reform the unit.

      “We’re right behind you,” Nova said. “Lehman and Yolo, cover the rear. No one sneaks up on this team.”

      “Count on us,” Yolo said.

      Mach watched us. His nostrils flared rhythmically. He was calmer now, though the intensity in his Razik eyes couldn’t be equaled.

      “Let’s secure this level and find the lab,” I said.

      “Yes.” He hesitated. “I will follow your ways, since you have your people here. Tell me what to do.”

      “Stay in the middle. Let my shield team lead the way. Nova and I are the only people in my SCD squad who studied your language. Use Galactic Standard.”

      He nodded.

      “I can order tacos,” Omar said.

      “You don’t want Razik tacos,” I said. “But the Justak showed me a top-notch sandwich place. I’ll take you there if you don’t get us killed. Let’s go.”

      We pushed along the catwalk and cleared rooms when we came to them. Resistance was light above and below, but that only meant they were rallying for another major effort. That had been the pattern so far.

      Omar used his shield to protect himself as he peeked around the last corner. “Elevator. No stairs. Fifteen meters ahead. That’s it for the upstairs of this building.”

      Fathers leaned over Omar to help cover the open area.

      “I was afraid of that,” Mach said. “The drug lab goons have retreated to the sublevel. That is where we will face the most danger. Toxic chemicals. Poor lighting. Narrower hallways. Traps.”

      “I’m so glad we came,” Yolo quipped.

      I conferred with Mach and Nova. “Elevators are a tactical nightmare.”

      “We should ride it down, then come out shooting. Ask questions later,” Mach said.

      Nova held up one finger. “Or get on top, cut a hole to create a kill zone for whoever rushes in, and ride it down that way. See what happens. If they don’t assault, we can exit at our leisure—more or less.”

      Mach stared at her in amazement.

      “Smarter not harder,” I said.

      He processed that, then snorted. “Humans are clever and devious.”

      Nova bristled. “If you say so.”

      I made the decision. “Omar, Woods, and I will ride the elevator down half a level and punch the emergency stop button. We’ll cut out the ceiling, then climb up with the rest of the team. It’s big enough.”

      “Understood,” Nova said for the team.

      Mach followed along almost casually, watching my squad operate in full tactical mode. He looked bigger than ever with his shirt torn open by bullet strikes and his body armor beneath it not in much better condition.

      None of us talked until we were all on top of the industrial elevator.

      “The Great Lorenzo has a good feeling about this,” Fathers said.

      “What could go wrong?” Woods asked.

      “I do not know this Lorenzo person. Perhaps my Galactic Standard needs work,” Mach said.

      My team laughed, then focused as the elevator made the descent.
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      The metal box banged against guide rails. Half my team stared at the primitive, neglected cable holding our weight and that of the elevator. The descent felt like it took a thousand years.

      I watched through the mesh beneath our feet, confident the enemy would spot us and start shooting. The idea of bullets tearing through my feet, upper legs, and… elsewhere… wasn’t appealing.

      “I’m so excited to cross this off my bucket list,” Yolo said with her usual cheer.

      “What, dying in an elevator shaft?” Omar asked.

      She shoved him. “No, silly. Assaulting a mystery drug lab from… this… with a Razik Justak. You dummies understand what a Justak is, right?”

      Nova and the others looked to me for an answer.

      I improvised. “They’re super cops that get away with stuff others don’t.”

      Mach hissed.

      I raised one hand. “See. He agrees.”

      “You made it unattractive,” Mach said. “Ugly. Or is repulsive the word I need?”

      “Pick one.” The lift stopped. I aimed at the closed doors below our feet.

      Nothing happened.

      “Fathers,” I said. “Can you hit the open button without dropping down there?”

      “Sure.” He lay on his stomach, reached through the hatch we had cut wider than its original specifications, and brushed the door button with one finger.

      Mach chuckled. “You could do it if you weren’t small.”

      “Hey,” Fathers grunted. “I’m”—half of Father’s body dangled into the cabin.—“tall.”

      I pulled him back up the moment the doors slid apart. “Get ready. They’ll open fire once they look up and see us.”

      Two Raziks wearing mismatched body armor stepped inside with their weapons up. Neither man wore helmets. Raziks didn’t seem to utilize head protection often.

      One had a shotgun. The other held a rifle with fancy optics attached.

      I aimed. My team shifted as they did the same.

      Mach leapt down without warning, caught each Razik under an arm, and slammed their faces together.

      “Hold fire!” Nova ordered.

      I jumped, landed, and then aimed my rail through the elevator doors as they shut. Almost immediately, the lift began to rise. I hit the open button as Omar and Fathers jumped next. The entire cab shook until I thought it would fall into the sub-basement.

      “Follow me!” I bolted through the gap, fully aware that this was the bunker’s job. Some tactical situations were uglier than others. Relying on speed, surprise, and violence of action, I rushed onto the Night Dream production floor.

      Guards fired. I returned the favor with a vengeance. My team flowed into their positions, selecting targets by necessity rather than a well thought out plan. Something hit my vest and nearly knocked me down.

      Mach steadied me, then moved ahead to protect me with his bulk and his booming Justak pistol.

      Omar, Fathers, and Nova swept around the left side of the large room. They ordered men and women of all races onto the floor. Naked except for their face masks, the drug lab slaves obeyed immediately.

      Woods, Yolo, and Lehman went right.

      I held the center with Mach who barked commands in Razik.

      Most of the workers were his people, but there were humans, Cogs, Glossers, and one Avian as well. A fine mist drifted in the air. I felt lightheaded and hoped my team didn’t go down from whatever toxins were in the air.

      Razik cops burst from stairwells at opposite ends of the facility. Someone rolled up a bay door leading to a ramp for moving large shipments and wheeled vehicles.

      Some of the workers were dead or unconscious by the time we finished. I checked each for gunshot or rail wounds and found nothing.

      Mach stood behind me. “That one has been dead for a while.”

      “Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

      A grenade bounced past me, then rolled to a stop near Omar and Fathers. The bunker man immediately covered it with his shield. Fathers shoved him aside and put his weight on the ballistic barrier.

      The explosion felt louder than any before it, though I understood it wasn’t. The shock wave shot across the floor in all directions, causing us all to hop and skip as shrapnel sliced into boots. Fathers was hurled back to his feet where he started to laugh crazily. Omar checked him for injuries while the rest of us assessed wounds. No one had lost a foot or suffered major damage.

      Sometimes my team caught a break.

      I tensed. The final takedown had been too easy.

      “Form up! Watch your zones,” I shouted.

      My team, minus a bunker shield, deployed to cover every door we hadn’t yet cleared. There were side rooms down here. No lights came from them, but that didn’t mean they were empty or free of threats.

      Large caliber weapons opened fire from five rooms.

      Woods dropped one shooter the moment it began. What sounded like a crew-served weapon popped off two rounds and went silent when the gunman died.

      Omar staggered as blood sprayed into the air. Moving fast wasn’t a substitute for a shield—not in this scenario. Fathers retaliated by killing his attacker.

      I didn’t see what the others did, but I heard Nova, Yolo, and Lehman shooting and shouting.

      Mach charged the last of the rooms.

      Somewhere behind me, Yolo shrieked. I’d never heard her make that kind of noise. She had just redefined what experiencing pain sounded like.

      I tried to cut to the right when we entered because Mach had gone the other way. Bullets ripped through the gap between us, and I hoped no one was coming in third. I didn’t see the projectiles, but I kind of did—like there were tunnels carved through a haze filling the basement.

      An overturned table blocked my way. I heaved my shoulder against it, striving to get clear of the kill zone. An oversized refrigerator stopped the table from moving. I changed course and rushed the center of the room. All of this happened in a mere second.

      Mach roared and went to one knee, blood streaming between his fingers where he held a head wound.

      “Drop your weapons!” I shouted the command out of habit before I squeezed the trigger.

      Three Raziks tossed shotguns on the floor. The fourth stepped away from the belt-fed weapon they’d been using to ambush my team.

      I kicked the man nearest the big gun in the face as he came to his feet. He’d been lying prone behind the machine gun like an infantryman gunning down an assault force. The other Raziks cursed and stepped toward me, but their weapons were already on the ground.

      I aimed my weapon and held them at bay while Mach applied a tourniquet to his leg. His head wound still bled but wasn’t severe enough to take him out of the game. The cord he used for the more serious thigh wound was far longer than anything in my kit. I made a note to stock my emergency medical bag with first aid supplies that would fit various sentients.

      “Keep your hands up,” I said in their language.

      “He speaks like us,” one said in amazement.

      Mach punched him in the face, knocking him flat on his back. “You shot me, and many others. I should execute you here and now.”

      “No, Justak. Please!”

      The chorus of begging that followed turned my blood to ice.

      Razik cops rushed in and bound each of the gunmen with cords. Mach met my gaze, then pointed to my team. I left to check on Yolo and the others.

      Nova had gathered my APOP agents around Yolo and Omar, who were the worst injured. A growing crowd of Razik cops surrounded them. I shoved my way through the perimeter and joined my team. Holding my APOP shield high, I spoke in Razik. “We’re here on exigent circumstances to assist a Razik Justak. Stand back.”

      “You cannot claim the Justak’s authority. Not even under these conditions,” said a uniformed Razik cop who seemed like he was in charge.

      “We’ll agree to disagree. For now, just give us room to treat our injured,” I said.

      Seconds crawled by as we faced off. He snorted. “Treat your wounded humans that don’t seem to be APOP at all. No name plates, badges, or uniforms—strange, don’t you think? It’s like you and your people are trying to pull a fast one.”

      I hung my shield over my damaged shirt and light body armor that was exposed through bullet damage. “I think my badge is all the APOP you need right now. Don’t worry about theirs.”

      The supervisor grunted. “Maybe. What medical supplies do you require?”

      Woods came forward and presented a list. A pair of Raziks gathered what they could from their medics.

      Mach strode out of the ambush room and glared at everyone. Conversations ended. It felt like even the ever-present dust had decided to listen.

      “Open the ramp door all the way. Get some air in here. Watch your teammates for negative effects of this lab, and pray to hatch-ak-ka that this poison is finished,” Mach said. “Everyone will listen now.”

      No one in my team was Razik, but we were just as enthralled. Yolo clenched her teeth together to cut off a groan. She’d taken a round to her leg that might have broken a bone. That type of wound brought a special kind of pain no one could withstand for long.

      Omar wasn’t in much better shape. Mach’s wounds slowed him and looked at least as bad. I didn’t want to know how much damage it would take to actually stop him. My squad was tough. He was tougher.

      “I am Justak Inspector Domms Mach. There will be no mention of these off-world mercenaries, or APOP Lieutenant Benjamin “Breaker” Wrath’s willingness to stick up for them.”

      The supervisor bowed his head, then looked up and asked the only question. “Are you certain this is the best way to use your authority?”

      “I am.”

      The supervisor turned to the army of Razik cops. “You heard the Justak. There were no humans here helping us. We did this. All of it.” He faced Mach and saluted by punching his fists together.

      Mach returned the gesture, then looked at me. “Get your people out of here.”

      “Thanks. I owe you.”

      Mach growled. His lips quivered over his sharp teeth. I stepped away and worked with Nova to get my people back to the shuttle where Specialist Adamia waited with the grav manipulators and launch turbines humming.

      There wasn’t much talking as we loaded them up. I breathed a sigh of relief as I watched the shuttle race toward the spaceport, then I went in search of antiseptic and glue to patch up my superficial injuries. None were life-threatening, or even debilitating, but damn they hurt everywhere.
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      Silence held the car as Mach drove to headquarters. I wanted to sleep, but kept my eyes open by force of will. He steered into a drive-through, ordered food for both of us, and then continued driving. I ate a triangular sandwich and a box of boiled grain without question or complaint. Flavor wasn’t something I cared about right now.

      “There are people to interview, on the original case and this incident,” Mach finally said. “All of those who survived or did not have a Protectak await us at headquarters.”

      “What is a Protectak?”

      “Something like a get-out-of-jail-free contract. Do you remember that our prisoners can leave at will, but must face more severe consequences if they are, how do you say it, recidivists?”

      “I remember.”

      “Well this is a legal document some of our most serious criminals file,” he explained. “The origins are hard to trace, but it is an old law.” He slowed for traffic as we entered the downtown area. Pedestrians crowded sidewalks and flowed across intersections when the lights changed in their favor. The stragglers held up vehicle traffic when the signals switched.

      I considered the strange laws and customs of Razik-doom. “A Protectak would keep them from being interviewed, which suggests they have information too dangerous to their freedom or the organizations they work for to risk incarceration. But what happens when they run into more trouble with the law?”

      He shook his head. “Most leave the planet. Go into exile. Some reform their ways.”

      I laughed. He didn’t join in.

      Awkward.

      “Are all the arrestees Razik?”

      “Most are, but there are humans, Glossers, and Cogs as well.” He jammed on the brakes, barely avoiding a car in front of him that stopped suddenly. “Our drivers are the worst in the galaxy.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “You must keep your people where they belong.” He gripped the wheel so hard his hands and forearms shook. “I used far too much of my Justak authority today.”

      I wanted to promise it wouldn’t happen again, but my record of following travel restrictions was sketchy at best. We pushed the limits in nearly every investigation. Lying to a friend wasn’t done, not in my world.

      “Are you going to speak?” he asked.

      “I’ll do my best to avoid another incident.”

      “Not good enough, APOP!”

      “Do you want me to lie? Of course, I don’t want to color outside the lines. The last thing I need is trouble for you or my squad, but shit happens.”

      He snarled. “Yes. It does. Especially when working with the APOP. Something is wrong up ahead. These cars should be moving.” He checked his radio and heard a dispatcher sending units to an overdose near our location.

      “I see a crowd growing near that pocket park,” I reported.

      Mach steered onto the sidewalk and stopped the vehicle. “Let’s check it out.” He went to the trunk and retrieved a medical kit. “Ambulances will struggle to get through this traffic. We’re going to handle this.”

      “Good call.” I jogged beside him as the crowd parted before us. A flock of birds leapt into the air and soared away. My pain dissipated in anticipation of a new crisis. Hopefully, I could ride the uptick in adrenaline for a while. I was getting too old for this.

      The victim was human. I saw that immediately. Late middle aged, he was curled in a ball with long gray hair fanned across his functional blue jumpsuit. Everything about him suggested he dressed from an AP merchant fleet surplus store. What I didn’t expect was Mach’s familiarity with the man.

      “Move aside,” Mach said. “I have a kit.”

      A Razik school teacher retreated toward a gaggle of kids I assumed were on a field trip. Two other pedestrians in uniforms I didn’t recognize backed away. Lastly, a human tourist gave us room. The tourist looked like he’d been hitchhiking across Razik-doom—not a vacation getaway I would enjoy.

      Mach kneeled over the twitching human, then spoke Galactic Standard. “Keith, is that you?”

      The man groaned without uncurling from the fetal position. “Mach you void-smashing son of a gun.” His attempt at joviality was ruined when his voice cracked.

      I joined them and took Keith’s pulse, then felt my pockets. Nothing remained of my day-to-day medical kit, and I hadn’t carried Narcan-53 since the debacle on Perseus Station. There wasn’t a lot of room to conceal items in my street clothes, no matter how efficiently I packed them. The medical kits I had used earlier were small, compact, and expended.

      Mach opened the plastic box he’d removed from the trunk of his car. His hands popped out a preloaded syringe with practiced efficiency. “What did I tell you about insulting my mother?” He jabbed the needle into Keith’s thigh. “We can’t keep meeting like this. I should name these kits after you.”

      Keith thrashed and kicked. Mach controlled the man’s hands easily. I put my weight on his legs.

      “Sorry,” Keith grunted. “So sorry. Can’t shake the micro.”

      Mach cupped the back of the man’s head with one of his huge hands to prevent him from banging it on the pavement. Mach’s other hand held both of Keith’s wrists. The episode lasted longer than it should. The Justak made soothing sounds.

      I tried not to jump up and run. “Can you not hiss like that?”

      “I am attempting to comfort Keith Margo. The man doesn’t normally react this poorly.”

      “Did he tell you that calms him, because you sound like a rattlesnake. Not sure it’s having the effect you’re looking for.” I shifted to keep my weight across Keith’s knees. “Does this guy do a lot of micro? What is his drug of choice?”

      “G5 is what he likes, but he’ll do anything,” Mach said. “Too bad, because he was one of the first humans willing to practice Galactic Standard with me. He’s an engineer. Came here to work. Big start-up tech business. Got hooked on stimulants doing double shifts, and painkillers after being injured on the job.”

      “Ahhhhhhg,” Keith wailed. “Void hell!”

      “Something isn’t right.” Mach leaned toward Keith’s face. “What else did you take?”

      “Just a little Dream stuff. Newest thing out here. He laughed and threw it in for free,” Keith managed. “No better drugs than free drugs. Good quality when they’re trying to get you hooked.”

      I kept my weight pressing down to control him, but twisted to watch the crowd.

      “What?” Mach asked in a low, growling voice.

      “I think Keith is a test case. Whoever gave it to him is probably in the crowd watching. Keep your eyes open.”

      Mach tried but was distracted by his human friend’s increased distress. He released the man’s head in favor of grabbing his radio. “Dispatch, this is Justak Inspector Domms Mach. I’m out on the overdose. Where is the ambulance?”

      “They are en route, Justak. Please stand by.”

      Mach addressed the horrified crowd. “Is anyone a medical professional? This man is dying of poison!”

      Keith sobbed until tears and snot covered his face. Some of the moisture around his mouth and nose was foam. “I’m sorry, Mach. You’re a good man. You gave me a chance. Just never forget to face-punch yourself.”

      Mach didn’t laugh at this final joke.

      One second the human engineer thrashed with all his strength, then he lay still.

      Neither Mach nor I moved for nearly a minute. I rolled my weight back until I was squatting on my haunches. Mach remained on his knees but put his hands on his thighs.

      “Luck!”

      “Yeah. Luck.” I was too tired to decide if this was a Razik word or Mach needed a linguistic refresher. Something told me Keith had taught him to swear in Galactic Standard, and Mach had returned the favor—thus explaining odd phrases like punch yourself in the face.

      “I wish he hadn’t died like that,” Mach said.

      Memories of my friend Saint came to mind. He was alive the last time I knew but could easily be on a course to this same fate. Maybe I had more in common with the Justak than either of us realized.

      Mach raised his radio. “Notify the medical examiner, but let detectives view the scene and conduct interviews first. The ME will need to arrange pickup of this body when investigators are done. Keep the ambulance en route. They won’t be needed long.”

      The paramedics arrived seconds later and agreed that Keith the engineer had passed away. Street cops grabbed witnesses and took statements. One stood near the body to protect the scene.

      I retreated with Mach to watch patrol units take over until detectives and the medical examiner could arrive. “This should be investigated like a homicide.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      I searched the crowd as he coordinated with cops and paramedics. One figure caught my eye.

      Mach was twenty meters away. City noise buried my shouts to get his attention.

      Myron Dea vanished from view. Heart racing, mind running dozens of scenarios, I headed after him. Even if he wasn’t involved in the overdose death or the drive-by shooting, he had a mountain of felony warrants. The crowd parted before me, but not like it did for my Justak partner.

      One call to the Soft Touch would put my team in the air with high-tech surveillance equipment. Nova would come running with the rest of my crazy-ass team.

      I stayed off the radio. This was something I had to do alone or not at all. There was no way I was putting them at risk again. Twice was too many times to test fate. The third time wouldn’t go well.

      Dea strode across a plaza. He wore a wide-brimmed hat and a trench coat, but I’d seen enough of his face to be sure. A large fountain obstructed my path. I splashed through it and got on the radio once I was across.

      “Mach, I have a fugitive in sight.”

      “Say again? Where are you?”

      “I’m in pursuit, just past the plaza fountain near the subway entrance.” I broke into a jog as my quarry hurried down the stairs.

      “Don’t follow him there. That line isn’t in operation,” Mach said. It sounded like he was running now. I should have radioed him earlier, but there was no way to change that now.

      “Catch up when you can,” I said. “This is perfect. He won’t be able to hop a train car and leave me on the loading platform.”

      “APOP! Wait for me.” Mach snapped his words. “Who are you chasing?”

      “Myron Dea. He’s got warrants.” I skipped steps on the way down the stairs. Every other light was off, probably to conserve electricity while the place was closed. Scaffolding and taped off areas gave the tunnel a work-in-progress feel. I didn’t see Dea. My footsteps echoed into the darkness of the tunnel.

      The sound of a failed gunshot broke the grim ambiance. I was pressing forward, glad my adversary had suffered a malfunction, when something hit the wall near me. One, two, three more shots rang out and I knew there had been no malfunction.

      Sprinting away from the attack, I found a pile of construction materials and ducked low. A ricochet showered me with moisture and for a second I thought it was my blood raining down. Sure enough, I’d earned yet another cut to my temple. My fingers came back damp with redness.

      The wound felt more like an abrasion than a cut. Not once in all my combat experience had I felt anything like it. Damn I was tired and this was a huge cloud of void debris. They didn’t pay me enough for this.

      “Myron Dea!” I shouted. “Come out with your hands up and surrender!”

      Mach hurried to my side. A small army of Razik cops followed him. Everyone took cover where they could find it.

      “Where is he? I don’t see who you are squealing at,” Mach said.

      “Yelling. I was yelling.”

      “Same thing when a human does it.” He peeked around the construction materials, searched, and then tucked back behind cover. “This shadow hides well. Your suspect will be hard to detect.”

      “I saw Myron Dea—chased him down the stairs and lost him when he fired on me.”

      “Hmmm,” Mach said.

      “Whatever.” I raced to the next section of the subway repair site, then the next, and finally ran out of equipment and supplies to hide behind. All that was left was the gaping black hole of the tunnel extending in one direction. The other way was temporarily walled off.

      “I’ll call for drones. That passage doesn’t actually go that far. It’s a dead end. We will see with the eyes of technology, then advance with a tactical team if he refuses to come out,” Mach said.

      I stood back and allowed the Justak and the BCPD to do their thing. A tactical team with tons of gear arrived. Before long, they were flying drones into the blackness. Other pairs of Raziks drove small ground vehicles with multiple cameras. I wondered where all of this was and decided they could do things with planning and teamwork, when all I’d seen so far was their emergency response to an event in progress.

      “Dea won’t be able to hide,” Mach said.
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      “Bad news. There was an opening he could have slipped through.” Mach spoke to me but kept his gaze on the crews packing up their gear. The search hadn’t taken long. These Razik cops didn’t mess around. “Your initiative is admired.”

      “Really? That doesn’t sound like cop talk.”

      “True. They also think you are an overexcited lit-pez-ku, which you might say means ankle-biter in Galactic Standard. Something like that.”

      “Great.” I continued to search the wall that had been behind me at the time of attack. Mach and several Razik cops watched me with their arms crossed. No bullet strike was located no matter how many times I examined the surface.

      “Looks like they were power washing down here,” said a cop as he stepped over a puddle. “The wall is wet too. They’re supposed to do that before they paint, not a month in advance. Don’t look ready for a brush, but who am I to tell them how to do their jobs?”

      The cops argued as they turned for the stairs and left me standing with the Justak.

      “Someone was shooting at me,” I insisted.

      He uncrossed his arms and turned up his palms in a universal expression of strained reasonableness. “You heard the shots, but maybe he missed, or was aiming elsewhere.”

      I touched the clean, wet sections of the subway wall. “What the hell is this?”

      Mach sniffed the spot. “Water, and a grimy wall that still needs to be scrubbed. I would call a lab to mop it up, but getting laughed at was not on my list of things to do today.”

      “Let’s get out of here.” We climbed the stairs and arrived as the initial investigation of the overdose concluded. Crime scene tape was removed as Keith’s body was loaded into the coroner’s van.

      I wandered toward the pocket park where kids watched the spectacle. They ran back to their games when they saw me coming. All but one. He was dark green like most of his peers. I didn’t understand the biology of their skin tone but knew it often changed depending on age. Some human scientist claimed there were Raziks who could alter the pigment of their scaly hide easily, like giant bipedal chameleons. I hadn’t seen that.

      From his clothing and moody expression, the boy seemed just another Razik watching dead body removal for the first time.

      Mach put a hand on my shoulder, signaling me to hang back. He leaned on a fence beside the kid. “How are you, Razik-de?”

      I listened and translated with more difficulty. The Justak was speaking youth slang.

      “I’m okay. Never seen a dead human. They look sad when they die,” the boy said. “Not glorious like a Razik. We’re all heroes in the end.”

      I wondered at the statement and made a note to study Razik culture in depth. Many things were familiar, possibly borrowed from other sentient races. From time to time, I was reminded these were not humans with a shared history in two galaxies. A simple investigation was turning into a life-changing experience.

      Mach and the kid talked for a while. The Justak punched him in the shoulder, sending the boy sprawling. They both laughed and the other boys and girls gathered around to congratulate the kid.

      Why?

      Who knew?

      “Kid’s name is Het, very traditional,” Mach explained. “Didn’t expect that these days. Kids are wild and rebellious most of the time. He told me people talk about the new drug, and asked if that was what happened to Keith. Word is, Dream Fotak, that’s the street name, Fotak, kills humans when they try it. Looks like additional confirmation.”

      “What else?” I asked.

      “He mentioned the Helm Ship Driver chronicles. There are rumors of a Helm ship invasion. What do you think of that?”

      I didn’t hesitate. “False. I’ve met them. They aren’t warlike. Could they, or one of their ships, be involved, sure.” Ripper’s apprenticeship on the Industrious almost made sense now, but I wasn’t sure how to bring that up. Could he have gotten a Helm vessel and started smuggling? Betrayal had an unpleasant taste. The guy had convinced me he was going straight for good this time.

      I watched the kids playing a violent game with few rules. “Will Het be okay?”

      “I’ll send a Tograk, maybe a squad of them. The kid will be fine,” Mach said. “Easy to do with a Justak budget.”

      “What’s a Tograk, or do I want to know?”

      Mach laughed heartily. “Your people might call them a social worker, but different. Tograks are honored and respected among our people, possibly because of the requirements to enter their order. Most are sports heroes, famous scientists, or even politicians in some cases, but finding a good one of those is a lot harder. Starship racers also make good Tograks.”

      I was skeptical any of those professions made good social workers but kept my mouth shut.

      “Tograk university is tough. Two years of classes, special projects, and internships,” Mach continued.

      “How do you get celebrities to sacrifice that much of their time?”

      He stared, which, coming from a Razik, was a bit disturbing. “I don’t understand the question. Do the fortunate ones of your people not want to help others? What are they, a bunch of selfish egomaniacs?” He snorted until the edges of his mouth wiggled around his teeth.

      “Some are, I guess. This is the most confusing conversation we’ve had yet.”

      Mach showed all of his teeth in a smile. “Someday I will make you a Tograk of the humans. Very special. Like giant big brother with hair where it shouldn’t grow.” He waved at the top of my head.

      “Slow down, Mach, buddy. This is prime hair farming real estate up here. Back off.”

      “You hairy apes are disgusting.”

      “Listen, dragon face. You’re not one to look at. Why are we having this discussion?”

      “We disagree with agreement. Let’s get back to work.”

      I relaxed. Razik partners were a lot of work. Disagree with agreement? What the void space was that?
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      “I think it’s a water gun,” I said as we drove away from the scene.

      Mach snorted. “Squirt, squirt! Look, I made you wet.” He laughed way harder at his own joke than I thought it was worth.

      “High pressure water hoses can punch through walls or knock a man off his feet.”

      “A human, maybe. Show me this terrifying water weapon, and I will stand impervious against it.”

      “Whatever.” I wrestled with the technology required to keep water together as it traveled from a weapon to a target. That was something I couldn’t work out. That, and why anyone would bother. Ice could be an option, but carrying around a freezer or dealing with dry ice seemed ridiculous. “My theory could explain the strange eye wounds and lack of projectile evidence.”

      Mach grew serious. “This isn’t something made on Razik-doom or anywhere I’ve heard of. Do humans use fancy squirt guns?”

      I shook my head, ignoring the jibe. “No. Maybe I’m off base on this one. I just can’t figure out how there was no evidence of Myron Dea shooting at me.”

      “Even if you saw him, there is no evidence he fired the weapon. Or did you see him pull the trigger? I think not. Maybe the man had confederates who conducted the ambush. A court defender will propose many theories to suggest his client is innocent.”

      I knew Dea probably had help. Once, what seemed ages ago, Glaynia had warned me to beware of the man often associated with Minister Jonas Bayle. Since then, Glaynia had turned out to be an enemy, and Bayle had been… something else.

      Did I trust him? No. Did I believe he would send the most notorious assassin in the AP all the way to Razik-doom to kill me?

      The idea seemed pointless with the Ultar situation resolved to the point it no longer involved the APOP.

      “Could be ice,” Mach said.

      “That is the most likely explanation, but it doesn’t feel right.” The words came before I considered them. Sure, there were technology issues with the theory, but what did I know? Maybe the science was readily available.

      “Oh, well throw my perfectly reasonable theory out the window.” He raised both hands in mock surrender, then grabbed the wheel forcefully.

      Something had changed.

      I followed his gaze and spotted a dark green car loaded with Raziks, the first group this large I had seen since my arrival. Two, or even three, passengers wasn’t uncommon. Seven packed shoulder to shoulder in the oversized wheel car looked like trouble.

      “Do you recognize them?” I asked. “Why do I get the feeling they’re heading to a fight?”

      “Your instincts are good, for once. Those are Tang-cal gangsters. Roughly translates to Red Slash Mobsters. I recognized the driver because he is one I was never able to pin a charge on during my street days.” He followed the vehicle at a distance. “Let’s see what they are up to.”

      I kept my mouth shut and my eyes open. Bipek City appeared different, like I was filtering everything I saw through new eyes. Menace seemed to float on the air. My heart beat faster. Energy surged up, ready to be used for fight or flight.

      “I don’t see weapons,” Mach said.

      “They could have them on the floorboard.”

      He shook his head. “That isn’t how they normally roll. Most Razik gangsters hang them out the window and wave them around like party streamers.”

      “Is that legal?”

      He shrugged.

      “AP laws require reasonable suspicion or a traffic violation to stop a car, and probable cause of a bookable crime to hold them for long,” I said.

      “How long is long?” he asked.

      This time I shrugged. “Depends.”

      He snorted. “That is not a useful guideline. Your legislative and judicial bodies must be a farce.”

      The green car turned lazily onto a new street. Mach fell farther back and followed. By the time we merged with the new flow of traffic, I could barely see the vehicle. “There. That’s it.”

      “Humans have good eyes,” Mach said, then picked up his radio. “Justak Domms Mach requires unmarked units for rolling surveillance.”

      “Go with description, Justak Mach,” the dispatcher said.

      Mach gave our location and detailed description of the vehicle, including the occupants. The stealth pursuit took us in random directions but seemed confined to a large urban area.

      “Are we staying on their turf?” I asked.

      “Somewhat. It is hard to tell with these types. They could be crossing lines to make a sale, or re-up on whatever they’re selling on their own turf. Maybe this is day one of a gang war.”

      “Surveillance One, I have the car. Surveillance Two and Three are ahead in traffic, waiting for the handoff,” a voice said on the car radio.

      Mach let the cops handle the details, thus leaving the radio clear of unnecessary traffic.

      “Airship Seven, I have overwatch. They’re heading for a parking lot. Must be suspicious of surveillance.”

      Mach continued to follow but stayed back from the action. Five minutes later, the green car rolled slowly into a sparsely populated parking lot and stopped. No one got out.

      “Ground units, pull back,” Airship Seven said. “We’ve got it locked in from altitude. Maintain a perimeter. Airship Five is sweeping the area for other suspicious vehicles.”

      Mach drove by the parking lot but didn’t slow to turn in. He watched the target with his peripheral vision. So did I. To prove we were completely unconcerned with the possible squad of gang members, I gesticulated with my hands like I was telling a story.

      “Why are you doing that?” Mach asked.

      “Cops don’t do this, not when they’re being sneaky.”

      “Ahh. Good point.” He removed both hands from the wheel and imitated me. The car drifted left as he steered imperfectly with his knee.

      I laughed. “Is that supposed to scare me?”

      “Is it?”

      “Little bit.”

      He gripped the wheel and drove out of the area. We parked a block away, out of sight. Neither of us spoke. I searched for the airship and only saw it once. Most observers would assume it was en route somewhere else, if they saw it at all.

      “Bluck-baz,” Mach snorted, then pointed when I searched for the source of his ire. “Right there. Those are… not sure how you would say it…” He flourished his claws. “Fingernail Gangsters.”

      “Do you mean Claw Gangsters?”

      “Of course not. I know that word. Their name is like what hunting birds use to kill prey.”

      “Talons,” I provided.

      “Yes. The Talon Killers. Criminal groups rarely use the word gang or gangster. I call them that for your sake, because that is what they are, essentially.”

      “I take it they are not friends of the green car crew?”

      He nodded, then pulled out to follow the new carload of troublemakers. “Tang-cal is what the green car occupants call themselves. When you get near enough, you should see a brand in the shape of a horizontal wound on each of their cheeks. Tang-cal and Talons are always at war, and it is almost always over drug sales. Sometimes they fight over girlfriends. Do humans do that?”

      “Absolutely. How do we shut this down before someone gets hurt?”

      His gaze whipped toward me. “Why would we interfere with a new incident? Don’t you want to catch them red-handed? These may be the same people who committed the murders you came to investigate. Better yet, there are no off-worlders in those cars. That means you could be done with your investigation and on your way home with your entire rule-breaking crew. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      “I feel like you don’t appreciate us.”

      “Your jokes are surprisingly adequate.”

      “So much sarcasm,” I said.

      Mach picked up the radio. “This is the controlling Justak. All surveillance units, be advised there are slashes of red in play. Repeat, there are Tang-cal encroaching on Talon turf. Proceed with caution. This may escalate.”

      “We understand, Justak,” an older voice said. “This is Captain Hilo. All units, lock and load.”

      “He said that over the air,” I muttered.

      “How is that a problem?” Mach asked.

      “AP media outlets would make it seem our cops were looking for a gunfight.”

      “Why would they not be in search of such an event?” Mach asked. His words were harder to translate, which I assumed meant he was feeling a bit of nerves—just like I was. It didn’t matter how many times I did something like this, it was always terrifying.

      “Airship Seven, all vehicles are on the move. We have visual confirmation of the Talon and Tang-cal vehicles. Intel says the Tang-cal definitely came from their armory. Be advised, they will be heavily armed.”

      Mach leaned toward me and spoke in a dramatically low voice. “Maybe one of them will have a water pistol. You can handle him since such weapons are so lethal.”

      “Thanks, Mach. I knew you took me seriously.” Adding that we agreed the projectiles were most likely ice seemed unnecessary. Any physical substance propelled with enough force into a living body would be deadly.

      “No problem, ape man.” He steered after the Tang-cal car, only to watch the Talon Killer vehicle merge with the traffic flow. Now we had the first carload of turf defenders, the Talon Killers, following the Tang-cal crew heading north.

      The Talon car was only a few car lengths ahead of us with no other vehicles to use to screen Mach’s driving. I watched for anyone looking back. The car rocked side to side slightly as several of the occupants bent out of view, then reappeared.

      “Lots of furtive movement in that vehicle,” I said.

      “That isn’t a word I know.” Mach concentrated on the cars ahead of us.

      “Looks like they could be gathering weapons from the floorboard,” I clarified.

      “In that case, there is a great deal of furtiveness.” He relayed the information to other officers, warning them of the danger.

      Additional units checked en route. Using the radio was impossible for almost a minute as Razik cops announced they were on the way. No one wanted to miss a shoot-out, apparently.

      “We’re approaching an intersection and will be stopped by the traffic control device,” Mach said, then lowered his radio. “Get ready, APOP.”
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      Mach regulated the distance between our unmarked cruiser and rival gang cars by slowing considerably. Anyone watching their rearview mirrors would have thought our behavior strange, but they were intent on their rivals.

      The traffic light flashed a large purple word I assumed meant stop. The green Tang-cal vehicle was in the lead, and it stopped facing north. The Talon vehicle stopped behind it facing the same direction.

      Mach pointed at a patrol vehicle facing west at the light, motionless despite having the right-of-way. There were two uniformed officers in the front seat. One held a shotgun, the other the steering wheel.

      A Talon vehicle heading south rolled to a stop.

      “What is that marked unit doing?” Mach asked, clearly annoyed.

      I pointed to the other side of the intersection where another vehicle pointed east did the same thing as the cops—stop when it was obviously their turn to go.

      Mach narrowed his vertical eyes, then lifted the radio. “All units, there are Talon vehicles facing north, south, and east in addition to one trespassing Tang-cal—green—also facing north in the lead. I recognized several faces. Airship Seven, are there other players trying to join in?”

      “No vehicles, Justak, but a large number of pedestrians are converging on the intersection. Most appear to be armed—guns and clubs.

      “Justak to whoever is in that marked vehicle. Roll out of here and stand by for assignment.” Mach removed pressure from the mic button. “This is about to go down. I wish that damn patrol car wasn’t there.”

      No one moved for several seconds. The patrol car went first, starting across the intersection, then abruptly turning to avoid passing the Talon car coming toward it. The move looked completely out of place, and I doubted the gang members would fail to realize the police were watching and waiting.

      The northbound Tang-cal driver in the lead of the Talon vehicle following his crew twisted to look over his shoulder, then faced forward and gunned the engine. The older, bigger car lurched forward, sideswiping the patrol car. A few meters farther, it encountered the southbound Talon vehicle.

      Weapons pointed through windows, the passengers of both vehicles opened fire like warship gunners executing a broadside attack. Bullets smacked through metal and shattered glass. Blood splattered the inside of windows on both vehicles.

      The other Talon cars squealed tires and steered toward the fight. The cop car activated lights and sirens, probably out of panic. There wasn’t much use in the added sound and flashing lights. Every cop in the city already knew where we were.

      Mach drove straight into the conglomeration of bad decisions and flying lead. The rear tires spun causing the back end of the vehicle to slip sideways—a weird feeling to someone like me who was accustomed to the precision of grav cars.

      He reached his left arm through his open window and fired several times. I leaned out as far as I could but didn’t see a clear target. The wheels gained traction, nearly dumping me in the street.

      The patrol car driver started and stopped, cursing to cover indecision. The passenger jumped out, fired the shotgun, and pumped another round into the chamber. Shotgun pellets spread in a wider and wider pattern as they traveled beyond their intended range and struck in a wide group on the green vehicle.

      “Airship Seven to all units, there are shots fired. Repeat shots fired. Officers under attack.”

      I heard the pronouncement about the time it became true. At first, the carloads of gang members were shooting at each other. A few had seen the patrol car and turned on it. One aimed at Mach. I shot the gangster in his upper chest, which dropped his body on the asphalt and sent his automatic rifle twirling through the air.

      Three vehicles were smashed together. One driver slumped over the wheel of a large gray sedan, his foot still pressed against the accelerator pedal. Tires whirled at maximum speed, causing the cluster of three cars to move slightly. Smoke poured off the rubber, filling the scene with a foul stench.

      Mach went after the green car. I followed slightly behind and covered his right flank and his back. Rival gangs blasted at each other from close range. One Razik climbed through a shattered front window. He held a submachine gun in one hand and supported his weight with the other. A rifle slug hit his elbow, causing him to fall on his face. He continued to struggle forward as additional rounds peppered him.

      Some whipped past my face. Smoke burned my lungs. My boots crunched glass and other debris. More and more gang members climbed out of wrecked cars. I started laughing like a maniac.

      “How many people can fit in one of those!”

      Mach paused long enough to answer. “There are always a few riding in the trunk. Look how large the rear section of these vehicles is.”

      I didn’t have time for that. Mach aimed at a target to his left, totally missing two Tang-cals taking aim at him from his right. I shouldered him sideways and opened fire on the killers.

      A round struck my street vest dead center, launching me onto my back. Pain radiated out from my chest. My arms ached, and I realized I’d smashed the back of my head against the pavement—like a bonus wound.

      I hated bonus wounds.

      A BCPD airship swooped low. Lying on my back, all I saw was the Razik police logo and chain guns warming up.

      “Void hell!” I scrambled to my feet in time to see tracer rounds cutting one of the gang cars in half. Blood, bone, and car parts sprayed into the air. I dove left and rolled to my feet.

      “Suspects are running!” Mach shouted, then ran after a group of Talon Killers.

      I followed, though it took several strides to find my rhythm. The fall had twisted my knee, and I patted my body for bullet holes as I charged into the unknown.

      “Note to self,” I huffed. “Never do a car stop with Raziks.” The last thing I realized before entering an unfamiliar neighborhood was that cops had arrived during the fight, and many were wounded.

      “Keep up, APOP!” Mach shouted.

      “Right behind you.” I followed him over a metal slat fence, crossed a yard filled with junk parts, and climbed another fence. We emerged onto a new street and raced toward an oval-shaped apartment building.

      Three of the shooters darted through the front doors. Mach didn’t hesitate to follow. I stayed right behind him. He called out our position and direction of travel on his portable radio. Confusion garbled the channel. Everyone was attempting to talk at once, including Airship Seven and dispatch.

      Stairs descended to the front doorway. Mach took them five at a time. I did my best to keep up. Raziks didn’t look like they should be able to move this fast. I jumped two thirds of the steps and landed hard.

      Inside, the hallway curved. Confused tenants looked out, saw the rush of criminals and cops, and shut their doors. Disorientation threatened to tip me sideways as the passage veered left, then right. I wondered if the architects for this place were on G5 when they drew up the blueprints.

      We burst out the other side of the building and raced up the stairs, where we were nearly run down by cop cars racing to the shootout in the intersection. Two airships searched for runners. Mach’s radio barked conversations with dispatchers and other cops. He no longer attempted to use it.

      Smoke drifted in the air. The smell of burning rubber was never leaving my nostrils. Doors and windows shut on every building we passed. My lungs demanded more oxygen than my blood could supply. I heard a baby crying and looked up to see a young mother in a window gently bouncing a bundle in her arms. The little Razik didn’t exactly sound cute, but the noise was recognizable to my human ears.

      Mach yanked me out of the street, saving me from an ambulance that was driving way too fast. “Run faster, APOP.”

      I passed him and spotted two suspects as they split up. One went between apartment buildings. The other went through. I chased the first gang member and hoped he was out of bullets. None of them had stopped to shoot at us for a while. I thought I saw a gun in the hand of the one I pursued but wasn’t sure. That sucked more than anything, because I knew there was danger but wasn’t certain enough to shoot first—which was a key component to surviving a gun battle.

      An empty green space welcomed me when I rounded the corner. Doors of fifty rooms faced me. The man I’d been chasing had gone through one of them. One, two, three seconds later, I raced to find Mach and hoped he was having better luck.

      I located an entrance into the apartment where I’d last seen Mach and his suspect. No one was in the hallway and I didn’t hear a fight. Calling him on the radio was impossible due to the other conversations with dispatch and the airships. In addition to the shooting scene where both gang members and cops were injured, there were multiple foot chases. One enterprising trio of Tang-cals had carjacked a vehicle, thus initiating a car chase through crowded city streets.

      An alley ran along the side of the building. I jogged into the shadows, sweeping my rail pistol right and left as I searched for danger. Voices sounded ahead of me. I ran faster.

      “Mach! Sound off if you hear me.”

      “This way, APOP.” He sounded hurt.

      I arrived seconds later to find him pressing a bandage along his forearm.

      Nearby was a suspect chained to a fire escape. Blood ran from his mouth. The scaly flesh around his eyes was swelling. He also bent forward to hold his ribs with the arm not attached to the railing.

      Mach grumbled and complained as I checked his work. Shooting victims rarely did perfect first aid on themselves. Once I determined the bandage covered a graze wound, I stepped back with spots from oxygen debt filling my vision.

      “Mind your face and shoulder, APOP.”

      I wiped away blood and felt my new, but minor, wounds. Just another day working with the BCPD and a Razik-doom Justak. This investigation couldn’t be over fast enough. By the time I left the planet, my face would look like I had spent a week in a war zone.

      “We caught one,” Mach said. “Why didn’t you grab the other suspect?”

      “He ghosted me. Slipped into a room before I could get around the corner.” I watched the sky as an airship passed overhead. “Let’s get your arrest of the year to a patrol car.”

      “That’s my APOP sidekick. Always practical.”

      “Maybe I should handcuff you to a railing.”

      “Point taken. Lead the way.”

      I took charge of the prisoner and marched him toward the street. Scores of BCPD cruisers were parked with their lights on. Surely one of them could help us out.
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      Hours passed between the end of the disastrous shoot-out and our arrival at BCPD headquarters. The scene had taken a long time to secure. Cops went door-to-door seeking witnesses and escaped suspects. I hadn’t seen them asking for permission to enter. Either Razik laws were different than most AP members, or the officers didn’t care. That was always a danger when multiple officers were on death’s door with bullet wounds.

      We were definitely keeping the local hospitals busy today. The images of Razik wheel-cars lying in pieces would never fade from memory. I could perfectly recall the sight of BCPD airships firing their chain guns. Sound didn’t come with the images, but I assumed that would be part of my next nightmare when I slept.

      Clean, bandaged, and full of something like coffee, my Justak partner and I were ready to interview his prisoner. I glanced at the wound Mach had suffered that neither of us saw. A field medic had spotted the bullet strike to his upper arm immediately and treated it. The round had slammed into the bone and barely bled. I still felt irresponsible for having missed it.

      Mach felt it now, though he attempted to shrug it off as nothing. Razik facial expressions might not have been designed to show pain, but I was learning what it looked like.

      A BCPD lieutenant approached. Twice, he had tried to pull Mach from the interview squad due to his injuries. The Justak flashed his badge, and the supervisor again retreated.

      “Why does he keep attempting to interfere?” Mach asked.

      I shrugged, then nodded toward a Razik who seemed like he would have better luck controlling my partner. He was new and radiated power and influence. It took me a second to realize he was dressed more like my partner than he was local cops.

      Mach sneered. “Justak Inspector Keno Pykfist.”

      “Friend of yours?”

      “Do you remember the car driving out of my wife’s neighborhood?”

      “Oh.” I readied myself for drama. “This should be good.”

      Mach hissed something rude.

      Pykfist strode between desks. Officers stepped out of his way. He never altered course or varied his pace. Work paused at dozens of desks as Razik cops and detectives watched him stop before us and plant his fists on his hips.

      “Well?” Mach asked without standing up.

      Pykfist snorted, then faced the BCPD supervisor. “Cease the investigation until I have been brought up to speed.”

      Officers and detectives complied even before their actual boss gave the order.

      I studied the newcomer and saw the most amazing thing I’d yet witnessed on Razik-doom. Pykfist was a cyborg. Most of his left arm was metal. One eye was framed with an ocular device implanted in flesh, and he seemed taller than he should be, even for a Razik. His boots were reinforced with metal—which was amazing for two reasons. He wore footwear, and the metal seemed a part of him. His toe claws gleamed with diamond hard edges. Few Raziks wore shoes or boots of any kind.

      Most of the younger Raziks barely concealed their hero worship. This man was treated like he had stepped out of a comic book. The veteran cops and detectives were harder to read. Stone-cold expressions seemed unimpressed.

      I stood abruptly and thrust one hand forward in greeting. “Benjamin Wrath. APOP. I’m leading this task force.”

      The last statement slipped out, and I didn’t regret it. The truth hurt. Maybe things would change if anyone on this planet started to respect the AP memorandum of understanding.

      “I have heard of you, of course,” he said.

      Whispered conversations spread across the floor. Detectives and cops looked at me, sometimes pointing and sometimes talking behind their hands.

      I glanced toward Mach for an explanation. “That’s high praise from the great Justak Inspector Pykfist.”

      “Mind your sarcasm,” Pykfist said.

      Mach stood and bared his teeth.

      “Hold on.” I stepped between them with my hand pressed out to keep them where they were. “Let’s talk about the case. No need to start punching each other.”

      “There is always a need,” Pykfist said.

      Mach clenched his fists. “Agreed.”

      A tense moment passed. I stepped back. “Fine. Have at it.”

      Mach and Pykfist glared at each other like prizefighters. Neither made a move. No one in the room uttered a sound.

      “Only the guilty and crazy criminals claim mind control,” Pykfist said. “Oldest excuse in the book.”

      Mach huffed and turned to his desk. He picked up a work screen. “Last year there were thirteen non-Razik overdoses in Bipek City—a high number for such a small population. This year we are already at seventy-eight and counting.” He swiped to a new chart. “There have been two hundred insanity pleas related to alleged mind control. Explain that, Justak Pykfist.”

      Mach’s rival waved away the argument. “Non-Raziks are weak. Especially humans. How many of these horribly tragic overdose deaths were human? Probably most. And none of that explains claims of mind control.”

      There were so many things I wanted to say, rebuttals I could have offered. Resisting the temptation to argue took effort.

      Mach gave me a meaningful look. This wasn’t the time for a showdown. Then, as spectators grew bored, he motioned to a room. “Let’s talk, Pykfist. My partner can explain how dangerous water pistols are. Every cop in this room will listen.”

      The Justaks slipped into a glass-walled room and began an animated discussion. I faced the crowd of uniformed officers and detectives. They waited like obedient school children. Freaking Justaks. Now I had two of them putting me in these positions.

      “As some of you know, there were unexplained facial wounds in our original victims,” I began. “No projectiles were found at the scene.”

      My audience listened without interrupting or reacting to my brilliant presentation. I longed to get in a gunfight. Public speaking was for the birds.
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      Mach, Pykfist, and I worked long after the investigations floor cleared out. Screens full of reports, crime scene pictures, and preliminary forensic conclusions kept us busy. I ate something from a vending machine and worried about the complete lack of flavor. Twice I checked to see if I had eaten a cleaning product or some other esoteric Razik craziness. Maybe the bland sticks were their equivalent of cigarettes. In that case, I was thankful for not tasting them.

      “Are you hungry?” Mach asked.

      “I am. Someone needs to attach a cafeteria to this place.” My stomach rumbled.

      Pykfist looked up. “We have something in common after all, human.”

      Mach clapped his hands together. “Then it is decided. We shall proceed to the diner and revitalize ourselves with comfort food and coffee.”

      Pykfist closed out his computer screen and an old-style notebook that reminded me of Fathers. “Shall we wager on the fate of the APOP human’s stomach?”

      I waved away the jab. “They call me iron stomach. I’ve already survived street sandwiches and vending machine mystery snacks.”

      “We’ll see,” Mach said. “I’ll drive.”

      Pykfist hesitated, then relented. “The honor is yours. Do not believe this will always be the case.”

      “Shotgun!” I shouted.

      Both Raziks drew sidearms and swept their sights around the room.

      I stifled laughter. “I guess you don’t have that tradition, though this is the first time I actually called shotgun. Most of the time my team uses rail gun to reserve the front passenger seat.”

      Mach looked at Pykfist, who stared back. They shrugged and muttered something about humans being dense.

      “You must remain steadfast and long-suffering,” Mach said.

      “Hey, hold on,” I said. “Are you two archenemies ganging up on me? I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

      Pykfist hissed much differently than Mach did. It was a detail I hadn’t expected. These Justaks were rivals, but also comrades of a sort. I guessed there weren’t many Raziks of their rank, or whatever.

      “Neither of us need to gang up to crush you,” Pykfist said.

      I shot a nervous look to Mach, who shrugged in agreement.

      “Well,” I offered. “It’s a good thing we’re all such good friends now.”

      They both laughed.

      I reevaluated my life. This was the last mission I was accepting solo. An unfamiliar thought whispered in the back of my mind. Maybe this was my last mission period.

      What the void did that mean?

      Who knew? The subconscious did funny things under stress and fatigue.

      “Coffee,” I said. “Let’s just get straight to the magic go-juice and leave this conversation for another time.”

      We filed out of the nearly empty headquarters building. Night shift officers processed a few prisoners. One detective worked at his corner cubicle. Cleaning crews emptied trash cans full of vending machine wrappers.

      Surprisingly, the Justaks talked incessantly. I sat in the back seat like a kid forgotten by his giant, dragon-like parents.

      “Is she still a busybody?” Mach asked. “Galaxy’s fringe, she was always cleaning up after me.”

      “She is still cleaning up after you,” Pykfist said.

      Both Justaks laughed.

      I didn’t understand what was happening. The anger and resentment I’d seen on Mach’s face had been real. The sight of Pykfist’s car leaving his old neighborhood was clear as day in my memory.

      We found the diner and pulled around to the back. I watched everything. The alley was more like a narrow boulevard with well-manicured shrubbery and power-washed pavement.

      Mach noticed my evaluation of the scene, then spoke to Pykfist. “Humans put trash in their alleyways and force vagrants and drug dealers to hide there.”

      “That’s not exactly right,” I said, but let the matter drop.

      Pykfist scrunched his face. “I heard they situate their restaurants facing the street where a car could smash through the front doors. Very irresponsible. I didn’t know they were such poor custodians of their backways.”

      Mach parked. I followed them in, not as annoyed by their judgment as I had been at first. What did I care? They had their traditions, and their failures, just like we did. For example, we didn’t slice apart civilian vehicles with gunships or punch each other for fun.

      Well, maybe we boxed a little. It didn’t matter. I was starved and in desperate need of caffeine.

      Paradise greeted me the moment we entered. The aroma of real coffee struck me like a cloud of magic happiness.

      There was a bar without stools. The booths had swinging half doors and little flags that could be raised to request service. Track lighting ran around the ceiling to provide even illumination in every corner.

      Fifty or more patrons ordered food, laughed at jokes, or argued about politics. I was glad Mach and Pykfist entered first. I followed in their wake, taking it all in. Music played from a large machine near the front window. Both the melodies and rhythms put my teeth on edge. I strove to keep an open mind and adapt.

      We took a booth.

      “I’ll order something safe,” Mach said.

      A young Razik brought coffee. I stared at the steam rising from the huge cup. “This might be the best day of my life.”

      Mach laughed. Pykfist was still acclimating to my sense of humor, apparently. I fell into an uncustomary silence. Listening to their discussion was easier with surprisingly good coffee working its way into my bloodstream.

      They argued about Night Dream, or what Het called Fotak.

      “It’s been around a long time,” Pykfist said. “And this guy’s people are weak—always overdosing. Why do you think we have these laws restricting their movement on Razik-doom?”

      “Not the same. Not the same at all,” Mach argued.

      I sipped coffee. Neither of them cared for my opinion, and until they discussed the case, I wasn’t that interested in theirs either.

      Food came. Piles of eggs and vegetables covered my plate. I chewed and swallowed without asking questions. The fare lacked the flavor of the sandwich from Mach’s street vendor friend. The vending machine food made a lot more sense. Raziks weren’t big on spices or anything that tasted good.

      “I heard the APOP agents have assisted with certain tactical situations,” Pykfist said.

      “No, you haven’t,” Mach replied.

      That part of the discussion ended as abruptly as it had begun.

      I excused myself and headed for the bathroom, then checked on Nova and the team the moment no one was watching.

      “We’re back on the Soft Touch, Breaker,” Nova said.

      “Good. I’m getting an education on the travel restrictions. Seems it might be for our own good. Did you eat or drink anything you didn’t bring with you from the ship?” I asked.

      “Nope. We’ve been careful. Adamia provided ample warning. She spent her time reading up on Razik culture while waiting to retrieve us. She’s learning, and I like her calm and steady approach to things. Nothing like Cates at all.”

      “There is more than one way to fly a ship,” I said. “Rest up and work on the case when you can. I’ll send you my reports, but work on ballistic ice weapons. Give me anything related to their use, manufacture, and sales profile.”

      “Did you run into someone using technology that unique?” Nova asked.

      “Yeah. I spotted Myron Dea and chased him. Next thing you know, I’m getting blasted with something that left the wall behind me wet. Also, there were wounds to the original suspects, including Ripper, that didn’t resemble bullet slugs or rail damage.”

      “I saw that in the initial report.” Nova paused like she was checking something. “Lehman believes he has intel on Ripper’s sudden departure from the Industrious. I’ve sent out a request to the Helm crew for more information. I don’t know about you, but I wish we hadn’t left the man there.”

      “Same. Find what you can.” I headed back to the booth with its swinging doors and tiny flag.

      A man who looked like the chief cook, or maybe the owner of the diner, handed something to Pykfist, then backed away with his head bowed. Eyes on his feet the entire way, he retreated several meters before standing straight and heading for the kitchen.

      I focused on the Justak’s hands and saw him slide a sheaf of Razik paper money into his jacket like he was pocketing an extortion payment. Mach either didn’t notice what had just happened or didn’t care.

      I stopped, ready to confront them. Razik culture might allow for such things, but I still thought it was unfair and unjust to accept, or require, that type of gratuity from a citizen.

      Shouts drew my attention to the front door. A Razik in ragged clothing shambled in. Chin and eyebrow whiskers jutted straight out, amazing me when I thought I’d seen it all. The mess wasn’t anything like a beard. Rather, he looked like a catfish on dry land. Wild-eyed and shedding excess energy with erratic hand and eye movements, he was obviously trouble.

      I stepped toward him out of instinct, palm up in what would have been a warning to most sentient races. He never looked at me or slowed. His mass slammed me out of the way right before he sprang at Pykfist and Mach.

      Shouts filled the diner. No one could believe the Justaks were being attacked.

      Patrons bumped me side to side as they rushed out of the establishment.

      “Can’t be happening,” one man said. “Galaxy’s benevolence, this isn’t a good sign.”

      “Chaos comes for us all!” rattled a woman as she followed the throng.

      I pushed against the flow and emerged near Mach and Pykfist holding the homeless Razik facedown on the floor.

      Mach pulled out pieces of drug paraphernalia—aluminum foil and a slender plate that reminded me of a burnt spoon. Other bits of detritus soon littered the floor—scraps of paper, torn travel passes, wire, part of a spoiled fruit, and random pieces of glass.

      I stood by, assessing what they needed me to do. The Justaks had full control of the attacker and the crowd was gone. Other than collect evidence or call for backup, there wasn’t much for me to attempt.

      “Why did you attack us?” Mach asked. “I saw you brush past the APOP. Why are we your targets?”

      The vagrant Razik stared at him with wild eyes, suddenly afraid of the Justaks.

      “Why!” Pykfist demanded.

      “I had to,” the man bawled.

      Mach edged his fellow Justak aside and lifted the crazed vagrant to his feet, then pushed him into a booth to prevent his escape.

      “You’re not from Bipek City,” Mach said levelly.

      “I live on Hulii. My name is Yeet. What am I doing on Razik-doom? What year is this…”

      I met Mach’s gaze. Pykfist snorted and began to pace. He rubbed the back of his thorny neck as he thought through the facts.

      “Ask him who told him to attack you?” I suggest to Mach.

      “You heard the APOP, didn’t you, Yeet? Answer the question.”

      Yeet dropped his gaze to the floor and seemed to shrink. “Don’t know. Can’t remember. Dreamt about being yelled at, shocked, beaten. Lots of drugs. I don’t do that kind of thing. You have to believe me. I’m a simple shopkeeper.”

      Mach grabbed Yeet by the wrist and studied a brand on his forearm. When he was satisfied, he shoved the confused Razik back into the booth and faced me. “He has the mark of a shopkeeper, and I believe he truly is confused.”

      “Like someone forced him to ingest a mind control drug?” I asked. “If they can make a mild-mannered Razik travel to another planet to attack a pair of Justaks, they can probably make their victims do anything.”

      Mach cursed.

      Pykfist joined us. “Patrol units have been called. He will be taken to a jail with a medical room.”

      “Is this enough proof for you to believe the mind control rumors?” I asked.

      “No, APOP. It is not. Stay in your lane.”

      I resisted the strong urge to shove Pykfist backward—an act that couldn’t possibly end well even if I were large enough to do it.
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      Few patrons returned to the diner. The owner cursed me and rattled his claws. I grew alarmed when he drew them across his throat and spat a wad of green fiber toward my feet.

      “What was that about?” I asked after he retreated into his business.

      Mach glanced at the slimy projectile on the sidewalk. “You would call it tobacco, but our version lasts much longer.”

      The steaming mess looked like it had been in the man’s stomach. I stopped asking questions and turned away, sad that the only place I’d had good coffee was now closed to me.

      A police cruiser transported Yeet to the hospital. A forensic team and a pair of investigators followed. Given our suspicions about the mind-controlled Razik, I thought there should have been more personnel assigned to the job, and they should be showing a greater sense of urgency. I texted a note for Regina and my team to learn what they could from the ship. My AI had experience poking around in hospital screens, and sometimes made the right digital friends.

      “What would an APOP expert like you do now?” Pykfist asked.

      I thought he was yanking my chain, mocking me like I was a serving-since-last-Thursday rookie. So I deliberately misinterpreted his tone. “A good cop would look for more witnesses.”

      He snarled. “Where?”

      Spreading my arms wide, I indicated the street and sidewalk in both directions. “Someone saw his approach, unless you think he fell from the sky. Maybe he wore a cloak of invisibility. You decide, since I’m just an intergalactic cop who specializes in violent crimes against sentients and sentient trafficking.”

      Pykfist hissed. “Careful, human.”

      “Always am, Razik.”

      Mach wandered away from our confrontation and talked loudly to the first pedestrian he met. “Have you seen this man lately?” He held up a palm screen with Yeet’s picture.

      “Of course, Justak. They just put him in that patrol car,” a man said.

      “Before that.”

      I watched Mach for a second, then abandoned Pykfist. When the traffic lights changed, I crossed the street and began my own interviews.

      “Excuse me, Hepa,” I said to an older man, hoping I was hitting the right inflection on the respectful greeting. My badge came out as an afterthought. “Did you see what happened at the diner?”

      “Yes, APOP. Terrible. I was taking my girlfriend there for lunch tomorrow. I hope Greg-don will be in an improved mood by then.”

      The Razik looked the equivalent of seventy or eighty years old in human years. “Did you see the man they arrested before everything happened?”

      “No, APOP. I haven’t been standing here that long. You might try that guy. He never moves.”

      “Thanks.” I approached a young Razik selling physical newspapers. “What’s up, my man?”

      He smiled broadly. “Everything is up, my human bro! You’re a real off-worlder? Badass. Did you kill someone? Didn’t hear gunshots. Maybe you stabbed them.”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Beat up the homeless space waster, though?”

      “Not even that. The Justaks handled him.”

      “And he’s alive? No way. I wouldn’t cross no Justak, and two at once? Forget about it.”

      “Tell me about the homeless man.”

      He shrugged, which caused the rack of papers hanging from his shoulders to rise and fall. “New today. Got off a bus from the spaceport. Mumbled constantly.”

      “Could you hear what he said?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but none of it made sense. Mostly he was a grunter.” The newspaper boy produced a string of nonsense sounds in imitation of Yeet. “Are you gonna buy a paper? I’m on a quota.”

      I paid him and folded it under my arm once we were done. Time passed as I met Razik after Razik. Most were only just now passing by and had seen nothing. Persistence solved cases, so I continued to search for the perfect witness.

      A ripple of color caught my attention near the end of the street. An Avian stood selling cheap cloaks. They looked to be of decent quality, but I could tell from here the materials were synthetic, and that wasn’t what made the garments so popular. I’d been told that wearing a real Avian cloak brought a sense of well-being. Authentic versions were also durable enough to last generations.

      “Hello, sir,” I said in Avian.

      He stepped back and threw up both forearms to form the letter X. “I know you. Why would you talk to me, Breaker?”

      Frustration rippled through me. I concealed it with effort. This was nothing like my most recent interactions with Avians. After the Ultar Incident, most greeted me warmly. I had made amends and was officially welcome to travel on Avian Prime—something I had feared would never happen again.

      “Apologies. I am investigating a case. Have you seen this man?”

      “Why? Are you going to smash his face? Some of us remember the misunderstanding on Avian Prime. Some of us don’t believe the propaganda that you are now a friend of our people,” he said, still holding his crossed arms between us. “You didn’t save our people, and only idiots believe you are a battle brother of Shredain Kye Rotiac! Leave me alone, or I will shout for help!”

      “Sorry to bother you.” I strode past him in search of my next contact. His words grated on me.

      “Real Avian cloaks! Get them here. Purchase Real Avian cloaks at a steep discount!”

      I spoke with two Raziks, then several non-Raziks, including a Glosser and a human. No one had seen much of anything.

      “APOP!”

      I turned and saw Mach waving me toward him. A human stood between them. Pykfist held the man’s right wrist. Mach held his left. His eyes darted at other pedestrians, and went wide when he saw me.

      My heart raced. I hurried across the street, dodging cars that honked their horns and hit their brakes to avoid running me over. I barely noticed.

      “This man is human,” Mach said. “But his Galactic Standard is poor.”

      I held up my APOP shield. “Lieutenant Wrath, Alliance of Planets Outworld Police, Sentient Crimes Division.”

      The average-height man glared at me with unconcealed resentment. My guess was that he hated everything about his predicament. He looked me over without concealing the subtle scowl holding his face. “Yes. No wrong.”

      I puzzled out the statement. He was probably attempting to tell me he’d done nothing wrong.

      “What is your name?”

      He processed the question for several seconds, then managed. “Steve.”

      “Last name?” I asked.

      He shrugged.

      Mach handed me an esoteric styled wallet. I flipped it open, half expecting to find a temporary ID card made from plastic rather than a certified digital screen used by most AP citizens. To my surprise, a perfect, brand-new screen displayed his face and the name Steve Moore.

      I held it up. “You should have distressed it.”

      His only expression was resentment. I seriously doubted he had the language chops to follow what I was saying.

      “Fake credentials can be purchased, but few AP citizens bother with expensive ID screens. Why would we? They’re not used for much. Boarding ships. Getting shaken down by Razik cops. Stuff like that.”

      “He does not understand you,” Pykfist said.

      “Put him in restraints. He’s a Sterling spy.” I pulled slip ties from the inside of my jacket.

      “You will never see the one who comes after me!” Steve Moore bit down hard. A crack sounded. Gas leaked between his lips until he could no longer control his facial expression. By the time I realized what was happening, he was already in convulsions. If he had been trying to kill me, he would have blown the vapor in my direction. It looked like his goal was suicide.

      “Don’t breathe the gas,” I warned. “Lean him against the wall.” Pykfist slammed the convulsing man down while Mach ordered people to stay back.

      I staggered. Fire seared my lungs. The sky circled around me. Buildings flashed by as I staggered in a circle and went down hard. When I looked up, I was somehow face-to-face—side by side on the concrete—with Steve.

      Pykfist dragged me back, lifted me into the air, and punched me in the gut. All the air in my lungs whooshed out. He lowered me to the ground. The dead Sterling spy stared at me from several meters away.

      Mach carefully searched the dead man. “He has similar drug paraphernalia to what Yeet was using.”

      My world went dark.
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      I awoke moments later, though it felt like I had slept poorly for a year. Mach and Pykfist argued hotly near the curb, but that wasn’t what alarmed me.

      Razik soldiers stood guard at each end of the sidewalk. They wore body armor too heavy for most sentient races and carried rifles at port arms. Grenade launchers hung below barrels. Where Razik cops, even the tactical teams, rarely wore helmets, these troopers had everything but their snouts covered with steel. Each eye had its own visor. I had no doubt they were capable of running advanced optics if necessary.

      The weight of their stares was heavy. I struggled to my feet, annoyed that my partners had left me lying akimbo in the middle of the sidewalk.

      Mach and Pykfist went silent when they heard me groaning. I massaged my head and cursed under my breath. Light hurt my eyes.

      “He lives,” Mach said. “A lifesaving award is in order. You might be the first Justak to earn one.”

      Pykfist snorted.

      I surveyed the scene and realized I must have been out for a while. The Sterling spy was being rolled away on a cart. Razik military investigators photographed every part of the street, then left without looking at me.

      “Did they talk to you?” I asked.

      Mach answered. “Some. The relationship between the Division and our military has never been fantastic.”

      “Great.” I rubbed the back of my neck, then massaged my temples again. All evidence suggested my head would throb forever. Screw this place. I was about done with Bipek City and Razik-doom in general.

      “Send the APOP back to his ship,” Pykfist said. “I demand it. This investigation is too dangerous. We wouldn’t want Avian Prime to happen here.”

      Mach held his gaze, then stared down the street without talking for a long time. Finally, just when I thought he would come to my defense, he nodded. “You are right, Justak Pykfist.”

      “The void hell he is!” The pain in my head receded significantly. I flashed my APOP badge. “I’m running this task force. Did I push the issue before now? Maybe I should have. You can’t send me to the Soft Touch.”

      Mach and Pykfist flashed their gold frisbee badges.

      “I don’t even know what that means. Tell me what makes a Justak so special? It’s not in the regs or the treaty.”

      Neither took the bait. They stared like I was wrong.

      I crossed my arms.

      Pykfist summoned a pair of large Razik cops returning to the scene now that the military was gone. “Take Lieutenant Wrath to the spaceport. See that he boards his ship and does not come out.”

      “We get off at five,” one officer said.

      His partner nodded. “This is true. Are you paying our overtime, Justak?”

      Pykfist hissed words I didn’t know.

      The cops swore and grabbed me by both arms.

      I flexed and pulled away to test their grip. Neither moved an inch. Further struggle would be as undignified as it would be useless. I stared rail bolts into Mach’s eyes. “What just happened, partner?”

      He looked away.

      “Bipek City is too dangerous for you now,” Pykfist said. “Justak law says we can do whatever is required to avoid war with the AP, or any sentient superpower.”

      “I’ve been here for days. Fought beside you. You know I can handle myself.”

      He shook his head. “That was then. This is now. You nearly died. I thought you were dead. Mach insisted you were breathing so we gave you meds. Those might have killed you.”

      “I’m still alive. Which means I’m still the task force leader.”

      “Take him to the spaceport,” he ordered.

      Mach looked ready to argue but held his tongue.

      I was about to talk when the cops dragged me toward their car. My feet skidded on the concrete until they lifted me into the air and tossed me in the back seat. The door locks sounded like dead bolts slamming into place. They climbed into the front seats. The driver started the car.

      “Freaking Justaks,” he said.

      “No respect for our valuable time.” The passenger stared at me for a second, then faced forward.

      Mach, Pykfist, and the latest crime scene on the streets of Bipek City disappeared behind us. I rubbed my head but was still too worked up to feel all of the pain. That delightful experience was coming. Best not to think about it.

      “How long is the drive to the spaceport?” I asked.

      The passenger answered. “Half an hour, depending on traffic and the old man driving of my partner.”

      “Piss off,” the driver said.

      “Benjamin Wrath. My friends call me Breaker. We didn’t get properly introduced.”

      “I am Gladinkayso, and this is Puc. He’s driving because I had a few unfortunate accidents. Call me Glad. Humans don’t speak our language like you do,” he said, facing backward just enough to watch me.

      “I’m still learning.”

      “Won’t do you much good. Cross a Justak, and you won’t be spending time on Razik-doom.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Both cops laughed. Glad twisted a notch farther. “You are not like others. Huge valor.” He held his hands up like he was holding something, but I didn’t ask what the gesture meant. “Tell us some stories, Breaker. You’re not really the Breaker? That would be quite a thing for us.”

      I wasn’t in the mood for story time. My mind raced through details of the case—crime scenes, suspects, and witnesses who had little and less to say of value. The Avian cloak vendor occupied more of my thoughts than he was worth. Several minutes into the drive, I realized the opportunity I hadn’t immediately seen.

      “This one time, I was on Avian Prime assaulting Lord Havna’s palace.”

      The energy of the officers’ interest charged the interior of the squad car like I had flipped a switch. “We’re listening,” Glad said.

      “I shouldn’t.”

      Puc shook his head and stared at the road.

      Glad shook his head. “No you don’t, APOP. It’s a long drive the way Glad goes. We probably won’t even come near the spaceport for hours. Not till the end of our shift maybe. You don’t want us to be bored.”

      The spaceport didn’t seem to grow closer, now that I thought about it. It seemed we were traveling a big loop around the city.

      “Details, APOP. Details or it didn’t happen.”

      “It started when I realized the Avian twins were poisoned.”

      “Kii-choo!” they exclaimed in unison, then clattered their claws together.

      Glad squirmed in the front passenger seat so he could better face the prisoner cage. “Why were they poisoned? This sounds diabolical.”

      I spent a few seconds translating the word diabolical, then continued. “You can’t share this story. Most of it is classified.” I hoped it wasn’t but was glad to see the hook set deeply in my marks.

      “We wouldn’t! Does Glad, or do I, look like pet-tish-ka gossipers?”

      “No. You remind me of my days on the street.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. What sort of evil asswipe poisoned your friends?” Glad asked.

      “Lord Havna.”

      “I knew it,” they said in unison.

      Glad continued. “Those Avian movies were all bonc-shit. He’s no hero. Saw through that the first three times I watched the series. Is the mansion really that big?”

      “It was, but I had a guide, a young Avian woman in distress.” I rolled out the tale without mentioning my Breaker rig or the kill count or the Hammers. They ate it up, and I knew I had them.

      Puc drove in the slow lane, barely watching where he was going. Time passed, and I enjoyed telling the story as much as they enjoyed listening to it.

      “And that’s how I met Shredain Kye Rotiac.”

      Silence held the interior of the squad car.

      I leaned back in my seat. “We did some missions together.”

      Glad waved one hand in mild disbelief. “Hold on. You know Shredain Kye Rotiac.”

      “I do. He leads the best team of Honors there is.”

      “And his family has made the finest Avian cloaks for generations. Off-worlders can’t even buy them,” Glad said.

      I had them, because that wasn’t true. One of my last conversations with Shredain had been about how his brother was frustrated at the slow expansion of the business to other sentient worlds.

      “I could get you one.” I dropped the words casually.

      “One?” Glad said. “Who gets it then? Puc?”

      “He is the driver.”

      Glad swore, then argued with his friend in rapid-fire Razik for several seconds.

      I resisted the urge to cover my ears. “Stop. He’ll send me two. I’ll owe him big time, but for two fine gentlemen such as yourselves, it seems like the right thing to do.”

      Their excitement rivaled that of kids opening perfect birthday presents. The intense silence that followed unnerved me. I really hoped I hadn’t miscalculated. These guys looked like they would kill for a pair of Avian cloaks now.

      I touched my ear. “Regina?”

      “Hey, you can’t make a call. What kind of cops would we be if we let you do whatever you want?” Officer Puc complained.

      “The kind who want some very exclusive, off-world merchandise for just doing the right thing,” I said, worried the penalty for bribery might be death. “Unless you have rules against gifts. I mean, there would be no obligation to do anything. We’re just regular guys who all like Avian cloaks.”

      They grumbled to each other, nodded, and continued discussing the pros and cons of gift exchange between sentients.

      “Regina,” I tried again.

      “Yes, boss?”

      “Can you connect me with Shredain through that app he kept pushing?”

      “I can, but they aren’t in this system. Nova and the rest of your squad would be far quicker if you need help,” she said.

      “I need to ask him about cloaks.”

      “Put it on speaker,” Puc said as enthusiasm bubbled from his expression.

      Keeping my hands low, I texted Regina. Shred needed to play along. He couldn’t seem too eager for the deal.

      “What is the hold up?” Glad asked.

      “He is not in this system. We’re lucky my ship can contact them at all. I’m using proprietary comm software under Avian development.”

      The connection didn’t come quickly. Glad and Puc grew bored but maintained their route around the spaceport. Once they placed me on the tarmac, security would never allow me to leave—not after a mandate from two Justaks.

      I felt Mach should have stood up for me. He knew I could handle myself and had seen my team in action. There was no reason for either Razik to exclude me from the investigation—unless Mach knew something I didn’t. Maybe it was foolish to think he had my back. The most likely scenario was this. Mach and Pykfist were Raziks, and also Justaks. I was an intruder, plain and simple.

      “I have comms with Shredain,” Regina announced.

      Glad and Puc glowed with renewed interest.

      “Breaker!” Shredain said. “Good to hear from you. Regina says you found a new market for my brother’s wares.”

      I pushed a text symbol his way and hoped he got the hint. “Well, you know how that goes. Right now, I need help. My friends here would really like one of those super exclusive, extremely rare Avian cloaks no one else can get on Razik-doom.”

      “Ahhh,” Shredain said. “I hear the beat you’re laying down, my APOP friend.”

      “I hope so. Glad and Puc would really appreciate a pair of cloaks in exchange for returning me to headquarters. I need to get back into this investigation before something goes sideways,” I said.

      “Hmmm. That is a tall order. Normally one of these exclusives would cost more than a house, and real estate isn’t cheap here on Avian Prime.”

      Glad and Puc deflated. Disappointment rolled off them like a noxious cloud.

      “But,” Shredain said. “My brother always offers a law enforcement discount, and since you saved my life a few times, I could send a couple to test and evaluate, free of charge.”

      My captors perked up. Their Razik grins showed double rows of teeth and other features about their mouths I didn’t want to see. Glad had a wad of green fiber wedged between rows. I averted my gaze when it twitched.

      “Let me send you pictures and a certificate of shipping,” Shredain said. “Though I may have to deliver them myself due to the distance and customs issues.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Shred.”

      “Anytime, Breaker.”

      We ended the call. and I showed Glad and Puc images of their new cloaks. Waves of feathers hung from the displays. Red and orange rows of battle feathers faded to pure white near the hemline. Neither Razik could speak for a moment.

      Puc did a U-turn and raced toward headquarters.
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      I sank into my seat for the rest of the drive and stared through the window. Bipek City appeared different each time I examined the skyline. Recent events had informed me of layers I never guessed at. The flow of traffic, while similar to any place in the AP, was different in significant ways. No one viewed screens or stared distractedly at devices. Few cars utilized auto-navigation. I saw none with grav technology. Such vehicles were out there, but were not common.

      Buildings, when viewed from above, were never square. The foundations were usually oval, or shaped like a kidney bean. Straight lines were less common here than most AP cities. My mind drifted. I thought about Avian Prime and my plan to return. Earthdale grew brilliant in my memory and I missed my friends, wherever they were.

      My wrist screen said it was far past time to eat, yet I wasn’t hungry. The enormous sandwich from the street vendor and the diner still satiated me, and the coffee from our misadventure at dinnertime was still keeping me alert. I fiddled with bandages and removed those I no longer needed. Checking my reflection in the window was enlightening. This case was kicking my ass.

      Puc showed screen after screen of their cloak orders. They were big men, even for Raziks. Not a lot of space was left in the front seat. Butterflies fluttered around my stomach. I really hoped this didn’t go bad. Fighting these bruisers wasn’t something to look forward to.

      We arrived during shift change. Bipek City Police Department headquarters projected a different vibe. Entering unannounced and against the will of two Justaks couldn’t be good. My trepidation showed when I climbed out of the cruiser only to realize both cops were intent on flanking me.

      “Do you need an escort?” Puc asked.

      Glad nodded. “We could do it for a good friend like you. The holiday season is coming. Maybe our business isn’t concluded. Did Rotiac say something about seeking new markets?”

      “He did.” Puc nodded energetically. “We could help. Sure, neither of us are sales minded, or good with screens. But we know a lot of people. Pick a place in the city you want to go, and we’ll get you there.”

      I made noncommittal sounds. Dangerous roads lay ahead.

      “Just say the word, and we’re in. Puc and me, we’ll resign right now and go full time working for the House of Rotiac.

      I temporized. “Let’s see how your friends like them before anyone resigns.”

      “Smart,” Glad said.

      “Real smart,” Puc agreed, then leaned toward me as he poked me in the chest with one finger. “Don’t forget us.”

      Glad snarled behind his teeth. “Yeah. That would be bad.”

      I tapped the side of my head. “Memory like a steel trap.”

      My cop friends stared like professional poker players.

      “We’ll walk you in,” Glad said.

      Who was I to refuse such a generous offer? We climbed wide stairs, then entered the expansive foyer. Officer Teris was working. She appeared fresh and full of Razik good humor. Co-workers teased her and she snapped her teeth inches from the faces of her antagonists.

      Glad and Puc laughed. “Teris is one of a kind. Do you know her?”

      In answer, I stepped forward and presented my APOP badge to the woman.

      Her mood changed, but I didn’t think she was unhappy to see me. I’d made a solid contact, apparently. That didn’t mean she broke rules.

      “My screen shows you en route to the spaceport by order of Justak Pykfist.”

      “I’m taking the scenic route. There are a few things that needed doing here first.”

      Glad leaned forward and solemnly showed images of his new cloak.

      Teris’s eyes lit up. “Oh my!” She put one hand to her chest. “Are those yours?”

      “Will be,” Glad bragged. “The APOP Breaker is our hookup. He knows Shredain Key Rotiac. This one time, he infiltrated Lord Havna’s manor house.”

      “No way,” Teris said. “I had no idea. What would it take to get an Avian cloak like that.”

      “For you, Officer Teris, nothing. Consider it a gift.” I calculated how many freebees I might give out between here and the investigations floor.

      “Oh, that’s very nice.” She closed her work screen. “Freely offered gifts are very polite. And they don’t spark accusations of bribery.” She looked me dead in the eyes. “I am sorry that my station is closed for my guaranteed union break. You’ll have to find your own way inside.”

      “No worries,” I said, then waved farewell to her, Glad, and Puc. Heart pounding, I found the escalators and jogged up them before anyone else could stop me.
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      When I turned into the main hallway of the investigations floor, I spotted Mach and Pykfist striding toward the parking garage door. Their expressions defined grimness. Neither man looked happy about the most recent turn of events, whatever it was.

      I ran to catch up, walked between them, and matched their pace. “Where we going?”

      “You,” Pykfist clipped the word short.

      Mach glared.

      I saw my partner’s mind working. Clearly, he was wondering how I had made my way back to BCPD headquarters and gained admittance.

      “That’s right, it is me. You know, the leader of this task force. I don’t blame you for sending me away. It’s a turf thing. I get it. But now you know powers far above either of us want me on the case, so let’s not try that crap again.”

      Pykfist stopped, turned, and lunged forward a step.

      I hopped back with my hands up to defend myself. Neither of them were about to answer my question, which meant there was only one way to find out.

      “Enough,” Mach said. “He made his decision. If something happens to the APOP, that’s on him. We are no longer responsible for his welfare.”

      “Not good enough,” Pykfist growled without taking his eyes off me.

      I imagined him wearing an Avian cloak and quickly shoved the idea away. The man couldn’t be enticed by material rewards. I saw that much in his eyes. If he realized I had sleazed my way back into the investigation rather than flex the somewhat fictional power of my position, nothing could save me. “Head of the task force” lacked authority when dealing with Justaks. They had made that extremely clear.

      “What are you looking at?” he demanded.

      “A cyborg Justak who wants me gone.” The words just popped out. I wasn’t winning the polite and tactful award on this trip.

      He snorted and headed for the garage. I followed with my Razik partner.

      “You’re up to something, APOP,” Mach said. “Bipek City is a dangerous place to play games.”

      “No doubt.” I kept my mouth shut during the drive downtown. As always, I soaked in the view and looked for aspects of the city I hadn’t yet noticed. Small things hit me each time I did this.

      Razik children almost never had an accompanying adult. The idea made me squirm. I wasn’t a parent, and even I cringed at the idea something could happen. Some of the Raziks were awfully small to be trudging along city streets.

      “What are you looking at?” Mach asked.

      “How old are those kids?”

      He watched the group I pointed at, then shrugged. “Five or six standard years. They are going to play. No school on weekends.”

      “That doesn’t put my mind at ease.” Memories of the Fein creature stealing human children to bolster the Sterling ranks flared up.

      “Look closer,” Mach said.

      I searched for details and patterns and realized the groups grew.

      “They must learn to band together when on a journey. It is part of our culture,” Mach said. “But also see there, a pair of glacks follow them. Odds are they belong to one of their families. They are protective by instinct and will guard whoever positively associates with their family member.”

      At first, I saw nothing, then spotted a fierce creature slightly taller than a Razik five-year-old, or the size of a Great Dane on Earthdale. The beast looked like a mashup between a lizard, a dog, and a kangaroo with claws.

      “I am surprised you have not asked about the glacks before now,” Mach said.

      Pykfist snorted and continued to drive.

      I searched the street and found a few other lizard-dog-kangaroos slinking about. In my defense, they didn’t draw attention to themselves. Unlike more familiar animals, none of these sought attention. The Raziks, young and old, ignored them.

      Another layer to Bipek City and Razik-doom in general lay revealed. This was why I loved traveling to new worlds. There was always something amazing to be experienced.

      “Are they licensed or chipped?” I asked, thinking of animal control regulations on most AP worlds.

      “Yes. We started that a decade ago. Very popular, though completely unnecessary. A glack does not leave its Razik family. No one remembers when this symbiosis began, but it was long ago—before we learned to travel the stars,” Mach said.

      “We are here.” Pykfist’s attitude wasn’t improving.

      “About that.” I climbed out and matched their pace. The Justaks were moving with purpose today. My change of topic ended before it began when my partner received a message I couldn’t hear.

      “There has been another human overdose,” Mach said.

      “Of course, there has.” Pykfist didn’t hide his disdain. “Humans are weak. This means nothing.”

      We approached the patrol units. A senior officer stepped in our direction to greet us. His supervisor wasn’t on scene yet.

      “I salute you, Justaks. Thanks for coming. We are very busy today. Lots of calls with sentients barely acting sentient today,” the officer said.

      “What do you mean?” Mach asked before Pykfist could shout at him.

      I studied the difference between their reactions. The cyborg Justak didn’t want to hear about strangeness. Mach had reacted like an actual investigator by asking questions and reserving judgment. Raziks were no better than humans at facing the unknown. Pykfist seemed touchier than was reasonable given his profession.

      The officer glanced nervously between the two Justaks, then answered. “Lots of things.”

      “Give a specific example or shut up,” Pykfist snapped.

      The officer’s expression hardened. He tucked a small note screen—very techy for a Razik—into his shirt pocket, then squared his stance to us. “I ride thirty-eight beat. Made my rounds. Noticed a Razik carpenter standing at a street intersection every time I passed. Same guy. And you know what, there are no carpentry projects in my area. I would know because I’m a good cop and I pay attention.”

      Pykfist sniffed and growled dismissively under his breath. His lips vibrated over his sharp teeth. This seemed like a warning, but the cop plowed ahead.

      “I stopped and checked the man. He didn’t speak to me at all until I restrained him for safety reasons. Then he was very confused about how he arrived at the intersection or why,” the officer explained. “My partner and I wrote our report, sent it up, and put the man on a bus back to his province near Alopi City.”

      “That’s on the coast,” Mach said. “Quite a trip.”

      “That’s what I thought, but he really didn’t remember making it.” The cop locked eyes with Pykfist. “That’s what I mean by strange.”

      “Did he have any transmission devices?” I asked.

      The cop looked at me in unfeigned surprise, then narrowed his gaze. “Yeah. He had a comm pad he said wasn’t his. Why do you ask, APOP?”

      “He sounds like an unwitting spy, or a scout.”

      Pykfist snorted in derision. Mach’s expression was harder to read.

      The cop laughed. “Well, I’ll keep an eye on that intersection. Wouldn’t want someone to steal it.”

      “We came to investigate the overdose. Show us the body,” Pykfist said. His cybernetic fingers twitched several times.

      Cold dread ran through my body. Pykfist seemed more alien than an Ultar in that moment. Mach picked up on it, I thought. His cool reaction suggested he wasn’t as bothered by the other Justak as much as I was. He would know better than me what was normal. That didn’t mean either of us should ignore the irregularity.

      The body was curled under a fire escape, drug paraphernalia still in hand. No one had moved the corpse, though I saw that one of the cops had rifled through his jacket to find identification.

      “What drug was he using?” Mach asked.

      “That new stuff. Fotak,” the cop answered.

      Mach squatted to examine the man more closely. He looked like a dock worker, not someone normally seen away from the spaceport. “Dream Fotak. Interesting.”

      I agreed but didn’t have a question and thus kept my mouth shut. There wasn’t much to see until Mach moved.

      A familiar voice turned me around.

      “Fotak means puppet in some dialects,” Horantinth Kyn said as he reached forward to shake my hand. He wore a uniform I didn’t recognize and looked better put together than ever. During our time together, he had been content to blend with humans. More of his true appearance showed now.

      He was a bit taller, the orange accents to his dark gray uniform brighter, and he sported a mane of light blue and dark blue hair that was gathered into a hefty braid down his back.

      “Kyn, it’s damn good to see you. What are you doing here?”

      He smiled as he tapped the badge on his uniform. “Returning to my people required sacrifices, but I was able to negotiate my career path. No one can make me stop being a cop. I am the Chief Investigator of Glosser Prime—and part of your task force due to my mastery of the Razik language and a strong desire to see Razik-doom for myself.”

      “We were not told of this,” Pykfist growled.

      Kyn ignored him, and I realized my old friend had serious political pull. From what I had seen, there were few people who stood on equal footing with a Justak of Razik-doom. The Glosser seemed one of them.

      He leaned close. “I cannot pull strings for you or the team. Please do not take it personally.”

      “No worries, Kyn. I’m just glad to see a familiar face. You’ll do right by your people and the APOP, I’m sure.” A smile grew on my face and refused to leave.

      Kyn faced Mach and Pykfist. “I was sent here by AP, Glosser, and Razik memorandum of understanding authority.” He presented paperwork. “These are your copies, signed and sealed. Should you require them in the future, they will be digital.”

      Mach took the documents, stepped away, and read carefully.

      Pykfist loomed over my old friend. “I don’t care how many treaties you invoke. Your presence isn’t needed or welcomed.”

      “The last half of that statement has been made all too clear,” Kyn said. “As for the rest, we will see. When ships from Razik-doom stop delivering mass quantities of drugs that kill my people, we will gladly leave you and your criminal underground to their own devices. Sadly, that is not yet the case.”

      Pykfist pointed at Kyn. “Watch yourself, Glosser. This is my world. You just live in it.”

      Kyn nodded like the perfect gentleman he was.

      Mach signed, notarized, and returned part of the paperwork.

      Kyn made it disappear inside of his uniform coat. “Shall we begin?”

      I motioned for him to follow me, then walked him around the scene of the latest overdose. His observations were every bit as keen as I remembered.
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      Kyn pulled me aside once we’d thoroughly examined the scene. There wasn’t much evidence to collect beyond drug paraphernalia and the body. Area cameras showed him self-administering the drug, then going into convulsions a short time later. Mach was convinced a longer look at surveillance recordings might reveal the dealer who sold the deadly toxin. That would take longer to confirm or deny.

      “What is on your mind?” I asked.

      “There is more to my involvement in this case,” he said, eyes tracking the Razik Justaks and other investigators. “I have been tracking a Sterling terror group for several months. Two were detained near the sites of overdoses. It’s bad on my home world. Three or four people are dying at a time.”

      “How were the Sterling agents involved and what did they say when interrogated?” I suspected I knew his answer but hoped for a better outcome than I had with my Sterling witness.

      “They ended their lives with poison gas. One bite onto a hidden tooth, and their ability to answer questions or be sentenced ended,” he said.

      “This investigation is definitely within APOP jurisdiction now. There are Razik and human victims of the original shooting, and the designer drug complication is affecting multiple worlds and their sentient inhabitants. I encountered a Sterling who killed himself with a poisoned tooth capsule, just like you described.”

      “There is more.” Kyn didn’t want to continue. His posture was stiff, a definite tell for a Glosser. The shapeshifter sentients were graceful and relaxed to the point they had to feign human clumsiness to avoid standing out. “Cambridge Bayle is running a private investigation. I attempted to reach out but he refused to meet.”

      “Tell me more.”

      Kyn studied me for several seconds. “Perhaps you should be the one to elaborate.”

      “We taught you too well.”

      “I can read you like a book, Breaker. But even if we hadn’t worked together, your eyes changed. You were neither surprised Bayle is involved nor happy about it.”

      “I spotted Myron Dea. He has numerous warrants. I pursued and was unable to make an apprehension,” I said. “Glaynia warned me he worked for Jonas Bayle, and that I should watch out for him.”

      “The involvement of assassins changes the dynamics of an investigation,” Kyn agreed.

      “While I have you alone, there is more. One of the initial victims was Greg Smith, Ripper.”

      “This news causes me sadness. The young man seemed on the path to redemption.”

      “I haven’t told either of the Justak investigators about Ripper’s time with us,” I admitted.

      “That is unfortunate, and bound to be a problem.”

      “I didn’t mention my on-again, off-again cooperation with the Bayle family.”

      Kyn frowned. “Why not?”

      I didn’t have a great answer. “Once I omitted one fact, it was harder to come forward with others.”

      “You should know better than that,” he said.

      “Yeah.”

      “We should proceed carefully. I suspect Cambridge has powerful contacts within the Razik-doom government.” Kyn nodded in the direction of Pykfist and Mach. “They are heading our way.”

      Mach lifted one hand, seemingly to acknowledge Kyn but also to get my attention. He seemed thoughtful. Something was up.

      “I received a call,” he said. “Morris. He’s a Razik, but his real name is too hard to pronounce, and frankly, is rude in any language.”

      “Informant?”

      “Yes. Haven’t heard from him in years. Now seems like a suspicious time for him to surface. His account is dormant. Paying him will be a pain in the neck,” he said.

      Kyn listened respectfully. Pykfist, on the other hand, snorted and grunted rude sounds. I was about done with the cyborg Justak. He wasn’t bringing diddly-jack to the case.

      Mach muttered something to the sky. “Morris is difficult, but worth it. Usually. This could be our big break, or the reason I finally boot him from the informant program.”

      “Is he coming in?”

      “We must go to him, and that is another problem,” Mach said.

      Pykfist snorted. “Morriskilikankikibaaaaaachis. Worthless and dishonest.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “I see what you mean about the name. Definitely a mouthful. Let’s go find him. Get this over with.”

      “I will be at headquarters looking into real leads,” Pykfist said, then left with his car.

      “I brought a local vehicle,” Kyn said, completely undaunted by either Justak.

      “I will drive,” Mach announced.

      We piled in. I took the back seat since it was Kyn’s rental. He sat in the front, gazing through the window, taking in the sights just like I remember him doing other times. The Glosser fostered a true appreciation for new places and people, no matter the circumstances.

      Mach made a series of quick turns, then pulled onto a highway and accelerated. He grew calmer the farther we went from the latest overdose scene. I was growing accustomed to his moods. With Pykfist out of the picture, he seemed easier to deal with. Maybe now was the time to come clean about Ripper and his time on my ship.

      Did it matter to the case?

      That was hard to determine without all the facts.

      The problem bothered me for most of the drive. What else was I holding back that would be hard to explain later? My work with Kyn wasn’t a secret, but what about Cambridge Bayle running his own private investigation? When would he realize I had promised Avian cloaks as gifts?

      Shredain would come through with the cloaks. That didn’t mean the recipients would patiently await their arrival. A nightmare scene played out in my imagination—Glad, Puc, and Teris informing Mach of my generosity. That would lead to his realization that I hadn’t flexed political power to get back on the case. He’d send me to the spaceport and put a guard on the place, unless Pykfist killed me first.

      Mach looked into the rearview mirror. “What is wrong with you, APOP?”

      “Pull over. I need to tell you something.”
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      He pulled onto a scenic overlook that displayed parks, residential areas, and the downtown district we’d just left. As panoramic views went, this was one for the record books. All the wonderful eccentricities of Bipek City were on full display. Oddly shaped building foundations, radiating walking paths, towering structures that didn’t seem to serve a purpose but that could resemble rows of sharp teeth with a little imagination—and maybe a few beers. The metropolis was like the maw of their civilization, literally and metaphorically.

      The setting sun cast every spike and spire in rich oranges and reds. Traffic picked up just like it would in most cities in the AP at the end of a workday. I noticed an increase in airships following the major streets and highways and vaguely remembered they did local traffic reports. Wonderful and generic at the same time, that was what a Razik city looked like.

      “Let’s get out, since this is so important,” Mach said. “Something tells me I might need to throw you over the rail and spit on your falling corpse.”

      Second thoughts were always so much fun. I joined him near the edge of the turnout, hands gripping the safety rail as we stared across Bipek City. Kyn joined us but hung back from the edge for reasons of his own. I doubted he was afraid of heights. Something else was on his mind.

      Had he told me everything? Was he just taking in the sights? The Glosser always had my back. We’d been to hell and back. Mutual loyalty hardened my resolve.

      “I ran into Ripper during an investigation on Perseus Station, more than once.”

      Mach stared straight through my soul.

      Sure, I trusted him now. But in the beginning, my instinct had been to hold back. Now my partner was justifiably pissed. My next revelation might be seen as betrayal. The urge to hold the rest back was strong. Partial truth wasn’t lying. Leaving out details wasn’t the same as making void debris up and passing it off as reality. Right?

      “Most of the mission that followed is so classified I’m not allowed access to the reports I submitted. Suffice to say, Greg David Smith, or Ripper, or Beam Shipson, or whatever he’s going by these days was transported on the Soft Touch and left on a Helm mobile shipyard at the investigation’s conclusion.”

      Anger burned in his vertical eyes. He breathed heavily and loomed over me. But he didn’t immediately throw me over the rail. “You’re not fit to lead this task force.”

      The insult struck like a hammer.

      “Not once have I held back information or lied,” he continued.

      I retreated a step when he advanced with his fists clenched.

      “What other secrets are you keeping, APOP? How can I trust you? Do you need me to read you the definition of task force?” He turned abruptly and roared at the city below. His face trembled with rage and the dragon cry ripped from his throat. His tongue lashed the air. A blast of fire wouldn’t have surprised me.

      I felt like an asshole.

      Kyn spoke. “Now that is just a bit dramatic, Justak.”

      Mach whirled, advanced, and showed his claws.

      Too late, I tried to jump between them.

      Kyn released his thick braid and flared his mane above and behind him, momentarily doubling his size. Eyes bright as a clear sky, his sudden smile showed just a glimpse of his teeth. It was the craziest expression I had seen on the extraordinarily rational man. One thing was clear.

      He was game for whatever violence the Razik cop wanted to pursue.

      Mach hesitated. His rage dwindled to a growl deep in his throat. “I’ve got no problem with you, Glosser.”

      I waited my turn.

      Mach sneered at me. “This is my fault. Many Raziks warned me not to trust a human promising Avian cloaks. One of those costs more than a car here. One day, they are on every adult’s wish list, and the next half the cops in headquarters are angling for a hookup from Officers Glad and Puc. Your return from your confinement to the spaceport makes much more sense now that I understand what kind of liar you are.”

      My face reddened. I’d forgotten about that deception.

      “The Helm people are not shipping this poison,” he said, taking me completely off guard. “I have met several, believe it or not. None of them have this kind of evil in them.”

      I didn’t disagree, despite the danger of a blanket statement like that. Had every Helm citizen been preoccupied with building great ships to the exclusion of all other wants and desires? Sure. Did that mean there wasn’t a solid statistical chance that a few of them were deviant psychopaths? Of course.

      And Ripper wasn’t Helm. He’d merely stayed there to improve his craft. If he followed through, that would have made him a hot commodity anyplace in the AP. With Helm level engineering skills, he would have been able to write his ticket on any world that valued space travel.

      “Listen,” I began. “Don’t know why I didn’t tell you this immediately—”

      He punched me in the gut. His fist lashed out like a viper and struck with the force of a battering ram. My body lifted half a meter into the air and back a full stride. When I came down, my stumbling recovery lacked any resemblance to grace.

      Stars glowed around the edges of my vision. Air burned as it returned to my desperate lungs. I staggered to the rail and held it with one hand. My other clutched my stomach.

      “You could have asked head or gut,” I wheezed.

      He advanced. “Head or gut?”

      “Void hell. Head,” I offered. “Might as well spread out the damage.”

      I was still bent forward when he swung. The fist struck one side of my face at a violent downward angle, slamming me to the pavement. My arm about came off from gripping the railing.

      Kyn helped me to the car. Mach waited until we were inside, but not by much. He drove in silence to a building that reminded me of a safe house from a movie. Went inside and came out ten minutes later. I nursed my wounds and was tempted to just sit there and make him do all the work.

      Lazy. Not like a Breaker. Snow would tear me a new one for the petty act.

      No matter how pissed off my partner made me, I needed to get back in the game. He heard me get out and was already shutting the truck when I reached him.

      “What is this place, your personal armory?”

      “My best equipment was in the car Pykfist took. This will have to do.”

      “Hopefully we won’t need to fight a war.”

      He snorted and got back behind the wheel.

      I climbed in and prepare for a delightful trip.
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      The rest of the drive resembled our earlier trip to the lower levels, though there was no central valley that allowed a clear view of the city above. Everything here was underground. I had spelunked my share of caves, but this was something else entirely. The geology of Razik-doom was unique to say the least.

      Veins of crystal formed a spider web on the ceiling fifty meters above. Headlights occasionally hit the far walls and created a brilliant cascade of multicolored reflections. Stalagmites the size of skyscrapers divided the enormous space into sections, forcing the road to twist. Just when I thought we’d reached the limits of the cavern, it opened into a new and equally amazing scene.

      There were beams of moonlight thrusting down from gaps in the ceiling. These were few and far between but glowed like magic in contrast to the subterranean region. Water was plentiful. Waterfalls fed meandering rivers and one lake we never approached. I saw houses along the shore and wondered what they cost.

      “As below, the same above,” Kyn remarked.

      Mach considered him for a moment, then relaxed. “Observant.” He checked his fuel gauge, then settled deeper into his seat. “The space needles make living above ground more enjoyable for most Raziks. History says our people dwelled below ground for millennia before building the first farmhouse topside.”

      I studied the colossal stalagmites and wondered what sort of creatures were flying in the distance. They stretched their wings, orbited a towering rock formation, and landed in cave mouths. Shadow and distance concealed them. Their size was hard to estimate from this distance.

      “I’ll be pulling into an old neighborhood,” Mach warned. “The streets are narrow. Don’t expect a warm welcome. If Pultz isn’t here, we might have problems with the locals.”

      “That’s your CI’s name?” I asked.

      “Not his real name.” Mach steered off the thoroughfare. Despite his warning, I tensed at the sudden change. The street wasn’t Razik-made, but natural. There were no lights beyond what glowed from cave-like apartments, each of which were two or three flights of stairs up from ground level.

      “I feel like an alien,” Kyn said. “Interesting.”

      Mach studied the Glosser, then me. “Less than a hundred non-Raziks have been to this part of the city.”

      I checked my comms link with the Soft Touch and confirmed it was nonexistent. “Why is that?”

      “There is nothing here for off-worlders. My people don’t have much reason to travel this way either. The old ways reign here. Some Raziks like to remember where we are from.”

      I listened and watched as we passed the underground equivalent of a vacant lot. Smaller stalagmites dotted the wide space between living areas. Small fires revealed men warming their hands and watching Mach’s car suspiciously. There were no women anywhere, not even streetwalkers or neighborhood kids or runaways.

      One of the winged creatures landed near the edge of the group, prompting them to draw crude spears and clubs. The locals formed lines and watched the enormous beast without talking. Mach put one hand on his gun and slowed to a stop.

      The winged lizard was fifty meters from snout to tail. Hooks jutted from each joint of its wings. Spikes ran along its back, and its eyes appeared intelligent. Kyn and I watched the shadowy scene in complete amazement. None of my research on the planet described these creatures.

      “That is a Lazak,” Mach said as he dropped the car into drive but kept his foot on the brake. “They never stay long, and they’re not prone to violence against sentients.”

      “Good to know.” I watched the creature and really felt it was watching me back. Maybe that was in my head. Distance seemed like a good idea. I made a note to do some research after this investigation was over.

      Mach drove onto a winding trail that led between two residential areas. We saw our first warehouse district. Nothing on the planet was this grim. Buildings were large, full of broken windows, and were poorly maintained in general. There were streetlights here, but most were dark or flickering.

      “We’ll hold the meet in that manufacturing plant,” Mach said as he pulled over.

      “Looks abandoned,” I said.

      He paused before getting out of the car. “No one has used it for twenty years, and it wasn’t doing much before that. “

      “Reason?”

      He looked at me, then Kyn. “Some businesses fail. Most ventures moved to the surface with increased AP trade.”

      I followed him between buildings, then down a wide service street that led to the dark factory. Each of the cavern skylights dimmed as clouds passed over the surface of Razik-doom—or that was what I assumed happened. There might have been an eclipse for all I knew.

      Kyn noticed it as well. His expression clued me in. He was aware but felt no need to describe the phenomena we had both witnessed.

      Mach pushed open the main gate and didn’t close it after the three of us were through. “I don’t expect to retreat, but we might as well leave our route of egress open.”

      “Works for me.” I wished I had my team, but that wasn’t new. At least Kyn was here.

      Smokestacks loomed above us and seemed to grow taller the nearer we came to their base. Everything was dark red brick. Foundations extended deep and were probably natural bedrock. Chains and locks kept most of the side buildings secure, though some had been broken open long ago.

      “Do you get vagrants or scrappers?” I asked.

      “Some, but we don’t patrol here. Justaks rarely have reason to investigate in the older parts of the city, and the BCPD have higher priority calls to answer. The locals don’t want or need police presence.”

      “Really?” I wanted to believe sentients could function without law and order but knew from experience a balance was needed. Lawlessness led to warlords, extortion, and numerous other crimes against humanity. Stopping that kind of thing was the reason the APOP existed.

      “What you would call gangs enforcing basic rules. Is it extortion?” Mach asked. “Yes, but it’s what they know here. If you pay, no one bothers you, not even the BCPD. We came down here for a warrant sweep when I was a rookie cop, and it was a disaster.”

      “Worse than a car stop with gunships cutting vehicles in half?”

      “Worse than that,” he said. “Do you see why it isn’t done without a good reason?”

      “I get it.”

      “Remember this. We have no power here. Don’t start trouble.” He delivered his warning, then moved on. “Pultz! Show yourself.”

      I watched doorways, windows, and shadows as we ambled forward like three strangers in a very strange land. Twice I saw movement, but these weren’t Mach’s informant.

      We stopped in a square parking lot ringed with old sections of the factory. A few rusted out vehicles remained. Only one had tires, and those had been flat for decades.

      “I see you Justak,” said Pultz as he emerged from the main building. “Took you long enough to get here.”

      “I keep my own schedule,” Mach said.

      Pultz—old and bent-backed—shrugged and made a Razik hand gesture I’d seen a few times. It seemed to mean something like whatever you say. He stopped within conversational distance. “You have questions about the Fotak?”

      “Who is making it?” Mach asked.

      “Maybe you want to know what it does differently from other drugs,” Pultz suggested.

      “We know what it does.”

      I wasn’t excited about Mach’s response. Had this been my CI, I would have taken him someplace private and completed a thorough debriefing. No question would have gone unasked.

      Pultz leaned extremely close to Mach and whispered for a long time.

      “That is disappointing,” Kyn said.

      “Agreed.” I listened as best I could but came away with snatches of words, half of which I struggled to translate.

      Mach drew back, then flicked his hand toward the busted buildings. “Get out of here. I’ll send you something.”

      “You better. That information could cost my life.”

      “Your problem, not mine,” Mach said. “Check your account. The amount deposited will be significant.” He drew us back toward the main gate while keeping his eyes on the retreating informant. “I hate that he makes me come all this way for such short conversations.”

      Pultz stopped to shout at me. “Hey, hey—APOP. Aren’t you the Avian cloak hookup? Send me one. I’ll be your CI.”

      Mach’s eyes drove daggers into my guilty conscience.

      “Fresh out,” I said. To my surprise, the wizened old informant laughed even after disappearing into the subterranean gloom—which wasn’t creepy at all.

      “Let’s go before you cause more disruption to the balance here,” Mach said, then headed for the car.

      I studied the dilapidated under city. “Balance of what.”

      “No more Avian cloaks,” he said without looking back. “Every layer of our society has rules, traditions, established trade—you disrupted that bad enough with the BCPD officers. Toss a new wealth stream into this mix and there will be blood above- and belowground.”

      “Who did he tell you was running the Fotak?” I demanded. This wasn’t about me. He needed to get his own shop in order before lecturing anyone. BCPD and the Justaks were running amok while crime and disorder reared its ugly head. There weren’t enough chain guns to kill all the drug dealers and gang members, even if that was remotely moral or legal.

      We passed from the factory grounds and strode ever closer to the unmarked vehicle. Something had happened to it but I didn’t see the damage yet. “You can’t dodge the question and you can’t make this part of our problem my fault.”

      He stopped to look at the graffiti covering the car from bumper to bumper. Pictures, words, and slashes of paint gave the vehicle an entirely new look. The wheels and tires seemed fine until I spotted a cable attached from the axle to the building and nails propped up against the tires, ready to puncture the steel belted radials the moment it rolled over them.

      “Olenkidovish runs every aspect of the Dream Fotak trade, and has been seen with off-worlders—at a distance. His contacts are as mysterious and dangerous as he is powerful and ruthless,” Mach said, then squatted to remove nails from the tire treads. “I was afraid this would be the case. There could be no worse outcome.”

      “This… Olen… dude is powerful in the criminal underworld?” I asked as a warning tingle crept up my spine.

      “He’s powerful everywhere.” Mach stood and brushed off his hands. I helped him remove the cable from the axle while Kyn watched the shadows. “Not one criminal investigation leads to him. His money is both inherited and well invested. Our chances of getting a warrant on his estate are nonexistent. The smart choice would be to wash our hands of this and let the Fotak crisis play out. Other drug plagues have come and gone. Razik-doom will survive. Other sentients will have better luck controlling the import of the poison than we will have shutting it off at the source.”

      “We’re not giving up now,” I said.

      “No. Justaks are not allowed to quit. Perhaps that is why Olenkidovish has countermeasures designed to defeat my order.” Mach stood facing the car. He made no move to get in. “We need to think on two things. One, everyone must think we received other information. Two, we should all make our peace with those we have wronged in life, because it may be our last chance.”

      “I only want to clear one thing from my guilty conscience,” Kyn said, drawing our attention. “I only pretended to eat Yolo’s lasagna. Please tell her I only meant to spare her feelings because I adore the woman, not because I am afraid of what her cooking would do to my innards.”

      “Take that up with her, Kyn. We’re good.”

      Mach snorted and climbed behind the wheel. Soon we were driving back the way we had come.
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      The drive was quiet for all the wrong reasons. If the neighborhood had been a ghost town before, now it was a regular cemetery—or maybe an extrasolar planet blasted by nukes and left in the wake of the transit fleet. The darker side of my imagination was working overtime today.

      Mach slowed as he approached the highway leading to the surface. Hundreds, maybe thousands of the domestic beasts I’d seen the day before ambled along every lane. Shepherds prodded them, but only to keep them from pushing one another over the edge of the raised sections.

      “I didn’t know we had that many herds on the entire planet,” Mach said, vehicle parked as he stared at his options.

      “Olen arranged this?” I asked.

      “He’s a hero to the people in places like this. Most of it is a lie, but they believe he watches over them like an angel—building schools, hospitals, whisking away children with chronic diseases for state-of-the-art treatment.” Mach gripped the steering wheel over and over, then muttered a curse.

      “How much of that did this character actually do?” I suspected the answer would be vague.

      Mach shrugged. “We will travel through the tunnels.”

      “Sounds ominous,” I said.

      “Not at all. The original paths to the surface were this way—from the time before my people walked in the open.”

      Kyn and I shared a look and kept our mouths shut.

      Mach drove carefully. More and more often, pedestrians crossed in front of his vehicle. The gangs gathering on street corners watched our progress. Most held at least one hand out of view—in coats, pants, or behind warming fires. I didn’t enjoy the reflection of flames in their eyes.

      A tunnel led away from the residential area. There was no lighting. Only the headlamps of the wheel car showed the way. Looking back, I saw the red glow of our taillights illuminating where we’d been.

      Sweat ran down the back of my neck. I noticed a loose hair on the side of Kyn’s face. Even with his more expressive presentation, this was out of place. Our Justak driver was grim. His eyes never left the winding tunnel ahead. It seemed he was pushing his concentration to the absolute limits of what the light revealed.

      “The passage grows wider the nearer we come to the top,” he said.

      I saw what he described and felt the first hint of relief.

      “But there is a lot of dust in the air,” he added, bursting my bubble.

      “That’s not normal?”

      “No, APOP. It is not. Not once in my entire life have I seen floating dust in this part of our home world.”

      “Doesn’t mean it wasn’t there.”

      He glared at me like I was stupid. We both knew this much debris in the air meant trouble. Admitting the truth of it was the hard part.

      The car moved slower and slower as mounds of rubble came into view. A tremor ran through the cavern, and it was more easily felt now that the wheel car was parked in the middle of the ancient highway. I waited for the tremors to pass, said nothing, and mentally prepared myself for the worst.

      “We will turn back and find another way,” Mach said. “Perhaps the herds have found their way to clean water.”

      I held my tongue. Kyn watched in silence, his exterior expression now as calm as I had ever seen the Glosser—and that was saying something. The inside of the car seemed both darker and colder despite climate control and on-demand lighting.

      Turning around required a three-point, start-and-stop effort and Mach was forced to drive over the median or risk head on traffic—not that there was another vehicle on the road at the moment. The drive back to the primary cavern didn’t take long.

      Pedestrians showed themselves in every pocket park or business while the corners grew more populated with young men. Women had one street entirely under their control and they looked as rough as the thugs attempting to intimidate us.

      “Why are they separated like that?” I asked.

      “No idea,” Mach answered, then drove past them. A bottle bounced off the hood of the graffiti covered Justak cruiser.

      “Bricks will follow,” Kyn warned.

      Mach chuckled. “So our worlds, and the people in them, are not so different after all.”

      We reached the on-ramp to the modern highway we had used to come here. Most of the herds and their attendants were gone. Derelict vehicles, many with wheels removed, lined the ramps.

      “Did either of you bring a bulldozer?” Mach asked.

      We laughed.

      I thought of my Breaker rig and wished I had a company of them. “What now?”

      Mach’s vertical eyes narrowed dangerously as he studied the old neighborhood. His lips rippled along his teeth as he snarled softly. “We walk.”

      “Oh, hell no.” The words slipped out. “Dismounting never ends well.”

      “True, but neither does sitting in a vehicle until it gets firebombed.” He popped the trunk. “I will not use this CI again.”

      “He had to know this was a setup,” I said as the Justak distributed weapons and poorly fitting body armor.

      “Olenkidovish sends a message and causes us a delay. If he wanted us dead, how long would we last, given what you have seen during the last hour?” Mach asked.

      “Point taken.” I snugged the oversized body armor tight, then helped Kyn with his. “My next question is what is delaying us?”

      “The normal reasons for tactical delays such as this are to fortify a defensive position or concentrate troops to begin an offensive campaign,” Kyn said.

      I took Mach by the arm to get his full attention. The look in his eyes promised going out in a blaze of glory, something I wasn’t interested in at the moment. “This isn’t the place to swing a hammer.”

      The Justak loomed over me. Anger had a look, and it was all over him. “Meaning?”

      “We need to use our heads,” I said and left the rest unfinished. He knew the truth but didn’t want to face it. Cooler heads needed to prevail, and that left me or Kyn to fulfill that role. I raised both hands and carefully imitated the Razik version of the gesture. A slight change of hand placement, or the wrong tone, would turn this into an insult. “You know the city, above and below, better than I ever will. Kyn and I trust you. Tell us what to do, and we’re down for whatever. Just lead the way to familiar territory. We’ll deal with Olen after we survive.”

      “It’s a solid plan,” Mach said. “For now. The APOP and the Glosser Confederation better do their part.”

      “Which way?” I asked.

      Mach gestured toward the highway, then led us in that direction. Instead of climbing onto the pavement, we wound our way through the support structure where it was raised and skirted the edge where it depressed into the bedrock. The recently manufactured sections like those above us were pale gray with a pinkish tint from local stone stirred into the concrete mix. Beneath our feet, however, were stones as dark as blood—new and old swirling in patterns that might be beautiful in other circumstances.

      “Can you pick up the pace?” Mach asked.

      “Is the void empty? Don’t answer that. Yeah, we can run,” I said.

      He grunted and jogged into a twist of natural passages until I was completely lost. Unlike navigating an enemy starship, even the largest there were, this was like running and hiding for all eternity. Drums sounded from time to time. Other styles of music radiated from strongholds Mach avoided at all costs.

      “This is quite adventurous,” Kyn said when it was just the two of us. “I don’t believe the Justak feels the same way.”

      “I can’t say I blame him. This one isn’t hitting me in all the good feels. We’re in over our heads.”

      The Glosser bounced on the balls of his feet as he ran, as though his body weight was minimal. He turned his face toward the ceiling, sniffed the air. Reasoned curiosity described his every expression.

      “It’s good to have you back on the team,” I said.

      He took it the way I’d meant it, and not as a slight to his improved status. At the end of our last mission, he’d been forced to resign from the APOP to fulfill an obligation to his people. That had been a loss. Kyn was a good man. He was also fast and tireless.

      “How we doing, Mach-man?” I asked, hiding my difficulty breathing.

      He stopped. “The next stretch of caverns is dangerous. There are different gangs in each warren. We must go down to go up.”

      “Fantastic.” I caught my breath as he examined three tunnel entrances. The ceiling was higher over intersections. My nonexistent claustrophobia was starting to exist. At this rate, I would end the mission with long-term psychological damage. “How long until we get out of here? All the way out?”

      Mach narrowed his gaze. “Do you not find this relaxing? Many times during this run, I realized this was exactly what I needed. Maybe Olen is not our enemy. Perhaps he is doing us a favor.”

      “I would also like to breathe surface air again,” Kyn said. “Sooner would be better than later.”

      Mach adjusted his gear. “Apologies. I forget the caverns do not appeal to humans and Glossers as they do to my people. Stay close. Talk to no one. Follow my lead.”

      “That’s the plan.” I rolled my hand forward to suggest we get moving.

      Mach strode forward like a boss. The brisk walking pace was a huge relief to my cardiovascular system. We’d run over two kilometers already, and in combat gear. Razik weapons were heavy, even if their firepower did offer a certain comfort that made lugging them worth the effort. I’d only used a shotgun during training, and not often. It was simple to aim and shoot as long as I pulled the stock in tight between my shoulder and clavicle. Managing recoil was the biggest challenge. The primitive weapon kicked like a mule. A chuckle escaped as I thought about it.

      “What is so funny, APOP?”

      “I was just thinking I have more experience with this type of weapon from the other end.”

      Kyn nodded several times. “We have been shotgunned many times during our travels.”

      “Huh.” Mach continued, his gaze sweeping left to right, then back.

      Kyn and I spread out to imitate him. I also watched behind us as much as necessary. There were apartment openings visible, some right next to the street and others up winding stair steps. Men and women watched us. None broke their domestic routine for long. They tossed a glance or two and slipped back inside. Gossip and rumors would come later, I thought.

      A row of Razik men with spiked clubs arrayed themselves across our path. Snarls and curses filled the space between us as the odds grew worse. I wasn’t sure if this was a gang or the local militia.

      “Remember,” I said. “Let’s use our words.”

      Mach barked something in Razik, then stepped closer to the latest additions to our bad day. He held his pistol over his head and shook it. His street dialect was hard to follow, but it sounded like he told them to let us pass or he would murder all of them in the street.

      “Those are not the words I would have suggested,” Kyn said softly. “But I suppose I am not a Razik. Maybe that is very soothing and diplomatic.”

      My laughter sounded slightly crazy. “Kyn, brother. I’m tired of this escapade.”

      “Are you?” He studied the place, the people, and all the other details before us. “We will never be in a situation like this again.”

      “We won’t be in any situation associated with staying alive, not the way Mach is shouting at them,” I said.

      “All the more reason to appreciate the innate beauty of light, and sound, and motion of all things.”

      My Glosser was good to have around. I’d missed his semi-random insights.

      Mach led the way up the ramp. We passed the poorest examples of Raziks yet. Many were old, like their young had left them behind. I saw men old enough to be called ancient toiling over small gardens between simple, one-room structures. Inside were other men and women, all struggling with daily tasks—washing clothing, preparing food, repairing doors or shutters.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “It is called Old Spot in your language. Our word resonates with a more nuanced meaning.” He pointed at a ledge winding above the neighborhood. “See there, the younger residents gather wild klandiks to be domesticated. It is a dangerous pastime.”

      “Looks like a good way to fall to your death.” I measured the distance the group in question needed to travel before arriving on the main road. “Now I see why the old are left behind.”

      Mach shrugged, though the movement seemed offended for reasons that were unclear. “Be thankful our road is clear. We can reach the surface. Once my radio clears, I will summon a new car.”
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      Two glorified footpaths brought us into familiar territory. I saw space needles reaching up to platforms lost in the haze of the atmosphere and wondered at the disparity between what was above and what was below. Modern didn’t mean prosperous and ancient didn’t mean dilapidated. The passages we left behind had been engineered on a foundation of volcanic glass. Clawed feet had traversed them for thousands of years without serious erosion.

      The fringe of Bipek City lacked construction that would last the ages. Everything in sight looked ready for replacement, including the people and the clothing they wore. While bright colors were in fashion with the younger Raziks, the materials of their outfits faded quickly. Shirts stretched in odd places. Pants split at the knees and frayed at the hemlines.

      We stopped on a street crammed with imitation cave apartments. Most were in disrepair. All were marked with crude graffiti. This was nothing like the art Katrina Snow created on Jenna’s World. I could imagine her sneering at the obvious gang markers—warnings against trespass and at least one inscription that stated Hakdra was a punk.

      I pointed at the off-color phrases. “That guy seems popular.”

      “Hakdra is a common name among police officers. It goes back to a class system we abandoned a long time ago. I think I know who this man was. Before I was called to serve as Justak, this area had a Corporal Hakdra Kann. He kept crime low but wasn’t much better than the criminals he beat down. Word was he made captain, or retired. Rumors vary.”

      “Why is that tolerated?” Kyn asked.

      “It isn’t,” Mach snapped. He cursed at his radio, tried several channels, and dropped it into a pocket of his tactical vest. “Raziks make terrible witnesses. They want the problem removed, but once an arrest is made, few can be bothered to show up in a court of law. Add intimidation and bribery to the mix and it is an imperfect system.”

      “That would present many difficulties,” Kyn said.

      I kept my mouth shut. My experience with police corruption and what it took to launch an internal investigation was complicated. One of my friends lost his career to what he claimed were false allegations—though we both understood it was more complicated than he made it sound. More than a few investigations had been aimed at me and my crew, and to be fair, we pushed the rules to the breaking point more often than not.

      I stared toward the spaceport and the spire that marked it. Local ships and containers were slowly raised along rails disappearing into clouds. The gray day suited my mood. I needed to eat and sleep for half a week. Momentary fatigue distorted my vision. Humans weren’t meant for this place. Bipek City and Razik-doom was far more alien than we pretended it was.

      “Are you well, Breaker?” Kyn asked.

      “Just missing the team and hoping I’m doing the right thing.”

      “You are pursuing dangerous criminals. My faith in your judgment is absolute.”

      I laughed and patted him roughly on his upper arm. “You’re a good man, Horantinth Kyn. Some would question the friends you keep.”

      His reaction took me off guard. I hadn’t seen the man this happy in all our time together. Which meant I probably hadn’t expressed my gratitude enough. Fortune smiled on me when it came to relationships. How many people could say they would die for the person next to them? No wonder I was such a risk taker. Kyn and the rest of my crew always had my back, no matter the risk or the consequences.

      Mach watched us.

      I wondered what he was thinking. We were partners now, but what about tomorrow? What about in five minutes? He was a good cop, I thought. Sometimes I thought that was a rare thing, and I was dedicated to the profession.

      “Sergeant Nova warned me about your moods,” Kyn said. “Do not be too critical of yourself or those around you. There is more good than bad in people.”

      “Hard to remember that sometimes.”

      Kyn looked at a gaggle of filthy Razik kids carrying sticks and a ball. They stopped at the edge of a vacant lot to stare at us in wonder. My assessment of their shabby attire and the broken-down sub-neighborhood changed. Every one of the pre-teenagers looked happy and full of life.

      Times were tough here, but I honestly thought all of the boys would grow up to be good men. How did I know?

      It was just a feeling. I decided to trust it.

      Something caught my eye, and I examined the group closer. Nearly a third of the stick ball playing kids were girls. They were the largest mixed group of males and females I’d seen since arriving on the planet.

      “I remember the game,” Mach said.

      “Yeah?”

      Razik embarrassment—a tilt of his smile—flashed briefly. “There are many neighborhoods like this one. My brothers and sisters harassed me in a place similar to this.”

      I wanted to ask what changed with Raziks as they became adults. Women and men didn’t mix as often as they did in other sentient races. It didn’t seem like the time or place, so I filed it for another conversation. “Did any of them survive?”

      “Every one, I think.” He chuckled. “My family is large. Ask my parents. They try to keep track.”

      We left the kids to their games and shopkeepers to their business. Starships crossed the upper atmosphere like flecks in the haze. Space needles thrust out of the skyline around us like they were trying to hold onto the galaxy.

      “Can you secure a new car?” Kyn asked.

      Mach grumbled. “None available, and radio signals are poor today. It happens. Razik-doom doesn’t have all of your APOP technology. You have probably never known what it is like to be without comms.

      Kyn and I laughed until it became uncomfortable.

      “Mach, friend, we’ve lost comms more than a few times. It always works out.”

      “Hmm.” He didn’t sound convinced.

      Razik teenagers gathered at the corners of the next intersection. Other groups pitched metal cups and nicotine chew sticks into an illegal fire pit. They sauntered our way as though they’d been expecting us.

      Mach stepped into the street and stood with his thumbs stuck in his belt. I stopped on his left. Kyn held the right end of our line. Raziks jeered from a safe distance, then grew quiet as a man in his early thirties arrived with an entourage of tough guys. They wore better clothing and flaunted more jewelry than I’d seen on Raziks before now. Thick bands of gold encircled arms and fingers. Chains were woven through spikes and ridges on their backs. Some wore shirts. All displayed muscles and claws.

      Mach made them come to him. The leader and two of his largest followers advanced.

      “What you doing here, Justak? Where is your car being?”

      I shared a look with Kyn, because the vehicle had been his rental. Now didn’t seem like the time to obsess over details.

      “Donation,” Mach said. “Down below.”

      The leader raised his chin high as he eyed us. “You been walking. We see that.”

      Mach flicked away the discussion of his vandalized and abandoned cruiser. “Do you have a name?”

      The leader flourished his claws. “Klee.”

      “Well, Klee, we’re just passing through.”

      “No you’re not. This road is closed. Whole neighborhood is shut down for roadwork from the city crews—whenever they choose to show up.”

      Mach said nothing. Kyn and I followed his lead.

      Klee and the others crossed their arms.

      Mach flashed his Justak badge.

      Nothing changed. Klee looked down over his snout for several seconds before responding. “I see the disc. But it ain’t the sun, no matter what your laws say. Find another way home. You can’t travel here.”

      I counted the rows of Razik locals. Many were part of Klee’s gang, but regular citizens thickened their ranks. Mach’s description of the situation seemed accurate. The local gangs were both feared and respected. This neighborhood had its own laws, and we were trespassers.

      “What can we offer your master in trade?” Mach asked. His tone was flat as a blade and twice as cold.

      “The APOP has a ship. Word says it’s fast. Can go anywhere. Find anything, or anyone.”

      I didn’t like where this was headed.

      Mach stared over his shoulder at me, measuring my response. I strove for stern indifference. Now wasn’t the time to show emotions.

      “What does this matter to gutter scum like you?” Mach asked.

      Angry mutters and hissing rippled through the crowd that was blocking our progress.

      “Respect, Justak,” Klee snarled.

      “That works in two directions.” Mach looked like he could thrash Klee’s entire crew, despite the obvious untruth of the illusion. Point was, he didn’t look like a Razik to be messed with right now.

      Klee clicked his front teeth together several times. Apparently, this meant something my language and culture studies hadn’t revealed. I edged one hand toward my concealed rail weapon and watched for a reaction. When there was none from the crowd, I eased it out of the shoulder holster and held it under my jacket.

      “My boss’ boss needs a woman brought back to Razik-doom. Your APOP friend can rescue her. Bring her home safe.”

      Mach looked to me for an answer.

      “Depends,” I said.

      “On what?” Klee demanded. He stepped forward like he would strike me but was slightly out of range so I let it go for now.

      “Legality. My job is to prevent sentient trafficking, not take part in it.”

      “My boss’ boss said you would say that. He being telling you to go, find out for yourself, and bring her home if you can. The big boss says you won’t be having a legal institution.”

      “Issue,” I corrected.

      “Whatever. She was to be getting married, but some bad puk-a-puk-pie happened.” He relaxed and abandoned his fighting stance. “You will do it, yes? Maybe get a car out of the deal. Make your trip back to your HQ easier?”

      The proposition didn’t excite me. Getting involved in civil or cultural disagreements wasn’t within my jurisdiction. The problem was, there was rarely a way to find out which version of abduction it was until I learned the truth firsthand.

      “The sooner I finish my investigation in Bipek City, the sooner I can investigate this woman’s disappearance.” I watched the others and was surprised. They were listening intently—like every one of them was worried about this missing Razik woman. “I need to know as much as possible about her and what led to her current situation.”

      “He say you would say that too.” Klee handed me a data chip. “Everything is on that. She wants to come home but an illegal man be stopping her.”

      “I’ll look into it.”

      Klee rattled off words I couldn’t translate.

      Mach took over. “Where is my car? And turn off the radio jammer in this neighborhood. That is a serious signal violation that will be investigated if it persists.”

      The crowd parted. Klee gestured graciously to an unmarked cop car legally parked at the curb. “Some BCPD assholes be leaving this here. Makes sense now. We were all wondering why they did that. I guess you can take it back to their headquarters.”

      Mach led us straight to the car without another word. The crowd parted farther. The group only dispersed after we drove away.

      “What was the point of all that?” Kyn asked. “There must be easier ways to make travel arrangements.”

      Mach checked his rearview mirror as he answered. “The information we learned from my CI is independent of this circus. Make no mistake, the boss of this neighborhood is risking his life and his reputation going against Olen. We were lucky. He arranged for the cop car to be dropped here, which means he controls at least a portion of this precinct.”

      “I wasn’t going to say it.” The data chip felt heavy in my pocket. I worried it would lead to a new round of adventures but decided that was a problem for later. Right now, we had a criminal enterprise to disrupt and an overdose epidemic to stop.

      “There will be food at headquarters. You can sleep in the barracks and get cleaned up,” Mach said.

      “You read my mind.” I sent Nova an update. Her response came immediately. My sergeant was monitoring our situation closely.

      “You had us worried, boss. None of us like when you go off the grid,” she said.

      “I’ll try to avoid it in the future.”
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      Our arrival at BCPD headquarters wasn’t as seamless and welcoming as Mach led us to believe it would be. He strode boldly through security like he owned the place. Officer Teris wasn’t working to buzz me inside. A pair of cops motioned me toward the security scanners and ordered me to empty my pockets. On the other side of the front desk, Kyn received similar treatment.

      “No weapons allowed,” said the security supervisor. He pointed at my gun like it was a bucket of cockroaches.

      “Right. How did I forget?” I thumbed a security code to prevent anyone from using the weapon, then removed the magazine.

      “What are you doing now?” This change of routine really upset the supervisor.

      “You said no weapons. This is a magazine, not a weapon. I’ll keep it.”

      “You presume too much, APOP.”

      “Review the memorandum of understanding regarding APOP-led task forces. You’re lucky I’m submitting to your weapon rules. Don’t push me. It’s been a long day.” I palmed the magazine. “I don’t want this to go missing.”

      “You will get a locker.”

      “Great. I’m sure no supervisors have a master key to conduct inspections.”

      He touched the master key hanging from his neck.

      I stepped into the second of two scanners and raised my hands above my head, turned, and stepped out without waiting to be told what to do. A few minutes later, I was putting my personal effects into pockets and just generally feeling annoyed.

      Kyn rejoined me with better grace. Maybe the Glosser was better at pretending. He’s spent years modifying his appearance and his mannerisms to fit in with humans. Maybe I was spoiled to let my aggravation show. It didn’t help anything.

      We headed for the escalators, then walked up them to decrease the time spent reaching the top. Razik cops, detectives, and non-sworn civilians crowded into the downward lane.

      “What is happening?” Kyn asked.

      “More Razik bullshit.”

      “Language, boss.”

      I jumped up the last pair of steps. Kyn followed and was soon at my side. The crowd made way for us but cast looks. I felt both their scrutiny and their disapproval. “Something’s happening in the bullpen. They let their prisoners leave whenever they want. There could be trouble. An angry suspect might be willing to attack his case detective.”

      We burst into a very different scene than I had imagined.

      “So much for that theory.” Kyn’s dry tone was lost in the sound of Pykfist and Mach flipping desks.

      “Get control of yourself!” Mach shouted, then slammed a chair over Pykfist’s head. Wood splintered into the air.

      Pykfist waved a thick arm through the flying debris, his defensive effort a half second too late. He bulled forward, shoving a capsized table out of the way as he lunged for Mach.

      Rage distorted his words.

      Kyn and I hurried forward to help. “Why did everyone leave?”

      “Some Razik thing. Watch out. These guys are even stronger than they look.” I shouted for Mach’s attention. “Let’s try teamwork.”

      “Perhaps you might be more specific,” Kyn said as we hurried toward Pykfist’s blind spot. Our only advantage was his complete obsession with pursuing Mach. Wide eyes on a Razik weren’t as disarming as they should be. The vertical lids stretched unnaturally wide, forcing them to distort at the top and bottom. Red and silver veins streaked through the dark sclera around the cloudy iris and pupil.

      “Create a distraction,” I said, picking up speed with each word. “I’m going for his legs.”

      Pykfist and Mach traded punches. Technique gave way to fury and soon they were swinging for the fences like amateurs.

      Kyn leapt onto a desk tipped on its end, causing it to wobble unsteadily as he flared his mane in a halo of blue and gold. If I hadn’t known something like that was coming, I would have fallen prey to the spell that took the others.

      Neither Razik stopped swinging, but their efforts slowed and lost strength for one second as they glanced toward the most amazing sight the BCPD investigations floor had ever witnessed.

      I wrapped my arms around Pykfist’s knees as I drove my right shoulder into the closest leg. The man was far larger and stronger than I was. His knees, as I learned a bit too late, were reinforced with metal and gears. None of that helped him maintain his balance.

      His weight tipped as I hooked my fingers together on the opposite side of his legs and hugged with all my strength. The combination of the tackle and the way I squeezed his legs together put him on the ground.

      Mach didn’t hesitate. He jumped on us as we were still bouncing. Kyn leapt from his perch to seize Pykfist’s free arm.

      Pykfist attempted to scissor his legs and nearly broke free. Kyn fought with all his strength to control one arm and seemed to be losing. He’d grabbed hold of the most augmented part of the Razik cyborg’s body.

      Mach shoved us out of the way and mounted his adversary. He sat low on his stomach to control his hips and keep his shoulders pinned to the floor with strong hands.

      Pykfist thrashed and cursed in several languages. His eyes never blinked. Some of the words struck a nerve as I backed away and wished I had my rail pistol. If he wasn’t shouting in Sterling, I didn’t know what language he’d chosen to share his anger and resentment of the galaxy.

      “Enough!” Mach roared.

      Pykfist panted. His eyelids snapped back to their normal positions. “What? What is going on? Why are you attacking me! Stop this felonious assault!”

      “He sounds much different now,” Kyn observed.

      I readied myself for round two.

      Mach kept him pinned. “Relax. You started tearing the place up. Swore to kill me and anyone who dared take my side.”

      “I did not!”

      “Explain this room, then. Not a Razik in sight. They ran for the exits when you started waving your gun around,” Mach insisted.

      “Let me up.”

      “I will when you have calmed down and apologized.”

      Pykfist growled as he attempted to stand. Mach nearly lost control, though they seemed to be of a size. I moved to assist, but Mach snapped his teeth at me—which seemed like a signal to stand back.

      “When I get up, you will pay,” Pykfist said.

      “Probably. But not until you explain yourself.”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about. I came to headquarters to discuss the case, get updates, and share my theories. Next thing I know, your APOP posse is holding me to the floor.”

      “Now there is a word I haven’t heard since language school,” Kyn muttered. He stood very near me. “Do you think he was influenced by Dream Fotak?”

      “You read my mind.” I straightened my shirt and checked my empty shoulder holster out of habit. The weapon’s magazine was still in my pocket though I had lost my screen. Finding it under a tipped over chair gave me a few moments to think and plan what to say.

      “I am letting you up,” Mach said. “Do not attack anyone.”

      Pykfist snorted, climbed to his feet, and stared me down. “Something on your mind, APOP?”

      I decided to go for it. What was the worst thing an angry, drug-crazed Razik cyborg could do to me? “Walk me through your day. What did you do before coming here? Who did you have contact with?”

      Pykfist made that disturbing Razik growl deep in his throat that was becoming all too familiar. “I am not to be interrogated. Who do you think you are?”

      Mach and Kyn held their positions, and I could see they understood my line of questioning.

      “Just a humble APOP trying to work with his Razik partners.” Something about my tone worked.

      He exhaled as he rubbed his hands over the spines on the back of his head and started pacing. “What are you saying? What are you saying? How is this happening to me?” The phrases came again and again. His distress was so obvious I nearly felt bad for the pissed off wrecking machine.

      “None of us are claiming you partake of the drug by choice,” Kyn offered. “Someone may have poisoned you. What is the preferred method of delivery here on Razik-doom? On my home world, there is a similar drug Glossers drip into their ears.”

      I processed the detail my Justak teammates seemed to miss. It sounded like Kyn was saying there was a version of this drug designed just for his people. Had he already told me that? I tried to remember the details of our earlier conversations and decided we needed to sit down at a briefing table and really lay out the facts. Thinking and planning on the run had disadvantages. Details could be missed or forgotten.

      Pykfist nodded along with the Glosser’s theory, then answered before I could ask my clarifying questions. “So obvious, now that you properly direct my attention. The case was getting to me. I had a massage. Don’t judge. It wasn’t my usual place. Bipek City never was that familiar to me—not like with you, Mach. I didn’t patrol the streets here before getting called to the capital.”

      Mach muttered several words in Razik I didn’t know. Kyn chuckled and rolled his eyes but didn’t share the translation because Pykfist was getting worked up again.

      “This infuriates me. How can a Justak solve crimes without getting a massage once in a while? Do humans and Glossers walk around all tense and unable to think?”

      I started to answer. “Actually—”

      “Tell me more of this problem on your world, Horantinth Kyn,” Pykfist said.

      What was the Justak doing calling my friend by his full name?

      “This will better explain it,” Kyn answered as he righted a tipped over work screen and powered it up. His hands flew dexterously over controls and connections until it was working.

      We gathered around to watch the amazing images of nightlife on the streets of Solar Night, the entertainment metropolis of Glosser Prime. Moons glittered in the sky. Buildings ran with their version of neon, and jumbo screens displayed a Glosser woman talking to the crowds, though what she said was inaudible. Even so, the image of her wild hair dancing all around her and her eyes holding the camera was entrancing, and I wasn’t even a Glosser.

      Elsewhere, there were lines to enter clubs. Concert musicians played acoustic instruments around a water fountain and light show. Crowds moved like dancers. At first, I thought Kyn was showing us a citywide musical. Then, I realized that was the way Glossers moved when they weren’t attempting to blend with humans or other sentients.

      No one spoke as the camera view switched perspective. The shaky look of covert filming took a moment to get accustomed to, but it soon showed the inside of a dance club. Mesmerizing was the only word for the place. There were no humans or Raziks and only one Avian who stood like a display on a stage. She moved carefully, and I thought the woman was too disoriented by the flowing manes of the Glossers and the flashing lights to risk more than the steady opening and closing of her glitter painted wings.

      The undercover operator slipped into a back room hosting a more exclusive party. We watched with growing anger as one Glosser after another was administered silver drops in their ears. Afterward, the spectators took turns commanding the victims to act more and more strangely.

      “That is all I can watch,” Kyn said, then ended the video. “You get the point. Those men and women were clearly not under their own control. The operative went on to document more diabolical uses of mind control drugs, but none of you are rated to see our military files.”

      He activated a new video. This time the cameraman walked through an alleyway recording three bodies—two humans and a Cog. Time passed as he trudged deeper into the maze of service roads. These functioned more like the human variety, not the Razik alleys where businesses kept them neat and tidy.

      The final victim was an Avian. While he was not a display like the woman from the first video, he was both naked and covered in glitter. One wing was folded at a painful angle. He’d clearly been dumped unceremoniously behind a trash bin.

      “Toxicology showed all of these sentients ingested the same drug we are investigating for its mind control effects on Glossers,” Kyn said, then put away the data stick that stored his videos.

      Pykfist took a seat but couldn’t sit still. His left leg bounced continuously and he looked around like he wanted to get up and start pacing again.

      Mach glared at Kyn. “This is dire news. You believe there was a drug designed for Glossers, and another designed for Razik?”

      Kyn nodded. “Take it a step farther.”

      Mach hissed in frustration.

      “If there are two, there could be three, or four—or one for every sentient race. Control the primary race in the system while causing an epidemic of overdoses with all non-natives of the region,” I said.

      “That isn’t a criminal enterprise,” Mach complained. “That is a terrorist plot.”

      “There is one sticking point to this theory.” Kyn smoothed his vibrant blue hair. “If every sentient race has the same problem, who wins?”

      “I don’t see any Sterling victims of either condition,” I said.

      Kyn’s eyes sparkled. “Exactly.”

      “I remain skeptical,” Pykfist said.

      Mach snorted. “Of course you do.”

      I didn’t have time for round two with the Raziks. “Tell us more, Kyn.”
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      Cops and detectives filed back onto the investigations floor like nothing had happened. A few cast us looks, but mostly they repositioned desks, cleared away debris, and generally put the place back together. I wondered how often this sort of thing happened in a Razik police station. No one seemed terribly bothered by the disruption.

      “How did I get these bruises?” I asked.

      Kyn leaned close enough to examine my battered form. “Hmm. Fighting is like that. I rarely remember how I received injuries. This time I was lucky. No damage anywhere.” He sent a ripple across his exterior, something I’d learned was a common nonverbal gesture among his people.

      “That ripple thing,” I asked. “What is that?”

      “You might consider it a happy shrug in most social contexts, but in reality, it serves a serious purpose. That was a check for injuries. And yay me, I’m sparkling.”

      How could I not laugh. “Okay, sparkles.”

      “Please don’t.” The Glosser chuckled. “Unless you want to sound like a tourist to Solar Night.”

      “I’d like to go there right now, if I’m being honest.”

      “When the Sterling threat is once again stopped, I will take you on a tour of any Glosser system you wish.”

      “Deal.” Facts were facts and friends were friends. The Sterling were supposed to be stalled far beyond the borders of the Alliance of Planets territory. Of course, they were launching a major espionage campaign. Five digi-credits said my instincts about Myron Dea and his involvement were correct as well.

      Pykfist and Mach argued in low but heated tones. I snapped my fingers and pointed at the Justaks. “Hey! None of that void crap. Let’s do some work. Get over here and be part of the solution.”

      The four of us gathered around a desk. I rested my elbows on the surface and interlocked my fingers. The Raziks stared at me strangely, and I wondered what nonverbal message I’d sent now. It was going to be nice when I was with my squad and could be myself.

      “How much do you know about the Sterling?” I asked.

      Mach answered. “There have been security alerts. Warnings of incidents on other worlds—smuggled goods, partially verified intelligence on bombing plots or infrastructure sabotage, things like that.”

      I nodded. “We are supposed to have a tenuous peace with them now that the Ultar are firmly in the AP. For real this time, not just because we said they were. That doesn’t mean the Sterling have changed their expansionist ways.” My partners knew all of this, but it never hurt to put it all on the table.

      “The invaders exist only to conquer, consume, and expand. That is all they know,” Kyn said. “My people’s spies have been working on this continuously since we learned of their existence. Nothing will change the Sterling’s desire to control the Andromeda galaxy. They are deeply paranoid and see all sentients as threats to not just their sovereignty, but their very survival.”

      “Irrational,” Pykfist grumbled. “The galaxy might as well be infinite in terms of sentient ability to colonize every star system.”

      “I was sent to confirm a similar problem is occurring here,” Kyn said. “Not all of our leaders agree on the definition of the issue or the solution. I believe my eyes. The Dream Fotak is meant for something diabolical.”

      Doors slamming open cut off my response. I turned and saw a towering Razik police officer wearing a parade uniform. His entourage was similarly adorned. Most were near his ponderous size. This was a gaggle of very important people. None of them were happy.

      “That is Deputy Chief Kallenge,” Mach advised. “Thinks he outranks a Justak.”

      “Does he?” I asked.

      Mach shrugged.

      “APOP!” Kallenge barked. “You are responsible for this rumor! Don’t lie.”

      I moved away from Kyn and my Justak friends. They didn’t deserve whatever this was. I had a pretty good idea what was coming and why.

      “There will not be unidentified mercenaries interfering with lawful policy duties of Razik police officers!” He planted his hands on his hips and seemed ready to belly-bump me across the room. “Everywhere I go, I hear these stories. Humans dropping from airships. Humans shooting up the Three Nine Crew!” He flared his nostrils and widened his vertical eyes. “Fooking unacceptable.”

      I kept my voice low, forcing him to lean forward to listen. Hopefully, this would cause a de-escalation. If I lowered my volume and moderated my tone, maybe he would imitate me. That was how it often worked on human worlds. The instinctive need to match aggression levels, to fit in, could be a valuable subliminal tool.

      “These are rumors, or do you have proof?”

      “Proof!”

      The wind from his word blew back my hair, maybe not literally, but it sure felt that way. Okay, so maybe the de-escalation trick didn’t work on Raziks.

      He spun to address his Razik audience. “The APOP wants proof.”

      “Of course, sir,” a captain said. “He would lawyer up just like all humans.”

      “How could there not be proof?” Kallenge paced. His gaze stayed on me each time he turned. “Airships. Did you hear me? Airships! And nets we don’t use. What are you suggesting happened? My officers spontaneously developed, trained, and deployed restraint tactics never before considered in the entire Razik law enforcement community.”

      “The nets did seem pretty clever,” I said.

      Kallenge grabbed the edge of a recently righted table and spun it through the air. Detectives scrambled out of the way. A caged prisoner hooted and hollered at the show.

      “I should bring you up on charges!” Deputy Chief Kallenge roared.

      That was too much, and he knew it. I stood, approached, and planted my feet directly in front of him, forcing the giant Razik to stop or look like he was running from me. “Do it. See how far your big, toothy mouth takes you against the APOP. Right now I’m on your world, and I respect that. But anytime you want to take on the rest of the galaxy, let me know. Maybe I can arrange something to adjust your attitude.”

      He snapped his teeth a millimeter in front of my nose.

      I resisted the urge to flinch and piss my pants.

      The standoff lasted seconds but felt much longer. Neither Mach nor Pykfist came to my rescue.

      Kallenge’s breathing slowed and grew regular. He backed away, shaking his head as though making a difficult and saddening decision. “I respect the APOP, Lieutenant Wrath. Everyone will be knowing this. Should that always be the case? Not if mercenaries continue to rampage through our streets. We don’t want another misunderstand like there was on Avian Prime, do we now?”

      My blood ran hot and cold at the same time. Memories of the tragedy on the most beautiful world of all sentient societies still tortured my dreams. At the same time, I wanted to throat-punch him for bringing up a topic he had no right to talk about. Not here. Not anywhere.

      Kyn moved in. “Growing pains are common when sentients start working together. We all want the same thing—peace and prosperity for Razik-doom, and our home worlds as well.”

      “Humans don’t have a home world in this galaxy. They’re wandering rogues, just like the Sterling and the Helm.” Kallenge’s tone softened as he spoke. “Perhaps some compassion is in order. I am not an unreasonable man.”

      I relaxed slightly. Kyn and I could handle this dude with or without help from Mach. If we had to.

      Kallenge loosened his uniform collar, removed what resembled a tie but turned out to be a holster for a backup pistol, and sat on a desk with his knees spread wide. The posture emphasized how truly gigantic he was. It was more than the enormous gut and tree trunk arms and legs. He was tall enough to use a Razik desk as a stool.

      “There are humans I have worked with and still trust,” he said. “As it happens, two of them were here on other business and have agreed to work within Razik rules and regulations—unlike some people in this room.”

      I didn’t take the bait.

      Kallenge rattled off a string of very fast Razik, and two people I recognized entered from an interior door. They had been in the building this entire time, flanked by the Deputy Chief’s picked men.

      “Cambridge Bayle,” I said as I advanced to shake his hand. “Commander Isaac Cummings. It’s been a while.”

      “Likewise, Breaker,” Cambridge said.

      “You know these humans?” Mach asked.

      “We had some adventures together,” Cambridge supplied. “Which is saying something, given my father’s reputation and the difficult issues facing us at the time. Let’s just agree it was for the greater good, somewhat like our current situation.”

      Both men were, if not my natural enemies, then my steadfast rivals. They had worked with my team. Commander Cummings had spent a lot of time on my ship, and I’d nearly made him one of my Breakers. Once our mission to the Ultar sector was over, I’d lost track of them and assumed they’d gone back to working for Jonas Bayle, my mentor’s archnemesis.

      “These humans have been vetted by both the BCPD and the Justak Corps in the capital,” Kallenge said. “They will assist in your investigation and report to me, since none of my detectives can resist bowing to the whims of two Justaks.”

      “There is no procedure for this,” Mach said.

      Pykfist took his side for once. “That is the entire reason for the Justak rank—oversight of civilian law enforcement.”

      Most of the cops and detectives in the room snorted and cursed the idea. The prisoner on the far wall laughed, then made rude sounds from several orifices.

      Cambridge looked back and forth between each side of the argument, then finally raised his hand. “I have worked under Breaker’s authority before. If you can trust him, you can trust me. I’m not here to stay. One shot and we’re done. Run Razik-doom and Bipek City however you like.”

      “How incredibly reassuring,” Mach grumbled. “Perhaps you have a theory on the Sterling activity on both our home worlds.”

      Anticipation charged the air. Mach sent non-essential personnel, including the prisoners in the holding cells to another floor. Kallenge allowed it, then grudgingly sent away all but a few of his closest advisors.

      Cambridge logged onto a central screen terminal. One of Kallenge’s staff officers assisted with the technology portion. Others closed the blinds at the far end of the room as an added security precaution.

      “What I am about to show you is dangerous information. Please treat this as confidential, just as you would with crime intelligence you gathered through conventional means.”

      The image of Harold Denby appeared as seen from a camera hidden on a building roof. No expense had been spared on the surveillance tech. None of us could ask for better clarity, even with the entire budget of the BCPD or the APOP at our disposal.

      I tensed at the sight of the notorious sentient trafficker and arms dealer. A shadowy figure approached with two armed escorts. They patted Denby down, then took a case from him—probably payment for the transaction.

      “That is where the drugs are exchanged,” Cambridge explained. “We bought a sample that came from this exact delivery case. There was Fotak, as well as Gin 5, which is what the Glossers call their version of the same drug. Each has been engineered for their biology.”

      A few of Kallenge’s people made notes. I kept my eyes on the presentation with the intent to go back over it again with questions, and then take notes. Mach, Pykfist, and Kyn used the same technique.

      “We are still searching for samples of the human and Avian versions, but have good information they exist.” Cambridge froze the image and circled the shadowy figure with a laser pointer. “That is a Sterling agent.”

      “I recognize the cut of clothing and the way he walks. My experiences with the Sterling were always during combat, but things like that stick with you.”

      “What about Denby?” Mach asked.

      “He’s incarcerated for sentient trafficking. Another team picked him up not long before I brought my squad to Razik-doom.”

      Cambridge nodded. “That’s correct. In a sense, this is a dead end, but it does corroborate our suspicions about Sterling involvement. Our people have a common enemy. It’s up to us to do something about it.”

      “So now we must work together,” Mach said to Kallenge.

      The Deputy Chief nodded. “I will put as many resources as possible at your disposal, but I require regular updates—from you and Cambridge Bayle.”

      Mach snarled.

      No one pushed the issue. For all I knew, that was a yes in these circumstances.
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      The meeting grew longer than anyone wanted. Mach eventually called a stop to the planning discussion when Kallenge started eating pencils. Meals were brought up. I consumed more Razik food than was safe, then cleaned up in the second-floor locker room.

      A trio of Razik cops entered the showers as I was leaving. Chittering jokes flew at me, but I understood none of them. There was something seriously disconcerting about having the towering dragon people whispering behind their hands and stifling their mirth.

      “What are you laughing at?”

      “You human,” the leader said. “Only you.”

      With no snappy comeback at my fingertips, I pulled the oversized robe tighter and headed for the locker I’d been given at the other end of the room. Apparently, Sergeant Nova had been allowed to send a care package.

      Clean clothing, snacks, and extra rail ammunition filled the box. I unpacked it, topped off my magazines, and ate a granola bar like it was a piece of chocolate cake. Razik food had its ups and downs. I only now realized how much I missed anything APOP.

      Thoughts of the case pushed away my awkward shower interactions with the Razik beat cops. What part of this mess did the Bayle family really play? I needed to confront Cambridge about Myron Dea, who I had seen at least twice since my arrival.

      Not so long ago, Glaynia had warned me to watch over my shoulder for Dea. She’d implied the man worked for Jonas. Worse, more and more evidence pointed toward Dea’s involvement with the Sterling. For all I knew, he was a Sterling agent—which might explain his legendary success when it came to assassination missions.

      Kyn shouted from the entrance. “Stop attempting to make yourself beautiful, Breaker, and get out here. There has been another shooting and the Justaks are hot to get there and find clues.”

      I slammed my locker shut and adjusted the rest of my clothing, careful to conceal my new rail pistol. When I left the HQ building, my original service weapon would be returned to me as well. Nova must have anticipated at least some of my current difficulties with Razik police procedure.

      Carrying two guns was rarely wrong in my line of work.

      I wove through rows of lockers and joined Kyn on the threshold. “Ready.”

      “You neither look nor smell that much better,” he said.

      “Don’t hold back.”

      Kyn smiled. “It is good to work with you again, boss.”

      “Same. Let’s show these Justaks how it’s done.”

      Mach and Pykfist picked us up in an urban utility vehicle or UUV. Cambridge and Cummings had the second row of seats.

      I pointed toward the next row back. “That’s your spot, unless you want us to crawl over you.”

      “You could squeeze past us,” Cambridge said.

      Cummings, a true soldier, guided him by the arm. Once they were properly in the third row, Kyn and I took our places. Mach drove away as the doors were slamming shut.

      We arrived on scene without fanfare. There were more beat cops and crime scene techs than the previous crime scene. Tape cordoned off the area. Camera bulbs flashed. A small crowd of civilians wordlessly watched the police investigators work.

      Mach pulled me aside as we made the tour. “You know we are looking for evidence of Olenkidovish, right?”

      “And we’re not talking about that part to everyone,” I said. Our discussion had gone into every possible corner of evidence, logic, and street rumor, but never to Olen’s involvement. Mach, Kyn, and I hadn’t needed to make promises or warn each other to keep our mouths shut.

      All three of us suspected a connection between our survival of Olen’s trap and the sudden appearance of Kallenge, who might or might not know who he was working for. Pykfist’s exposure to the mind control drug and his attack on Mach hadn’t gone unnoticed.

      We were on thin ice with hidden enemies in every direction.

      Cambridge and Commander Cummings were another story. My distrust of them was different than it was for the Razik cabal. Maybe it was the sight of a fellow human after so many days among Raziks, but the threat seemed less. Which probably meant they were the worst danger to the mission and my life.

      “Good.” Mach flexed his neck and narrowed his vertical eye slits. “Stay in your toes. This could get interesting.”

      “On your toes.”

      “Whatever. Human slang is problematic for every other sentient race, did you know that?”

      “Maybe everyone is wrong but us,” I said.

      “That’s a human thing to say. Now, let’s inspect this scene. Watch for hidden or destroyed evidence. Trust no one, but don’t appear to trust no one. Just act natural.”

      “Relax, Mach.”

      “Yes. I will. Thank you.”

      Kyn joined me and we left Mach to do Razik things with the officers and detectives at the perimeter tape. Once we signed in, the scene supervisor allowed us to go where we pleased as long as we didn’t touch anything. I felt his eyes on the back of my head and didn’t think a person ever got used to a Razik stare.

      Kyn veered away from the body.

      I was curious about the victim but stayed with the Glosser. “What do you got?”

      “A print, from a boot. See this, that is dried blood. The pattern is distinct. I believe it is a Sterling combat boot,” Kyn said.

      “Were there marks like this on your Solar Night crime scenes?”

      “No, but another investigator spoke of them. He recovered a pirated vessel and spent several weeks processing the carnage. There were a lot of foot- and handprints.” Kyn knelt to get a better look but kept his hands to himself. “I was hoping for something like this.”

      We notified a technician to have the partial print, just a few hash marks of the toe section, photographed and sampled.

      I had a new idea as we watched them work. “Whoever left that was running, sprinting, actually. Where do you think he or she was heading?”

      “Do you believe this was a male or a female assassin?”

      “Not enough information.”

      He nodded. “Hmm.”

      “Let’s have a look in that direction.”

      Kyn hesitated. “I would like to watch the technicians handle this part. Maybe I am a terrible and suspicious person, but I want to be certain it is actually entered in the evidence log.”

      “Good call.” I looked around and saw Cambridge watching us. “Bayle, come with me. I want to check this area.”

      He jogged my direction and seemed happy to join in. The young man was so earnest that it was hard to reconcile him as Jonas’s son. Was he still a good man, or had he been raised to plot and scheme? His father was dangerous for the sheer fact that I sometimes thought he was okay despite all evidence to the contrary.

      An hour later, we’d found an additional footprint across the street and thought we had the direction of travel, until Kyn and Mach discovered one leading the other way. It seemed there had been more than one attacker, until I double checked what Cambridge and I had located and cursed.

      “What?” he asked. “We’ve been over this section a dozen times… and… crap.”

      His exclamation came as I walked backward next to the print, emphasizing what I’d just noticed. “Someone went through a lot of trouble to convince us he went this direction, but he was walking toe heel, in reverse, not sprinting.”

      “Who does that?”

      I had a clue but didn’t know if now was the time to present the theory. There were risks to playing any of my cards early, but I also thought I might shock some truth out of the son of Jonas Bayle.

      “Maybe the greatest assassin in the AP. Someone like Myron Dea.”

      Cambridge went white as a sheet. If the man worked for his father, that hadn’t lessened his fear of the dangerous killer.

      “Talk to me,” I said.

      “My father said he would be here. I’d hoped he was wrong.”

      “We really need to talk about this.”

      He shook his head. “Dea turned on us. Stole from my father and killed his best bodyguard—just to show us he couldn’t be stopped. We’re on the same side, Breaker, whether you want to believe it or not. My father believes Dea is a lot more than just an assassin.”

      I turned away and continued the search. He followed, explained, and made excuses. My goal was to find where Myron Dea had not wanted us to search. If this was another of his attacks, he most likely had a sniper perch and might want to use it again someday. Waste not, want not. At the same time, he wouldn’t want any chance of me finding evidence.

      “You’re not even listening.”

      “I heard you, Bayle. Let’s agree to trust but verify. If you don’t stab me in the back, I won’t drive over you with a Breaker rig.”

      He chuckled darkly. “I suppose that’s fair. Why are we searching this corner park? Kids are in school or something. No witnesses at all. Ah, now I get it.”

      “Gold star.” I mimed sticking one to his forehead. “If you see something, leave it lie and get me. This section is larger than I thought. We’ll need to split up.”

      “I’ll stay with you. Wouldn’t want there to be accusations of planting evidence—or destroying it,” he said.

      “That’s actually a solid idea. We’ll work the area like a grid. Slow and methodical. One piece at a time.” I pointed to where I wanted him to start, then selected a complementary grid quadrant. We followed the imaginary pattern for nearly an hour before I saw it. Mach, Kyn, and the others searched an increasingly larger section of the downtown block.

      Cambridge followed me. “You see something, don’t you?”

      I nodded, then knelt without touching the child’s lunchbox crammed into the space under a merry-go-round. “This doesn’t belong here. Sure, it is something that might be left on a playground, but the placement is odd. There’s a clear line of sight on the crime scene if you were lying behind it with a ranged weapon.

      We walked around the circular death trap also known as playground equipment. Made for Razik youths, it was large and sturdily built. An average human male could easily lie prone under the main section even if it was turning. From the back of the device, it was easy to see where the sniper had crawled in, and where he had left in a hurry.

      I took photographs of the entrance, then climbed inside. It was a tight fit. Nothing had been left behind. Examining the sniper hide without touching anything was tough, but I understood a forensic team might be able to get prints or even DNA. My profile would be eliminated. The less time I spent in here, the better.

      On impulse, I flipped onto my back and hit the jackpot when I stared at the ceiling of the little nest. “Cambridge, get Mach to bring a team over here. There is evidence to be collected.”

      “Like what?” He tried to peer inside but didn’t have a good angle for what I was looking at. “In case he asks.”

      “There is an ice magazine. I can feel how cold the exterior is and see the top round.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I snapped a picture and squirmed out from under the merry-go-round. “He has a very ingenious set up. The technology isn’t like anything I’ve seen, but I’m guessing it is something a Sterling, or a Helm engineer could manage. One thing is certain. The evidence is degrading right now. Haul ass. Get Mach over here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is taking too long.” Kyn had his arms crossed and one hand holding his chin. “The evidence degrades slowly, but it is happening right before our eyes. How many pictures and measurements do they need before they remove it from the scene?”

      “Degrades.” I tried not to grumble complaints, just like I attempted to stay out of their crime scene processing procedure. In general, Razik police officers did good work. They might look like savages, but each was as well trained as any other sentient in proper collection techniques. “It melts is what it does.”

      “And they will collect the water and other elements of the construction. The lead tech assures me the projectiles will remain intact until transported to the laboratory,” Mach said. He seemed more worried about Pykfist’s glowering silence than anything we’d found or not found in the crime scene.

      I shook my head. “Those ice bullets use technology that has more in common with your weapons than ours.”

      “Your point?” Mach asked.

      “In short, they’re rifles which means the barrels have rifling—maybe a one in nine twist. The lans and groves are losing their distinctness second by second. All you will have at this rate is proof there were ice bullets.”

      “That is good evidence.” He spread his arms. “What do you want from us, APOP?”

      “All the evidence available.” I bit back to control my tone, then carefully considered my words. “That is the legal standard. All law enforcement officers are obligated to preserve evidence. It’s foundational to our job.”

      “Well, yes. Can’t argue with that.”

      “Who runs the evidence collection teams?” I asked.

      “Kallenge is supervising this one himself.” Mach started to look concerned.

      I marched to the equipment staging area, gloved up, and lifted the insulated cooler waiting to be used. “APOP, coming through,” I said to the inner perimeter team. They stepped aside.

      As carefully as possible, I rolled into the hiding space on the BCPD evidence collection sled the technicians had been using to take photographs, measure heat, humidity, and the galaxy knew what else.

      The magazines were right there. I activated my body camera, then narrated my identification, the current time and date, and exactly what I was doing. For good measure, I clarified my legal authority to collect evidence for the BCPD in a public park.

      Then I packed up the ice bullet magazines and closed the lid. Seconds later I was outside and signing the package over to the technicians.

      “We were about to do that, APOP.” Their words held no heat or apology. These Raziks had one-track minds for procedure—which was basically a good thing. Except when they were unreasonably slow.

      “Of course. I hope my efforts helped.”

      None of them commented. I watched for a while longer, then retreated. My personal feelings didn’t matter now that the evidence was safe.

      “You should not have done that,” Pykfist said.

      “Exigent circumstances.” I didn’t want to talk to the cyborg. The dude needed to be expelled from the investigation. For me to see that occur, I needed my APOP superiors to travel here and throw their authority in with mine.

      Even if I could make that happen, it would be too late by the time they arrived and decided to actively assist their least favorite problem child.
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      The situation at headquarters turned out far different than expected. Pykfist greeted me in the bullpen and opened his palms to me—a rarely used gesture of apology. Police officers and detectives stared in amazement. One bold rookie snapped a picture of the moment.

      Pykfist glared at the youth, forcing him to make numerous apologies as he retreated from the investigations floor. I ignored that part of the exchange.

      “That is the only admission of my error you will receive, APOP. Don’t squander it,” Pykfist said. “The Dream Fotak must have a mind control element. The toxicology report shows I was somehow contaminated and yielded to suggestions normally against my own best interests.”

      “Too many words,” Mach muttered. “And you should be saying this to me.”

      “I was wrong to attack you and disregard your expert advice,” Pykfist said, then again turned his attention my way. “Our medical staff has purged me of the contaminants. My contribution to the continued pursuit of truth will only improve. Now I am motivated to find whoever is ultimately responsible for this poison.”

      I had my doubts but kept my mouth shut. He beat his chest, and I imitated him. Generally, that was a safe response, though it could be seen as mocking.

      “The investigation needs me,” Pykfist continued.

      “No investigation needs two Justaks,” Mach countered.

      “This one does.” Pykfist was undeterred.

      I looked to Kyn but saw confirmation in his expression. We couldn’t keep the Justak cyborg out of the mix. In a way, that wasn’t the worst thing. At least we could keep an eye on him. I thanked my lucky stars Kyn was here.

      “I have something that will take the bitter taste away from keeping me on the case,” Pykfist said, then motioned for the room to be cleared of nonessential personnel. Cops and detectives dragged their feet. Their idea of who had a need to know and who didn’t varied from the Justak’s—and mine for that matter.

      Incidents of espionage always required tight lips and sealed case files. The stakes were higher than ever, and we couldn’t afford any more screwups.

      “I have maintained a confidential informant, a human. She has information that must be important,” Pykfist explained.

      Mach moved closer but only crossed his arms.

      I asked the question. “What kind of information? The more we know before we meet this person, the better.”

      “Did I say you will have access? She is a CI. I have a responsibility to protect her and her information.”

      “We’re in this together,” I said. “If you want to stay in the game, this is what it takes.”

      “Humans are preoccupied with games and game references,” Pykfist complained. To my surprise, Mach nodded in agreement. “But I expected this and believe she will speak to you.”

      “Then let’s go and find out.” I didn’t want the offer to dry up or the terms to change. The two Justaks were of the same mind and soon we were traveling through the most unique neighborhood in Bipek City.

      Our investigative unit was special for numerous reasons. It wasn’t enough to have a Razik partner. I had to have two. And they were Justaks. Kyn had shown up to represent the secret order of detectives of Glosser Prime, and now we had Cambridge Bayle and his bodyguard Commander Cummings.

      I sat in the middle row of seats. Kyn was gracious enough to sit at the very back with Cummings, while I put up with Cambridge. The man was smart, industrious, and untrustworthy no matter how many chances we gave each other. In the front seat, Pykfist and Mach ignored the awkward silence in the rest of the vehicle.

      Where would Bayle stand when the chips were down? Could I trust him or had his cooperation with my squad been as false as his father?

      No investigation needed this many uncontrolled variables. With facts pointing toward serious espionage, I hated everything about my lineup. Next time, I would demand my squad stay with me, or I would refuse the assignment.

      Straight streets, regular concrete, and recognizable traffic signals gave the place a nostalgic feel. I realized how desperately I needed some time in the AP—or anywhere I could remember who I was and experience all the good and bad behaviors of humans. My heart yearned for Jenna’s World and the sound of both Snow and Saint.

      They were probably having a lot more fun than I was. In fact, I wanted back on the Soft Touch as soon as possible. My team should be here, or I should be with them. That was how we normally rolled—despite the rules for most sentient worlds. The prohibition against groups of human cops running around investigating things and getting in rail battles wasn’t unique to Razik-doom. It was only that we were being forced to actually follow regulations here.

      Apartment buildings stood shoulder to shoulder. Stonework and stairs led up from the street to the main floor, and the front basement rooms had street access as well.

      Kids chased each other on bikes. A food vendor sold hot dogs.

      “Stop the car,” I said.

      “We are not there yet.” Pykfist slowed and eyed the food stand skeptically. Cambridge followed my gaze and lit up when they saw the hot dog cart. Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all.

      “Trust me, this is worth a short break. Mach can tell us how it compares to his sandwich place,” I said, then stepped out as soon as the vehicle was parked.

      A big man with a bigger gut and a pristine apron over his clothing greeted us with a smile. Bob’s Famous Dogs was embossed on a meticulously clean shade canopy. “Welcome, friend. Call me Bob. Nice to see the APOP working with the Razik-doom Justaks, and in Bipek City no less. You must be here to see Logan.”

      I gave Pykfist the eye. “Your CI isn’t very confidential.”

      “She tells everyone she works for me,” Pykfist complained.

      “And she’s still alive,” I joked, then got busy ordering something for each of my friends. It was a chili dog for me, standard franks and condiments for the Raziks, and a tropical delight for Kyn whose culinary tastes were well known to me. He was a total pineapple on pizza kind of guy.

      Mach ate his in one bite and explained more about Pykfist’s CI as he chewed. “I’ve heard of Logan. The woman knows what happens in the human quarter, but elsewhere as well. I should have thought to reach out to her.”

      Pykfist tossed his snack into his mouth. “She wouldn’t have given you anything. I have her on an exclusive retainer. My cybernetics intrigue the woman for reasons humans might understand. These snack bites are not bad.”

      I smiled and savored every bit of the chili dog. The human quarter was officially my favorite part of Bipek City. Next time I was assigned a case here, I’d bring the team to this spot at least once a day to recharge. Kyn entertained Cambridge and Cummings with his delight over the human food. He ate, smiled, then hummed a little tune as he prepared for the next morsel. Bayle and his bodyguard laughed and had seconds.

      “Let’s find Logan and see what she has for us today,” Pykfist said as he started to walk.

      I left a generous tip. “We’ll be back.”

      “That’s the idea,” Bob said, and started cleaning up for the next batch of customers. Only then did I realize his regular patrons had steered clear of his food cart while we were there. I was glad I left a big gratuity that might account for his lost business.

      Logan sat on the edge of a water fountain feeding pigeons. The creatures looked worried at the sight of my Razik partners. I didn’t think the birds frequented the city beyond the boundaries of this quarter. When I thought about it, I realized there were few birds in other neighborhoods. Just when I thought every layer of the city had been revealed, I learned something new.

      “Logan, these are my friends,” Pykfist said. “You’ve met Justak Mach. The humans are Lieutenant Wrath, Mr. Bayle and Commander Cummings. The Glosser is called Horantinth Kyn, and he represents a special order of enforcers his people don’t talk about in polite conversation.”

      I stole a glance at my friend. Something about the Razik word for enforcer was ominous. I’d assumed Kyn was just another type of cop, but now I doubted that was accurate.

      The woman nodded her gray-haired head and smiled graciously. She wore a long coat that was almost a robe, several layers of clothing, and lots of big flashy jewelry. In other circumstances, she might have resembled a mystic.

      “I was wondering when the APOP would come calling. Usually, they spend most of their time in our quarter and rarely start a car chase or shootout anywhere in Bipek City,” Logan said, sliding from her perch to stand and shake my hand. She had a soft yet firm grip that made me immediately think of her as a woman of substance and grace.

      “In the name of full disclosure, I didn’t realize this was here, or I would have come for the food at the very least,” I said.

      “Razik food, and their dining habits, are atrocious. Calm down, Pykfist. I’m not insulting your ancestors or whatever, you snake-mouthed barbarian.”

      “Your banter is not appreciated, woman,” Pykfist snapped.

      She turned so he couldn’t see her rolling her eyes. “Oh, sorry. Your feelings are what I worry about most. What do you want, Pyk?”

      “Help with our case. Humans are involved, but they aren’t like others,” Pykfist said. “Give me answers now.”

      Mach guided him back a step, then faced Logan. “We haven’t met. My current partner has taught me a little more about your people than Justak Pykfist knows. What do you have for us?”

      She shrugged. When she answered, her attention switched back and forth between me and Mach. “Have either of you seen a Helm ship?”

      “I have.”

      “Oh, very good APOP. Where was this?”

      “In the Ultar sector. My squad and a few auxiliaries helped protect one of their mobile shipyards from the Sterling vanguard.” I watched Cummings and was glad he kept his mouth shut and his expression neutral.

      Logan’s eyes widened, and she stood taller. “Oh, now I am impressed! You’re more of an expert than I am, and I thought I was special.”

      “You are very special,” Kyn said, then introduced himself.

      She eyed him and pulled back. “No offense, but I had a bad experience with a Glosser bard. Tried to steal my show, and cost me half a year’s wages.”

      “My people have as many criminals as any other sentient race. Please accept my apology for his behavior,” Kyn said.

      “You sound just like him. Same tone, same rhythm of speech.” Logan regarded me somewhat more coolly. “You could verify a Helm ship if you saw one. The party I saw was running for their life. A group came after them, claiming to be part of their crew. Desperately wanted to save their friends.”

      “So what happened?” I asked. “Doesn’t seem like they were being truthful.”

      “Not in the slightest. I sent them the wrong way. They wore their clothing differently, and their accents were strange. Far harder to understand than the Helm engineers, and that is saying something. Do you think they could have been Sterling agents?” Logan asked.

      “Too soon for me to make conclusions.” I waited to see if my co-investigators had questions, then pressed on. “Tell me about the first group.”

      “One didn’t belong. Had a lot of tattoos and a bit of a Perseus Station accent.” She measured my reaction and seemed both interested and surprised. “You know who I’m talking about. Friend of yours?”

      “I knew him. He didn’t make it.”

      Mach growled under his breath. The Justak still resented how I had held back.

      “Sorry to hear that,” Logan said, though she didn’t seem that broken up over the death of a stranger. “He’s not the one who would have killed you. That man was in the second group, though he was not the leader. The man barely spoke. It seemed like the regular soldiers were scared of him, which seemed strange to me. But what do I know? I’m just an old lady feeding pigeons on a Razik world that wants to eat them.”

      I showed her a picture of Myron Dea but without his name or other information attached to the image. “Was that one of the Sterling?”

      “Sure was. The dangerous one. He must be wanted to have a mug shot like that. Let me guess, he’s a drug lord trying to move in on the local businessmen—using the term loosely, of course.”

      It was the first mistake she’d made. I let it go. She didn’t need to understand the ins and outs of our investigation, though I was sure she would have eventually turned a nice profit by selling any information I gave her.

      “What else can you tell us?” I asked.

      “Them Sterling dudes, especially that scary one, work for a big muckety-muck around here. Don’t talk about it in front of your Razik friends, because they get upset if you say a single tiny bad thing about Oren.” She fished in her coat and flung birdseed at two pigeons wandering near the fountain. Others swooped in to join the feeding frenzy.

      “Thanks for your help, Logan.” I verified times and dates, then went through a detailed description of the Helm crew and the Sterling group who had pursued them. By the end, it was clear Ripper had been trying to stop a major terrorist incident and had paid for his interference with his life. “Justak Pykfist will get you that reward he talked about and then some.”

      “Fantastic. Very generous of you,” she said, then bowed to Pykfist and strode away, flinging birdseed everywhere.

      “Not so fast, woman. I need to verify some things before you get paid.” The cyborg strode after her, asking most of his questions to her back as she pretended to ignore him.

      “I will follow and assist my Justak brother.” Mach’s words were dry as the embers of a fire. He wasn’t excited about the prospect.

      Kyn surprised me. “I would also like to try further conversation with the woman. Come along, Cambridge. And you as well, Cummings.”

      I followed the group and contacted Regina.

      “We are ecstatic to hear from you, Boss,” the ship AI said.

      “She’s not lying,” Nova added. “There have been developments you might need to know about. Fathers and Woods did some snooping around the spaceport. I think they’re bored. Anyway, they found a ship belonging to the Bayle family.”

      “I ran into Cambridge. He’s with us. What’s up?”

      “Your agents agree there are Hammers on the ship in question.” Nova paused. “We’re running out of things to do here. If we don’t log some hours, the APOP Human Resources department might cut our staffing in future missions.”

      “Nice try.” I ran through the facts. Cambridge and Cummings were holding back, but why wouldn’t they? They were still more useful with me than off running around by themselves. The devil you know is always better than the one you don’t. “I’ll keep a close eye on them, and I will look for justification to get you involved. Be patient. I am still paying for your last lifesaving raid. I know it’s unfair, but that’s what we’re dealing with.”

      “We are ready and willing,” she said. “Screw around and get yourself killed, or worse, mess up the case and you’re gonna feel my wrath.”

      “Hilarious.”

      “Wasn’t joking.”

      “I’ll send you the latest crime scene reports. Short version, the Sterling are involved. They killed a group of Helm engineers and Ripper who were attempting to shut down the Sterling smuggling ring. Make sure APOP HQ has agents checking every planet we hold for similar drug epidemics.”

      “Will do. Nova, out.”

      The line went blank. I rejoined the group.
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      “All right,” Mach said. “We’ve got another break. Pykfist’s CI, and others, confirm there is a Sterling agent who frequents the Magic Hands massage parlor downtown. We’re not far by car. BCPD undercover units have the place under surveillance. We may be able to make our first capture.”

      “What proof do we have he’s involved, other than his identity as Sterling?” I asked. My real question was how this tied to Myron Dea, or if it could be him. The man had plenty of vices. As the longest serving Sterling operative I knew of, he had more time living among us—and by that I meant any sentient race friendly with the AP—and was a good candidate for vices.

      “Facial recognition shows him near the scene of the first shooting, watching at the very least. We put out a call for witnesses. Failure to comply is a bookable offense,” Mach said. “Civic duties matter more when there are negative consequences for refusing to speak up.”

      “Raziks don’t have great facial recognition technology,” Kyn whispered. “Not even of their own people.”

      He was right, but this felt like a good play. “It won’t hurt to check it out. See where it leads.”

      “Are you coming?” Mach asked. “This is like a field trip for humans. Hurry. Get in the car. We must drive aggressively.”

      “Great.” I climbed inside and clicked the safety harness.

      “Worried?” Cummings asked from the back seat.

      “Nope. Just a fan of living to fight another day.”

      The other humans strapped in and looked slightly nervous.

      Kyn smiled broadly. “We are going to see some fancy Razik driving!”

      Mach pushed into the driver’s seat this time and snarled at the Glosser. The moment Pykfist closed his door, Mach stomped on the accelerator pedal and spun the rear tires. The vehicle slid sideways. My fingers dug grooves into my seat.

      Kyn’s enthusiasm for ground car travel diminished rapidly. “That was unpleasant.”

      Mach blazed a path up the on-ramp, then wove between cars on the highway. A row of traffic cops pointing laser speed monitors completely ignored the Justak car. It had no markings, but every cop in town knew it on sight. Or maybe there was an electronic marker. My Justak partner had mentioned that on at least one previous occasion.

      “Is this necessary?” Cambridge asked.

      “Speed is always justified for a Justak,” Pykfist snapped.

      “Not what I asked.” Cambridge swallowed his words as his face grew pale.

      “Keep your eyes outside the vehicle,” I said. “Helps a bit.”

      Cummings had no problem with car sickness. He was a Hammer pilot after all.

      “We are nearly there. I will slow down once we’re on surface streets again. Things may happen very quickly. The surveillance teams report the target has been in the parlor longer than normal and should exit soon,” Mach said.

      “Can you turn up the radio so we can hear?” I asked.

      “No.”

      Nice. Very good, partner. I watched the exit ramp as Mach steered down it and slowed to normal driving speeds. “Why not?”

      “Kallenge has sent out a general order that we are not to allow non-BCPD or Justak personnel to listen to or participate in our communications networks. He is still very angry at the human quick reaction team that saved his cops at the bank,” Mach said.

      “We should just find them and kill them,” Pykfist said. “That is the traditional punishment for trespassers. Then maybe Kallenge would get completely off our backs.”

      Mach shot me a look in the mirror, then responded to the other Razik. “Seems like overkill. And we don’t have time for that.”

      “You’re probably right,” Pykfist said. “There is the street.”

      Mach steered to the corner, then parked. “Stay in the car. We may need to assist surveillance units. Someone is coming out of the Magic Hands parlor.”

      I pulled my ultra slim binoculars from the inside of my jacket and focused on the business in question. Several Cogs loitered in front of the store. They were slightly shorter than humans and fond of their devices. Mechanical bracers and gauntlets seemed all the rage for them. Most wore hats and monocular optics that were embedded in skin. One man had an exoskeleton attached around his legs and lower back, which made him taller than humans but shorter than Raziks.

      “That’s the place,” Mach said. “Nothing but trouble. The masseuses don’t even do massages. They just turn on the gear boxes.”

      “That’s probably enough detail,” Cambridge said.

      I had to laugh.

      The front door opened, and a man stepped out. A wide-brimmed hat shaded his eyes, and his collar was up as high as it would go. Two others followed.

      “He has decoys,” said a voice on the radio I wasn’t supposed to hear.

      Three additional figures exited the parlor.

      “They weren’t there for a good time,” I said as I sat forward in my seat. “That must be a safe house, or a front for a larger operation. Someone in that group is important. He’s going to ditch us unless we reinforce the perimeter.”

      “He’s right,” Mach said.

      Pykfist cursed in Razik.

      I exited the car and started down the street. The others followed my example.

      “Spread out,” Mach said. “Look for places a human would flee.”

      I picked one out of the group and angled to meet him at the entrance of a side street. All at once, the covert Sterling crew sprinted in multiple directions. Cummings was near me and followed when I gave chase.

      “Only one is a Sterling!” Mach shouted. “Just got word from our cameraman.”

      I waved but didn’t see if he recognized my acknowledgment.

      “Should we chase this one or wait until we’re sure?” Cummings asked. He maintained the pace without effort.

      “I’m sure. The guy we’re following is not a Cog. One hundred percent certain.” I rounded the next corner and caught a glimpse of our quarry.

      Cummings poured on the speed to rapidly close the distance. I watched in amazement as he sprinted straight down the center of the street, oblivious to passing cars and honking horns. After jumping onto a sidewalk, I took the slower route and avoided getting run over.

      I keyed my ear mic. “Cummings, can you read me?”

      He didn’t answer, and neither did Bayle.

      “I copy you,” a woman said.

      It took me a second to recognize Adamia. She sounded incredibly young and eager.

      “Already alerted Sergeant Nova. She’s sleeping but she told me to notify her day or night if you got on the radio.”

      “Monitor Bipek City Police Department radio traffic but make sure they don’t catch you.” I tried not to sound out of breath as I rounded another corner in pursuit of Commander Cummings and the Sterling agent. “Been some rule changes. Don’t get caught. Let me know if they apprehend a Sterling agent or anything major happens.”

      “Okay,” Specialist Adamia said. “Should I send the sergeant back to bed?”

      “If you think you can.” I dashed across a street, shoved my way through a crowd, and spotted Cummings charging into a dark alley. “Do… not… deploy anyone… to help.”

      “Stop!” Cummings shouted.

      I wasn’t sure who he was yelling at. The buildings cast long shadows and there were more people in the back ways of Bipek City than there would be in most AP alleys.

      A rail round cracked the air, though it sounded off. It wasn’t a Razik gunshot. I knew that much.

      Cummings cried out and went down. I knelt over him as he clutched a wound to his thigh.

      “Don’t stop for me. We almost have him.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’ll live. Didn’t hit arteries.”

      I resumed the chase without a word. Hopefully, our target had seen Cummings go down and relaxed. It wouldn’t be a bad tactic for him to walk normally and try to blend with other pedestrians. A few Raziks gave me curious looks as I charged by them, but none pointed and shouted “he went that way.”

      The Sterling agent jumped into a car and sped away as the driver stood confused. He had climbed out to see if he’d knocked someone down, and he lost his car for being responsible. Several other drivers watched in amazement.

      “APOP! I need your car. That man is a criminal.”

      “Take my wheeler,” said one of the onlookers. Then leaned toward another Razik. “Why would the APOP want a plate full of cheese? And what does that have to do with law enforcement?”

      “Never mind!” What the void hell was I doing answering the question.

      The car was huge. I barely saw over the wheel. For the first few blocks, I used one hand to crank the seat higher and farther forward. Steering with the giant wheel felt loose and imprecise. It was really easy to overcorrect.

      The Sterling agent was a worse driver than I was. He jumped a curb, drove along a sidewalk, then turned against traffic. I followed a more responsible route and watched for cross traffic. This street wasn’t where I wanted to die in a ball of twisted metal and fire.

      “Nova and Regina are on the line,” Adamia said. “They promised not to deploy a quick reaction team. I was very stern. Told them exactly what you asked me to say.”

      “Thanks.” I steered to avoid a trash truck. “Can you see two cars driving the wrong way through downtown traffic?” I asked.

      “One second,” Nova said. “Let me guess, one of them is you?”

      “Putting it on the screen now,” Regina said.

      Nova started laughing. She tried to talk but couldn’t.

      “It’s not my car!” I complained.

      “Clearly!” Nova wheezed as she spoke. “I have the streets pulled up. Okay, okay. You’re like a kid in that thing. Watch out for the next intersection. It’s a roundabout. Just follow the curve and pray.”

      “Very helpful. Thanks. So glad I called for help.”

      “We can be there in minutes.”

      “No.” My borrowed car leaned as it careened through the roundabout. Cars flowed into place without a problem, but it felt like we were about to slam into each other. “I’m still patching things up from the last time you saved our asses.”

      “That’s how we always roll, Breaker. Why should Razik-doom be any different?” Nova asked.

      I had wondered that more than a few times but didn’t think now was the moment to reveal my self-doubt. The Sterling agent clipped a streetlight and lost part of his front bumper.

      “If you ask me, their reaction to our good intentions is rude.”

      “Nova, I’m not arguing. Now let me concentrate.”

      For the next few minutes, she warned me of turns, street closures, and other obstructions. Bipek City Police Department cruisers joined the chase but couldn’t keep up. It seemed they anticipated the driver’s moves incorrectly. I had human psychology to guide me, if this jerk was a Sterling agent, and if we really were from the same galaxy.

      Each turn put my team farther behind. Cummings was down. His injury hadn’t been life threatening, or was that just what I told myself in the heat of the moment? The desire to apprehend a suspect could be all-consuming. Mistakes were easy to make because everything happened fast and there were few perfect choices.

      Nothing was going according to plan.

      The wheel car ahead of me swerved over a median, lost control, and fishtailed into a bus stop. For a second it seemed like it might smash the windbreak over and keep going, but then it high-centered. The rear tires spun. Only one touched the sidewalk. It rolled out clouds of gray smoke that stank like burned rubber.

      I threw my borrowed vehicle in park and jumped out. Escaping the boat-like conveyance felt liberating. Hopefully, I hadn’t damaged it during the pursuit. The APOP would probably buy the guy a new one, but that would take time to sort out.

      A woman screamed. I jumped back from the Razik sound, not sure if she would attack me. Suddenly horrified, I searched the wreckage of the bus stop for injured or killed pedestrians.

      “He went that way, human!” the Razik woman screamed. “Go get him. He was horrible. Why do I have to look at you squishy-faced people?”

      I sprinted after my quarry and realized I was gaining distance. He was injured, and I thought I knew why. The idiot had attempted to take the woman hostage and she had clawed a long gash down his side. Even if he outpaced me—which he wasn’t—he left an easy-to-follow trail of blood.

      Note to self, don’t mess with the locals.

      “Stop! AP Outward Police!” I shouted once, then pursued him through an open-air food market.

      He yanked over a food stand to slow my progress and got punched in the face by a Razik vendor old enough to be Mach’s grandfather. The blow flung him sideways where he fell, scrambled to his feet, and then fled in panic.

      This guy was making one bad decision after another.

      I swerved around the angry street vendors.

      They cheered me. “Go APOP! Get that cheese-eating criminal!”

      “I really need to work on Razik translation under pressure. Everything sounds like cheese today,” I muttered.

      “Perhaps you are under-nourished, boss,” Regina said, causing me to realize I had left my comms open the entire time. My squad was also watching me via hacked satellite cameras—something I didn’t want to ask too many questions about.

      “I am a bit peckish. Are you slackers enjoying this?” I asked.

      Nova responded, but I heard the rest of my APOP squad in the background. “Immensely. Oh, look out. He’s stopping.”

      For about one second, I thought about slowing to a walk and making a cautious, tactically correct approach. He was a dangerous agent of a warlike race, after all. Then I remembered what happened to the last Sterling agent we apprehended.

      Nova and the others shouted in alarm as I sprinted with all the speed I could muster. Ignoring them grew easier the more committed I became to this course of action.

      My arms wrapped around his knees as I lifted him into the air, then I slammed his body on the concrete. Without hesitation, I released him long enough to bounce up and pin his hips with my knee. He kicked, but not well.

      The ice pistol in his hand was a problem. He fired right as I slapped his hand sideways. The bolt slammed against the light body armor I wore under my shirt like a good APOP field agent. After seizing his wrist with both hands, I twisted the barrel away and wrenched it free. He could have held on… if he was willing to have at least one broken finger in the trigger guard.

      Stripping the weapon from his grip sent a wave of relief through me. And then I saw him clenching his jaw. On impulse, I rammed the barrel of the ice pistol between his front teeth, forcing them apart, and hoped the poison capsule was farther back in one of his molars. How messed up would my life be if I cracked the suicide tooth with his gun?

      The galaxy always needs more Ship O’ Wash workers. Maybe I could climb my way up to assistant manager someday.

      BCPD cruisers screeched to a stop all around me. One second I was alone in the center of an enthusiastic crowd of Razik food vendors, and the next there were three cop cars parked every which way.

      “Good snag, APOP!” one said, though I barely understood his delivery of the words. “Did you beat him yet?”

      “Sure. He’s done.”

      Three big, dragon faced men in BCPD uniforms looked down at me forlornly.

      “We’re always late.”

      “Maybe next time, guys. Cheer up.”

      The BCPD equivalent of a sergeant arrived and berated all of us in Razik I didn’t quite follow. “Get this prisoner in a car. You, Officer Bok, keep him from using the death tooth. Big bosses at HQ don’t want this messed up. Don’t make me kill you today.”

      The guy sounded unhinged. I wrote most of it off to my meager language skills. Standing and stepping back, I rolled my neck and attempted to put my back in order. “I’m getting too old for this cheesy space debris.”

      The Raziks laughed.

      I took a quick inventory of everything my Sterling prisoner had and snapped photographs of him from three angles for the file.

      Mach arrived and didn’t seem in a hurry. He looked through the car window for a long time, then stepped back. “Good work, APOP. We were following him by airship.”

      “Great. Thanks. Maybe let me know next time.”

      Mach shrugged. “He wasn’t going anywhere important. Would have been nice if he drove straight to Olen’s central office and sprinted evidence all the way to his desk, but that wasn’t going to happen, and everyone knows it.”

      “How many in the BCPD suspect Olen’s involvement right now?”

      “Me, Pykfist, and two or three others. There could be factions I don’t know about, but we’ve kept this tight as possible. Deputy Chief Kallenge believes, or desperately wants to believe, the mastermind is one of our usual suspects. It would help his crime stats if one of our regular drug bosses could be locked up for this conspiracy.” Mach watched the patrol car take the prisoner back to HQ for interview. “We better start that way. This could be a difficult interrogation.”

      “I’d feel better if we were doing the transport ourselves.”

      Mach shook his head. “Raziks need to save face. Can’t have APOPs cracking their biggest case in decades. Trust me. The Sterling will be begging to talk to us by the time we get there.”
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      To my surprise, the Sterling agent didn’t have a mark on him when we arrived. He wore a baggy jumpsuit and was chained wrists to ankles. The man could stand upright, but only barely. Another chain connected the restraints to the floor near a metal table and a chair.

      “His name is Ken 0105-13-AZ9, apparently,” Mach said.

      I reviewed my portable work screen, then cleared my head with a breathing exercise. “Let’s do this.”

      Mach entered first, then immediately moved his chair so that the table wasn’t a barrier between him and the prisoner. I did something similar, positioning myself so the Sterling couldn’t face us both at the same time.

      Several things pushed into my thoughts. One, I didn’t understand the Razik cop culture, or the laws and procedures governing their operations. Images of them roughing up prisoners filled my head. I’d seen suspects tossed roughly into cars, dragged down hallways to their cells, and beaten for no apparent reason.

      But not this guy.

      Was that because they were afraid to touch a non-Razik? The idea was laughable. Maybe they intuitively understood the difference between a Sterling and a citizen of the AP. That didn’t feel right either.

      Now wasn’t the time to ask. I shelved the question for later and continued my analysis.

      The Sterling agent was right in the age bracket to be a special forces operator—twenties to mid-thirties. I scribbled notes on my portable screen. What did I really know about how they aged? They were most likely from the Milky Way, just like all three waves of the Alliance of Planets expansion. But they had traveled for a long time between galaxies. Almost anything could happen to a society of people across that vast distance and, to a lesser extent, across the suspected time frame it took to get here.

      More than their culture might have changed.

      Mach dipped his gaze slightly, a cue for me to take the lead.

      “How did you get here?” I asked. “From your home world, I mean.”

      He snorted. “AP humans think their people and ours are from the same galaxy.”

      “Are they?”

      He looked away.

      “How did you get here, to Razik-doom?”

      This was an easier question for him to answer, which told me the origin of the Sterling people was considered classified. He wasn’t supposed to talk about that. I made a note for future consideration and moved on, focusing my attention on his every mannerism as soon as I was done writing.

      “We have been here for months. My arrival on this planet was more difficult due to the interference of the Helm ship.”

      “Tell me about that.” Open-ended questions only worked with certain types of suspects. Normally they were better for gathering information on youthful victims where it was important not to lead the interview.

      He wanted to rant, I could see it in his eyes. Maybe this would be a resource mine of information.

      “The Helm are nothing. Outcasts maybe. Who knows. They claim the same home world just as you AP fools do. We raided one of their mobile shipyards. Killed everyone. It was easy.”

      I controlled my response. He was lying, or he was talking about a different HMS than where I had made friends and allies. Ripper had made it to Razik-doom, at least. That meant something.

      “You’re admitting to murder.”

      He shot Mach a nasty look. “No Razik or AP court can convict me without proof. Show me the bodies. Present your evidence. All Sterling agents understand the laws and weak-spirited customs of your people. None of it matters to the true citizens of the galaxy.”

      I let him talk, hoping he didn’t realize he’d made another slip. So far he had confirmed the involvement of the Helm ship and that he was a Sterling agent. His participation in galactic espionage didn’t get much clearer than that. He wasn’t going anywhere but a maximum security cell after this interview.

      Mach leaned forward and bared his teeth. “Why is your disgusting face on Razik-doom?”

      The Sterling drew back.

      “Come on, Ken,” I said. “He just wants a simple answer. We were doing so well.”

      Mach placed his open hands on the table, a posture that accentuated his partially extended claws. “I don’t care about the APOP or the AP or the Helm engineers. What are you doing on Razik-doom? Tell me now or face my wrath.”

      He gave me a slight wink when Ken had his eyes closed in anticipation of a strike that never came.

      Fear my Wrath. Hilarious.

      Mach growled from deep in his throat and tapped his claws in sequence. “Why?”

      Ken looked up, eyes wide and almost youthful with naïve innocence. “The Sterling only try to survive. We don’t know why the galaxy is against us. You tell me why you plot to scour us from the stars. Then you will have your answer!”

      I watched the two of them and listened to the verbal back-and-forth. Mach was smarter and more calculating than he looked. His anger was an act. In reality, he was as bored as any investigator I’d worked with. That could be his weakness, because if he thought there was nothing to be gained from the interrogation, he would likely be right.

      There had to be a Myron Dea connection. I worked on the idea as Mach demanded answers and Ken said crazy void debris about the eternal persecution of the Sterling and how they were pacifists at heart. The only way for them to know peace was to carve out an empire that could resist all the unnamed forces of the universe that had it in for them.

      This guy wasn’t an assassin like Dea. The man I worried about had been famous for his shadowy arts long before I knew the Sterling existed. Yet I was more and more convinced he was working for, or was, a Sterling.

      I sat up straighter. “Keep going with this,” I said to Mach. “There is something I need to check about Dea’s story.”

      Would Ken buy it? The implication was subtle, which risked a complete miss. If he thought I’d made a mistake and was hiding the capture of Myron Dea, maybe that would knock him off-balance and force him to divulge real information.

      Mach barely acknowledged me. He was either tuned into my play, or didn’t care whether I came or went from the interrogation room. “I can’t promise he will be in one piece when you return. Don’t take too long.”

      “MD will kill you all,” Ken sneered. “None of you understand his purity. He’s the best of us and proof we have the right to rule your hateful, insane alliance. Tell him I tried to bite the tooth.”

      I slowly returned to my seat. “Is there anything else you want me to pass along?”

      Ken swallowed hard, then looked back and forth between me and Mach several times. “You don’t have him. That was a dirty trick. I hate you both.”

      “Harsh,” Mach said, but he clearly didn’t care.

      “We are not a warlike people. All we want is peace and security, but there is a price and we have been paying it for hundreds of years.”

      “Whatever,” I said, interrupting with a wave of one hand. “Razik-doom will never fall to the Sterling, or anyone else. Tell me about something that is dangerous. List every drug manufacturing site, then tell me how they move it to distribution centers, and how the dealers sell it.”

      Mach studied me, probably confused at the change of direction.

      I needed Ken to devalue the information I really wanted, and the best way to do that was to take the interview elsewhere. Of course, I did need to know about the deadly drug trade, so this would be a win-win if I pulled it off.

      “I don’t want to talk to you, APOP.”

      Mach held up one hand. “We all have little disappointments in life. My partner might respect your wish, or your right, or whatever humans call those sorts of things. Unfortunately, I am the Justak here, and I demand he stays for the rest of the interview.”

      “I’m not talking to that traitor!”

      “That’s up to you, Ken,” Mach rasped the Sterling agent’s name.

      “Traitors die first and worst!” Ken stood to the limit of his restraints and knocked over his chair. He backed to the wall, then looked right and left like there was a hallway or set of doors we forgot about.

      Mach leaned back in his chair and folded his claws over his stomach. “He amuses me.”

      I stood but made no move to advance. Instead, I pressed forward my open hands. “Calm down. This is an interview. We’re not going to hurt you.”

      A bad feeling grew in my core.

      Ken started biting down hard.

      He had a second tooth.

      I bolted forward but had nothing to put between his teeth to prevent his second attempt at suicide. Mach followed and used three of his claws. Hard as steel, they held Ken’s teeth slightly apart. We pressed him against the wall with Mach’s claws in the prisoner’s mouth.

      “This really isn’t a good look,” I said, “Even for a Razik.”

      Mach chuckled. “True. But I’m a Justak. People expect rash acts from me.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Lem… me… goooo. Lemme die like a hero.” Ken mush-mouthed his words for obvious reasons.

      Mach raised his head to speak to the cameras and mics. “Send in a medic and a human dental expert.”

      “You have a lot of those standing around in the BCPD headquarters?” I asked.

      “Smart-ass.” Mach breathed on the prisoner. “You better be bluffing, or I’ll just have all of your teeth removed.”

      A human, a Glosser, and a Razik medic rushed in with two cops as guards. In my heightened state, I had to suppress laughter. It sounded like a joke. A human, a Glosser, and a Razik walk into a bar…

      Mach stepped back once they had Ken under control. Twenty minutes later they confirmed he had been bluffing but offered to remove his teeth right there if that was what the Justak wanted.

      “No,” Mach said. “Maybe later. Sit him at the table and go outside. Stay close. He may need other medical attention soon. I missed lunch, and now my mood is affected.”

      The interview room returned to normal. No one spoke until it was just the three of us once more.

      “Don’t try that nonsense again,” Mach said.

      I edged my chair near the interview table and laid down my screen like I was ready to take serious notes. “Let’s get to business, Ken. No one from your people will ever learn you spoke to us. And unless they establish diplomatic relations sometime this century, they won’t know you were ever here. Let’s talk. Help me help you.”

      “There is nothing you can offer.”

      “We could lie,” Mach said. “Tell them all of the secrets you revealed and how you begged us to remove the suicide tooth. Ken 0105-13-AZ9 swore a new allegiance to the AP and Razik-doom, if only we would destroy the Sterling warmongers.”

      “It has a nice ring,” I added. “Maybe we do some public information broadcasts and billboards.”

      “No,” Ken said. “That will not be necessary. Make me disappear. I will tell you anything you want to know… and damn you for your evil tactics.”

      “Ouch.” I checked the video and audio recorders. “All right. Tell me about the Sterling plot to enslave thousands and murder millions.”

      Ken narrowed his gaze. “How did you know that was our plan?”

      I shook my head. “I know everything, Ken 0105-13-AZ9. This is just to check your honesty before we decide what to do with you.”

      That was when the interview really started. I loved it when the I know everything bluff worked. We didn’t stop until we had a detailed list of targeted worlds. He didn’t know every distribution channel, but he told us enough. With cooperation from Raziks, the AP, and other sentients, like Glossers and Avians, we could stop the dying.

      For a time.

      That was the problem with superdrugs. There were always more. Someone in the galaxy would experiment until a new fad was killing people and ruining lives. Finding the root cause of drug addiction had always been a colossal, seemingly unsolvable problem for humanity. No matter how advanced we became, the same stupid decisions kept getting made.

      I learned a long time ago not to pass judgment. My job was only to preserve life, liberty, and a semblance of order and fairness.

      “I think that is all he has to tell us,” Mach said hours later. “Unless you want to start another rant on how Myron Dea is a superassassin with a personal grudge against all Breakers.”

      “No. I get the point.”

      “Guards, take Ken to a cell. Give him a chance to clean up and enjoy some decent chow,” Mach said.

      “Yes, sir,” said the officer of the watch.

      I stayed out of their way as they escorted the prisoner to long-term accommodations.

      Mach stood and rubbed his palms on his pants. “Let’s stretch our legs.”

      We walked through sections of the BCPD headquarters I hadn’t yet seen. Cops, detectives, and civilian staff greeted us politely as we passed. The sense of normalcy resonated from every desk, doorway, and watercooler conversation. Exhaustion crept through my body. It was like seeing the end of a long day and just wanting to get there and go to bed.

      “This way,” Mach said. “I go on the roof to think.”

      Emergency stairs led down from the roof access. Signs warned against unauthorized use. Mach ignored them as usual. We stepped onto the top of the building and breathed in the night air.

      “Didn’t realize it was this late,” I said.

      Mach clicked and grumbled Razik sounds in his throat.

      All around us was Bipek City. Space needles, the utilitarian lifts that allowed access to orbital platforms without costly ship launches surrounded us like magical trees in the distance. As mundane and utilitarian as they were, the blinking lights and illuminated platforms made them appear cutting-edge technology.

      On some worlds, they would be just that. In other parts of the AP, they were barely worth noticing. The galaxy was an amazingly complex and diverse place.

      “How long did it take to build those?” I asked.

      “Nearly three hundred years from the start of the first to the finish of the last.”

      I soaked in the view, wondering how I should confront Cambridge about the Bayle connection to Myron Dea. Glaynia’s warning hadn’t escaped my memory. Sooner or later, I needed to figure out what side Cambridge Bayle and his family were on.
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      I watched Mach, Pykfist, and several police supervisors argue over the list of usual suspects. Not everyone in the room understood Olenkidovish was involved. That would have started a civil war, or something near enough to be no different. Many people in the room owed their educations and careers to the man. Some literally owed the prominent Razik their lives. He had a habit of financing lifesaving medical treatments to individuals with in-demand talents or powerful families.

      I reviewed the list and kept my opinion where it belonged, to myself. Studying the intelligence reports of the BCPD and the Justaks was edifying. I was learning a ton about criminal organizations on the planet. If my APOP gig dried up, I would now have a good foundation for getting a job with a local task force.

      Mach stormed back to the table where I sat, then stabbed a sheaf of reports with one claw. “This is where we should send resources. Every one of these men and women are in danger of mind control. We have evidence of their exposure, and they hold influential positions.”

      “You have a one-track mind!” Deputy Chief Kallenge snapped. His followers quickly rallied around him.

      “Just send a two-officer unit to each of their homes, or offices, and explain it is a security precaution. Have medical teams prepped and on standby. None of you want to be seen as the person who recognized the threat and did nothing to prepare,” Mach said. “Activate three Tograks. Explain to each that this is the most important care mission of their lives. They will be a crucial part of the detoxification efforts.”

      “You put some thought into this scenario,” I said.

      Mach nodded. “I did, APOP. But now for the real problem of Dream Fotak. Do you understand what that word means?”

      “Other than it’s the drug of choice for a lot of people right now?” I asked.

      “Fotak is a word for pawn in most of the older dialects. We must find the head of the snake and separate it from the body.”

      I didn’t disagree, but we still hadn’t linked Olenkidovish to the deadly enterprise. The best Ken had given us was confirmation of Sterling involvement.

      Mach moved close and spoke in a low voice. “Don’t you see it?”

      I reviewed the reports and attempted to recall the salient parts of our many interviews. While I had become an expert on Razik shipping and other commerce details, I didn’t see Olen giving the orders or even maintaining a direct association with the Sterling plotters.

      “Olenkidovish owns Feris, Dej, and Kiloon,” Mach said. “Three worlds not under attack by this plot.”

      “That is circumstantial at best.”

      “We’re going to see a judge. I’ll explain on the way.”

      “For a search warrant?” Memories of assaulting Benedict’s compound on Perseus Station flared unfortunately in my head. I jogged to catch up. “This should be good. Justak Inspector Domms Mach giving me a clinic on probable cause in the Razik judicial system.”

      “Is that the famous human sarcasm?” He pushed through double doors leading to the parking garage. “I’m not a fan.”

      Facts coalesced as I climbed into the passenger seat and buckled in. “We’re not bringing Pykfist or Kyn?”

      “The Glosser is in a conference call with his people. As for my peer? Judges don’t like dealing with more than one of us at a time.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that, but there wasn’t much to be done. He was driving to the Judge’s house, and I was in the car. Short of jumping out, there was no escape.

      We drove for ten minutes before Mach shocked me.

      “I’ve done you a disservice.”

      I waited.

      “Only one person has the patent to ice weapons,” he turned a corner leading into the most affluent section of Bipek City. “Olenkidovish, the greatest financier and real estate mogul our people has ever produced. He is a well-known venture capitalist and developer of technology. Better yet, his contempt for the judicial system will reduce friction in the warrant process. I don’t know about your worlds, but here it is never wise to attack judges too far in advance of their elections.”

      I felt better, but only slightly. Reading while my partner drove made me woozy, but it was a small discomfort to exchange for a better search warrant. One report documented shipping materials used to wrap Fotak. Olenkidovish Enterprises produced a lot of packing foam, but added to the other facts we’d gathered it helped. By the time we reached the judge’s driveway, I’d found numerous other details that helped.

      By APOP standards, it was sufficient but on the weak side. Something caught my eye right before I closed out my work screen. “Olenkidovish’s lawyers have provided legal defense to seventy-three percent of the Dream Fotak dealers arrested in the last twelve standard months. Is that something your judge will consider?”

      Mach nodded. “Now relax and let me do the talking. Get your head ready for some serious action. Razik search warrants expire quickly. We will need to move on this as soon as possible. I almost sent a team to breach the door and hold, but I doubted they would comply without a signed copy. Going against Olenkidovish isn’t something my people will be excited about.”

      “I have a team.”

      “Not on your life, APOP. Next you will want to smash everything in one of your Breaker rigs.” Mach held up one huge hand to forestall argument. “No means no. Save your people for when your worlds are under attack.”

      I sent a quiet message for Regina and my squad to research Olenkidovish, especially any mansion, stronghold, or business facility that appeared suspicious. Butterflies danced in my stomach. I didn’t want Nova and the others to spring into action. Giving them a task like this was begging for trouble.

      But I needed a QRF team I could count on. They had to be ready for anything.

      Judge Vicc Favil owned the second or third-largest house on the street. It was hard to measure them with many of their rooms existing below ground. The change of one kind of landscaping to the next was what revealed boundaries. Once I understood what I was looking at, it was as easy to recognize as fences on an non Razik world.

      Every estate held gardens, fountains, and elaborate driveways and walking paths aboveground. Small armies of workers kept everything looking perfect.

      “Impressive,” I said.

      “Yes. Even judges struggle to live here. Judge Favil comes from a wealthy family. Industrialists and venture capitalists, which could be the source of his rivalry with Olenkidovish.”

      “Is he objective?” I asked. “Will his warrant stand up in court?”

      “Yes. As much as he despises Olenkidovish, he will weigh the evidence fairly and make a decision.” Mach sounded like he believed it. “This is where I must park. It is a Razik custom to marvel at your host’s property on your way to the front door. Do not rush.”

      “Okay. I’ll follow your lead.”

      “Good.”
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      Judge Vicc Favil sat near a huge fireplace reading page after page of our search warrant application. Flames cracked and popped. He reached down to stroke the head of a feathered animal that snored like a dog.

      Mach seemed worried. Favil had not been as impressed with our evidence or our logic as my partner had hoped. I was starting to resent this as a waste of time.

      A staff of young Raziks brought trays of food and offered to refill the drink I hadn’t touched. Mach had quietly warned me against the brandy.

      The hors d’oeuvres that didn’t squirm off the plate were pretty good. As it turned out, I was damn hungry. This day was getting longer and longer. I hoped we would take the remainder of the night to rest before executing a warrant if we were granted one.

      Like I would get that lucky.

      Favil looked at me. “You have fought Sterling?”

      “Yes, your honor.”

      He went back to reading, then looked up almost at random. “And the Ultar?”

      “Yes, your honor.”

      “Just speak plainly. In my house, you may call me Vicc, or Vicc Favil if you must.”

      “Thanks, Vicc. The Ultar were terrifying until we developed light and particulate filters to minimize their psychological warfare mechanisms. Our sensory management hoods are getting better all the time.”

      “Tell me about that. Was it more than just gas and flashing lights?”

      “Absolutely. The sum of their tactics makes them difficult to even be near. I am glad they are basically on our side now.”

      The judge smiled. “You don’t think the Ultar inclusion in the AP is enough to stop the threat? All of this is great but pointless if they cannot fight through the Ultar sector and the strongest AP fleets.”

      “I believe that is why they are turning to espionage. One of their agents, Myron Dea, has been at work among us for a long time.”

      Judge Vicc Favil’s expression went stony. He narrowed his vertical eyes and put aside the search warrant application. “Myron Dea is part of this?”

      “He is one of the Sterling’s most dangerous agents.”

      “You have your warrant. Do not fail to carry it out. Dea has interfered with our elections for the last time. I wish that his death would bring back my uncle and my cousin.”

      “Sorry for your loss,” I said.

      He signed each document, then returned the device to Mach. “Do what you do, Justak. Tell me as soon as it is completed.”
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      Mach drove with wild abandon. He seemed like a kid taking his dad’s hot rod out for the first time. “This went very well!” He slammed one hand on the wheel while steering with the other. “Damn fine day on Razik-doom.”

      I held on, though most of my attention was on the center console where a message light flashed. Mach noticed where I was looking and frowned. He slapped open a small projector and sneered as Pykfist’s image appeared.

      Meanwhile, I was still catching up with the latest technology reveal. The range of Razik science and engineering seemed inconsistent. Here we were in a wheel car equipped with crude radios, and right in the middle of everything was a holo projector that operated in real time.

      “Pykfist. What is wrong with you?” Mach drifted into the slow lane and focused more of his attention on the wavering image. His fellow Justak looked manic.

      “Nothing is wrong with me! You cannot obtain a search warrant from Olenkidovish’s family rival. They invented clan warfare a thousand years ago,” Pykfist complained. While his argument made sense, his body language was all over the place. He glanced off camera and fidgeted. I’d never seen him act this way. Hell, I’d never witnessed physical nervousness like this in any Razik.

      “He’s high as hell,” I blurted.

      Pykfist either didn’t hear my comment or ignored it.

      “The warrant is signed.” Mach’s voice remained hard as steel. “All Razik families have participated in clan warfare if you look back far enough. There is case law on this. Now take yourself to a hospital and get examined.”

      I watched in amazement as Pykfist’s vertical eyes twisted farther and farther toward horizontal. The sight turned my stomach. I winced and turned away in anticipation of his eyeballs popping out.

      “No. You are wrong. Send me the certified warrant so I may have it voided.” Pykfist pulled on tactical gear and shouted at a Razik off camera.

      “Why is he gearing up if the warrant is invalid?” I asked.

      Mach muted the holo display. “It doesn’t matter. I am calling in favors. We will have backup, though not as much as would be ideal. Keep him talking.”

      “Pykfist, this is Lieutenant Wrath. Can you hear and see me?”

      “I cannot look away from your disgusting mush face,” the stoned Razik said.

      “Sorry? Lost some of that in translation. Where are you? Do you need assistance? Is that why you are wearing body armor and tactical equipment?”

      He hissed words I couldn’t parse with my still-growing mastery of the language.

      Mach turned onto a new highway. Three cars joined us. Each contained two or three Razik cops in full gear.

      “I am doing what needs doing,” Pykfist grumbled. “Unlike your weak-spined excuse for a Justak friend. Tell him to drive that car off the roadway and punch himself.”

      My gaze shifted to Mach, who seemed more rational and determined than ever.

      I held one hand up between the holo display camera and my face, hoping to conceal our conversation from Pykfist. “We need to know where he is and what he’s doing.”

      Mach shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Our warrant has a shorter life than most, and my old friends from the force will be missed soon. It’s now or never. We must stop this plague of poison immediately.”

      I went back to arguing with Pykfist and almost had him convinced to at least wait for us at headquarters, when Mach parked near the driveway to what looked like a palace. Shouts and curses came from the holo display. Demands that we cease and desist with the illegal search warrant rang loudly in my ears. As a cop, I prayed he was wrong. On the face of it, Mach was the calmer, more rational Justak. And I’d been with him to the judge. He had taken his time to carefully review the facts as we knew them. Now it was time to have faith in the process.

      Mach killed the link, then faced me. “Are you ready for this?”

      “I wish I knew what Pykfist was doing.”

      Mach shook his head slightly. “He is nowhere near us. Won’t get here in time to interfere. Void smack, he is closer to the spaceport than us. Maybe he’s going on vacation with his Dream Fotak poisoned friends.”

      I adjusted what tactical gear I could borrow and followed Mach and a dozen BCPD cops along a tall stone fence. Everything felt off, from my socks to the oversized helmet. Again and again, I looked to the sky, expecting Pykfist and his tactical team to drop down on us.

      “What is wrong, APOP?” Mach finally asked.

      “I really thought he would be here to stop us. He seemed adamant.”

      “Well, he’s not here. So let’s get this done.”

      Static crackled in my earbud. A wave of relief flooded through me even though I knew nothing from my ship would be good news.

      Regina’s pleasant voice spoke. “Boss, there is a Razik Justak and a Bipek City Police Department tactical team attempting to board the Soft Touch. I broadcast the standard APOP warning and reminded them that by all legal standards, any ship registered by the Alliance of Planets remains sovereign territory of its host world when in port.”

      “Let me guess, he didn’t listen.”

      “No. They are attempting to breach. Sergeant Nova is forming the squad to repel boarders,” Regina said. “I can keep them back with shields, but not forever.”

      “Can you take off?”

      “I will do my best, boss,” Regina said. “But spaceport authorities drew the sky netting. Do you want me to shoot our way out?”

      “Try everything else first.” I marched toward Mach. “Pykfist is trying to steal my ship.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Why would he even think to try something like that? Nothing against your ship, but it’s kind of beat up.” Mach had most of his attention on the approach. Several BCPD cops rushed up stairs leading through a garden. He followed and waved me after him.

      I ran to catch up, though I wanted to turn back for the spaceport. At the end of the day, stopping the Sterling plot was more important than my ship—though not by much. I couldn’t allow someone like Pykfist to take the artifact drive technology.

      “Mach, there is more you need to know.”

      He halted the team near the final gate to the sprawling palace compound of Olenkidovish. “Tell me quickly. We are on the X. You don’t understand the political avalanche of bad days that is coming if this search warrant doesn’t get results. Olen will crush us. Your APOP credentials won’t keep you out of a Razik prison once he has time to rally his friends in high places. You won’t live long after that, I promise you.”

      I had other problems, starting with the fact I couldn’t even talk about the artifact drive. No one on Razik-doom had clearance. Mach wouldn’t see the urgency even if I told him everything. My choices were simple—help Mach and stop the Fotak plot or run back to my ship and help them fight off Pykfist’s team.

      Mach shook his head. “Are your famous APOP agents at the spaceport? Can’t they handle this?”

      “Yeah, but I was hoping they could be our QRF for whatever goes down here.”

      He cursed angrily. “I should have known. Foolish APOP human biki-paki.” A complex and unhappy series of snorts followed and almost sounded like words. I didn’t even attempt a translation. “Go. Run back to your ship. But don’t think for one second you will be welcome in this investigation, or any case occurring on this planet, after you betray a Justak in the darkest hour.”

      His radio chirped. He gripped the mic and spoke. “Go ahead.”

      “We have eyes on the target from all sides,” a Razik voice said. “It looks like something is happening. Several vehicles are leaving. Could be suspects in flight or confederates removing evidence. What are your orders, Justak?”

      “Do you have sufficient personnel to tail the cars and watch the search warrant location at the same time?” Mach asked.

      I groaned inwardly. This was the type of complication every tactical team feared. What was more important, the suspect or the evidence? Both were needed for prosecution.

      Mach looked at me like he needed help.

      “I have an idea,” I said. “We left more than Pykfist behind.” I selected a new channel. “Breaker to Kyn, how copy?”

      “Good copy. Just sitting here feeling lonely. Cambridge Bayle decided to take Commander Cummings back to his ship and put him under the care of his family’s personal doctor,” Kyn said. “Sounds more interesting where you are. Funny, I don’t remember you ditching me when I was part of the squad.”

      “I’ll apologize later. A lot.”

      “But right now, you need my help.”

      “I do, Kyn.” I watched Mach shouting and waving his hands to get enough people to hold the perimeter and pursue the fleeing vehicles. “More importantly, the team needs you. Take who you can and head for the spaceport. Do not let anyone on board the Soft Touch.”

      “Understood. That would be a dire situation if unauthorized personnel controlled your new drive system,” Kyn said. “As it happens, I can command a security force from the Glosser Embassy to assist any alliance member needing help within the confines of a spaceport. Tell Regina not to take off.”

      “Uh, sure. I will do that ASAP.”

      “I am on my way, Breaker.”

      I flipped channels. “Regina, don’t take off.”

      “Make up your mind, boss. We were just about to go for it.”

      “Kyn is on the way with a Glosser team from the embassy.”

      Nova cut in. “Really? Didn’t see that coming. Something is happening on the other side of the pad we’re on. I think Bayle is hunkered down in there now. You really need to fill me in on what is going on with that guy.”

      “Will do. Just as soon as we have time.” I looked at Mach and his team. Four Raziks suddenly dropped their breaching tools and sprinted along the wall toward an access ramp to the basement parking garage. “Gotta go. Breaker, out.”

      “Don’t let those cars leave!” Mach shouted over the Razik channel. “Ram it if you can!”

      I heard tires screeching and witnessed a pair of BCPD squad cars accelerate toward the top of the ramp. From our vantage point, I mostly saw light bars and car roofs. The large cruisers were moving fast.

      Mach’s team ran out of steam. His old cop friends hadn’t maintained their conditioning. Running in tactical armor was no joke. Mine slapped me in uncomfortable places. I felt less squared away than ever before—but I was faster than the improvised team.

      At the edge of the ramp was a railing. I gripped it with one hand and held my rail weapon in the other. Two BCPD squad cars slammed into the lead vehicle of Olenkidovish’s motorcade. Wrenching metal and exploding glass deafened me. I ducked and squinted though the impact was probably a safe distance from my position.

      Mach joined me. “Come on!” He waved one hand forward like we were storming a beach. His friends straggled behind us but were on the way. We skipped down the access stairs, and our boots were soon crunching glass into the concrete.

      “Hands! Show me your hands! This is a search warrant!” Mach roared like a battle commander. I did the same, though my Razik was less convincing.

      His team surrounded the cars. I winced at the multiple crossfire situations that resulted. If someone started shooting, this was going to hurt.

      Empty hands thrust out of windows in surrender. Cops dragged their owners out and pressed them facedown as they applied restraints. Mach paced up and down the row of four cars, clearly looking for someone. Finally, he pointed at the second to last.

      “You, Olenkidovish, you are under arrest for drug trafficking, murder, conspiracy to commit murder, and espionage against the Government of Razik-doom.” He flopped one claw in my general direction. “And for a bunch of APOP stuff Lieutenant Wrath will explain whenever.”

      I scanned the cars in search of new threats. Only half the occupants were accounted for. No one from Olenkidovish’s vehicle had surrendered. “Mach, keep your head on a swivel. I’m not sure this is a surrender.”

      Those who had capitulated were decoys, I thought. They were men the crime lord didn’t care about. He might bail them out later. His own freedom was probably all he worried about now.

      Mach stood in front of Olenkidovish’s car and held up a screen with the warrant displayed. “Get out of the car, Olen. Go to jail like a man.”

      The car’s engine revved.

      “Mach,” I warned.

      He didn’t flinch.

      I checked again for threats and saw none other than the target vehicle and the boss inside who didn’t seem ready for a jail cell. Mirrored windows made it impossible to see who was inside. There was a chance our target wasn’t in there at all. This could be a diversion.

      Four doors opened on the vehicle at the rear of the stalled motorcade. Raziks in business suits stepped out. Each held a short rifle and a hard expression. Mach’s BCPD friends rushed forward, leaving their prisoners bound on the pavement behind us. That didn’t give me a belly full of warm fuzzies, but at least it evened the odds.

      “Drop your weapons,” Mach said without raising his voice. “I know some of you are family, and I’m certain Olen doesn’t want to see his nephews die for no reason. This is a legal matter, not a clan war. Surrender and let your lawyers handle it.”

      “Go to hell, Justak,” said the largest of the bodyguards.

      A door opened in the target vehicle. Olenkidovish stepped out. He was shorter than I expected, and not as bulky as most Raziks. “Enough. Let’s talk. Where is Justak Inspector Pykfist?”

      Something about his tone rang false. The man knew the answer. This was an act for Mach—who bought the charade in its entirety.

      “Justak Pykfist has been removed from the case. Drug abuse. Very ugly. Disgraceful,” Mach said.

      “My lawyers are better than the BCPD or the Justak prosecutors,” Olenkidovish said.

      “I’m not arguing. Maybe you should resist, try to kill one of my cops. That would make this cleaner. Do it. Make a move,” Mach said.

      “Now hold on,” I raised my hands so that the muzzle of my rail weapon wasn’t aimed at anyone. Holstering it might have been a better demonstration of good will, but none of the overdressed bodyguards were lowering their guns. “Let’s do this by the law.”

      “Of course,” Olen said. “I am a good citizen with no criminal record. Whatever evidence you have on me was planted by my rivals.”

      Mach growled.

      Olen continued. “You will locate several witnesses, maybe dozens, who will swear they were forced to plant incriminating evidence. Some will admit to doing it themselves and will go to prison.”

      “Where you will keep generous sums of money on their books,” Mach snapped. “You can’t get away with it this time.”

      Olenkidovish smiled, then did something surprising. He waved me nearer. I approached with the BCPD cops flanking me and pointing their rifles at the bodyguards in business attire.

      “Lieutenant Benjamin Wrath, so this is what you look like in the flesh. I wonder if the rumors about your ship are true.”

      “There are no rumors.” If he knew anything about my ship it was from a leak, or a spy. Maybe he paid for information, but that implied he had connections far beyond Razik-doom.

      He ignored my response. “As it turns out, getting a specific APOP agent to come here is difficult. Convincing a magistrate there is justification to seize a ship, however, is much easier when they run around shooting up our beloved city.”

      “What is he saying?” Mach asked from only a stride away. “Tell him to speak up. And use Razik like a civilized person.”

      I pressed my own questions. “Are you trying to tell me the overdose epidemic and shootouts in the street were staged to draw me here?”

      “If you want to make it sound like a crude trick, maybe.” He leaned even closer. “The Sterling really are coming, but when they get here I will have used their mind control drugs to get the one ship that will allow me to escape them until they appreciate what I’ve done to assure their conquest. Rewards will follow.”

      “You would let the Sterling take your home world,” I said, not believing my ears.

      “Surely a man of the Third Transit Fleet understands better than anyone how meaningless the idea of a home world is.” He stood straight and stared down on me. Even a short Razik was taller than I was. “I will take good care of your ship when I bond out on these charges. There will be a few hostages, of course, which I will treat as humanely as any Razik knows how. The Sterling will make me even more rich and powerful. Once they stabilize their hold on the Andromeda Galaxy, I’ll be the governor of this rock. Which is only fair since I own most of it already.”

      Mach grabbed his shoulder and pulled him around. “What the hell are you saying? Talk to me, not to the APOP.”

      “With pleasure.”

      “What’s your game, Olen?” Mach demanded.

      “Glad you asked. By the time you finish searching my residence, and these vehicles, and whatever else you managed to secure a warrant for, the real evidence will be stowed on my new ship—where you will never be able to touch it.” He removed Mach’s hand from his shoulder. “Thanks for playing, Justak Inspector Mach.”

      I should have seen what was about to happen, but I was still processing the part about him hiding evidence on the Soft Touch. The guy was in for a rude surprise. Had he encountered an Ultar before now? Or my crew for that matter. He might rethink his plan, artifact drive or no artifact drive.

      Mach’s hands seized Olen’s arm, then spun him around against the car to be handcuffed. The crime lord’s bodyguards surged forward and were taken down hard by the cops. They were in body armor and had caught their breath after the run to get into position.

      “Olenkidovish, you are under arrest.”

      “I won’t be for long.”

      Mach looked over his shoulder. “Go get your ship back. Contact me at HQ as soon as you have it secured. I don’t like the sound of his babbling.”

      “I’m already gone,” I said, and ran for the nearest BCPD cruiser. Maybe they didn’t intend for me to steal a police car, but I was in a hurry.
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      “Regina, tell Nova and the others I’m on my way,” I said, then activated the cruiser’s lights and sirens. Traffic parted before me, and I made good time.

      “She says that’s good news, and she will talk with you directly as soon as she has time,” Regina said. “The assault is growing quite dangerous, boss.”

      “Any word on Commander Cummings?” I asked. “He was injured during the foot chase with the Sterling agent.”

      “Unknown,” Regina said. “Last I heard, he was being loaded onto the Bayle freighter. Shall I hail her?”

      “Yes. Gather information. I don’t know which side they’re on. We need all the help we can get, but not if they can’t be trusted.”

      “You have never trusted them, boss.”

      “Yeah. I don’t put too much faith in old rivals one way or the other. An enemy of my enemy might be a friend, but that isn’t the same as being trustworthy.”

      “Well said, boss. I’ll work on it.”

      “Thanks.” I concentrated on steering around a group of domestic beasts and their shepherds. Dawn dazzled me through the windshield. Red and orange light cut above purple mountains in the distance. Space needles twinkled with safety lights. Vehicle traffic increased all over the city. I decided not to think about when I last slept or how long I’d been running nonstop.

      My stomach rumbled. I dug in the center console and found a bag of nuts. They smelled horrible, and I wasn’t completely sure they weren’t the Razik version of chewing tobacco. Once, twice, three times, my eyes went to the only possible food source.

      “Well, if I puke, I’ll know this was a bad idea.” I scooped up a palm full, bounced them twice, then tossed them into my mouth. Chewing seemed like a risk, so I merely let them sit until flavors resembling salt and walnuts came to the forefront, then I chewed heartily. “Not the worst thing I’ve ever choked down.”

      By the time the spaceport was in sight, I was thirsty enough to drink gutter water if I could find any. Bigger problems pushed their way to the forefront. Olen had control of a Justak and a strike team who had my ship surrounded. He planned to use my ship to avoid prosecution and ride out the worst of the Sterling chaos on the event horizon. From what I knew of that war, the Justak crime lord had better be ready to stay on the run for a decade or longer. Galactic wars didn’t resolve themselves in a single battle.

      Conflict with the Sterling expansionists was the new normal in the Andromeda Galaxy. Everyone needed to embrace that fact and come together to resist their advance.

      Myron Dea had a personal vendetta for me and my squad, though I didn’t know exactly why. He might or might not still be associated with the Bayle family, who had a freighter parked on the same landing strip as the Soft Touch.

      Last but far from the least important factoid, was the Fotak drug itself. Every planet had a version that caused excessive overdoses and allowed a small population to suffer mind control. According to Olen, Pykfist was about to seize my ship and plant that evidence where it would force me to hide it.

      Did he think he could frame an APOP squad?

      Apparently, he did because when I arrived at the spaceport, my ship was surrounded by BCPD tactical teams, additional Justak representatives, and what appeared to be a team of private contractors of several sentient races.

      The most dangerous aspect of this situation was the patience and planning being put into it. Had they charged without enough firepower, it would all be over. Unfortunately, it appeared that Pykfist and whoever was controlling him was getting all of their pieces in place before making the main assault.

      I left the BCPD cruiser double-parked and stalked past distracted security guards. The area was in chaos. Most of the cops were following Pykfist’s orders, but others had shown up and demanded he withdraw to allow Spaceport Safety Officers to do their jobs. One look at the SSOs confirmed they didn’t have the manpower or the training to take control.

      Invasion by the Justaks and the local police wasn’t something they were prepared for. Who would be? This was way out of everyone’s comfort zone.

      “Nova, how copy?” I asked as I avoided eye contact with anyone who might demand to know where I was going.

      “Good copy,” she answered. “We have you on our cameras. Can you tell me what the void hell is going on?”

      “Justak Pykfist, and his political backers, convinced a local magistrate that he needed to seize the Soft Touch to apprehend a team of humans who violated Razik-doom trespass laws.”

      “We were saving their asses!” Nova snapped.

      “True, but let’s not talk about it on this channel, even if it is secure,” I said, then stopped when I reached the landing strip. To continue, I had to cross an open area where Pykfist would see me immediately. “Do you have contact with Kyn?”

      “We did, but the line scrambled,” Nova said.

      “Great. Let me try, then get back to you.” The idea slipped down my list of priorities as I watched the latest development.

      Pykfist stepped to the edge of the flight zone and stood behind an armored car loaded with cops in full gear. “This is Justak Inspector Keno Pykfist. I have a warrant for the immediate surrender of Sergeant Cynthia Nova, Agent Trent Fathers, Agent Yolonda Bozzelli, and Agent Kendrick Omar. Further, the ship will be subject to inspection and temporary seizure in the interests of Razik-doom and her eternal safety.”

      Silence gripped the scene. I thought I could hear the soles of Pykfist’s metal boots shift as he waited. No matter how hard I tried, it was impossible to vanish him by sheer willpower. I was really done with this big, dragon-faced, jerk.

      “Nova, start trying to hack Justak Pykfist’s cybernetics. Don’t do anything to him, just let me know if it is possible,” I said, then started to pace. This wasn’t where I needed to be. If my adversaries came after me, my loyal-to-a-fault squad would rush to my rescue, and we’d all be in custody. Somehow, I didn’t think we’d get a fair trial this time.

      “I’m working on it now,” Specialist Georgina Adamia said. “Regina asked me to help since my undergraduate degree was in theoretical cybernetics.”

      “She speaks!” Yolo blurted. “I knew she was a keeper.”

      “I’m also working on it,” Lehman said. “This is dangerous. I can’t explain how many laws we’ll be violating if we take direct actions against the cybernetic enhancements of a sentient being, not to mention one that holds an important law enforcement position.”

      “Just look for anything out of place,” I said. “What I really want is something I can report to get him pulled from the case, like he is under the influence of more than just a mind control drug.”

      “We’re on it,” Adamia said. “Everyone else is getting ready for a fight.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” I searched for a comm link with Kyn. One after another came up not-in-service or delivered such poor quality they were useless.

      Exhausted, pissed off, and ready to try about anything to make this day end, I leaned against the thin metal wall of a hangar. There was no way I could get past Pykfist and his goons. Kyn wasn’t answering. Most of my squad had warrants out for their arrest.

      Perfect. Strong work, Breaker. Way to nail your first investigation on Razik-doom.

      I tried a new channel, not really expecting much. “Breaker for Kyn, you Glosser badass. How copy?”

      “Well enough, I suppose. Are you good?”

      “Thank the stars. You have no idea how long I have been trying to get through.”

      “Well, that is not entirely correct. As it happens, I am aware of the situation and have my own complications. My Glosser tactical teams have been recalled to the embassy. Someone very powerful must have pulled strings,” he said.

      “Great.”

      “I didn’t send them back.” His tone suggested he was slightly offended that I entertained the idea. “We are maintaining the perimeter. The recall information was merely for context. I may be limited going forward. Don’t expect us to stay in the fight long.”

      “No fighting,” I snapped. “Sorry. We just really need to avoid that if at all possible. The Sterling are the enemy. And a gun battle with cops and Justaks isn’t going to help my squad’s day in court.”

      “Of course, but when did you ever get your way, Breaker. You are very much a space debris magnet, just like Fathers and Woods say.” Kyn sent me a HUD map with the positions of his team. There weren’t enough of them to fight back the BCPD and Justak units.

      I recognized two Razik cops who didn’t belong. They seemed eager to be here and annoyed at the drama surrounding the Soft Touch. Glad and Puc were present to claim the Avian cloaks I’d promised them. From the look of the crowd behind them, they had brought friends in hopes of outfitting them as well.

      Great. Freaking fantastic. The hits just kept on coming.

      “Regina, can you send a message to Shredain asking about those cloaks I requested. There might be a few angry customers here I made promises to.”

      “Of course, boss. But his ship is listed in transit and is therefore unavailable.” My ship AI showed the message in my side HUD, as was her habit. I glanced at it but ignored the text associated with the update.

      “Send him a message for later. Glad and Puc will need to wait until the smoke clears. I would like to avoid them making demands when I am busy with real problems.”

      Regina tutted. “Not to worry, boss. We’ll handle that. Don’t borrow trouble from the future.”

      She was right. I moved closer to Pykfist’s command post in hopes of sneaking past him in the growing hubbub. Most of his staff were Raziks, but not all. Maybe, just maybe, I could get by him and join my crew.
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      “Where are you, APOP?” Mach asked in my earpiece.

      “At the spaceport, trying to save my ship and my crew.” I backed away from another dead end. Two Razik cops watched me, though I avoided eye contact and used a borrowed maintenance uniform to hide my identity.

      “Perhaps it would be quicker to surrender them and get back to work,” Mach said. His words didn’t sound like they held much conviction. “Someday I will apologize for failing you.”

      “Wow, that wasn’t what I was expecting.” I watched over my shoulder to be sure none of the local security officers or BCDP cops had decided to follow me. This platform was large by AP standards, but not infinite. In other sections, ships were still landing and taking off. Only the landing strip where the Soft Touch was parked had been locked down. I just couldn’t figure a way out of this mess.

      After all my years crossing between galaxies, and then investigating the worst criminals in Andromeda, this seemed like a dumb place to experience total defeat. Worse, the consequences might be more dire than the Ultar war my squad worked so hard to prevent. At the end of the day, the Sterling were still the problem. I was getting tired of their games.

      “Listen, APOP. There is a reason Justaks rarely work together. You’ve seen how uneven our investigation became. Now, I’ve gotten word there are more of us on the way, if they are not there already. Watch yourself. I’ll help you if I can, but the authority I have used for two decades to solve problems has now been canceled out. When everyone is a Justak, no one is a Justak.”

      “Thanks for the heads up.” I found myself staring at Cambridge Bayle’s freighter, the Plain Jane. “Nice name.”

      “What was that?” Mach asked. “Never mind. Watch your back. I need to go. There is a ship arriving with Justak headquarters markings. Good luck. I have a feeling this may have something to do with your current predicament.”

      “I think he went this way,” came a voice.

      Without hesitation, I grabbed a box of tools and headed across the tarmac to the Plain Jane. Off toward my left, less than two hundred meters away, the Soft Touch was surrounded. The other two landing platforms of this section were being cleared and prepped for a ship’s arrival. I filed these details in the please don’t let this be more bad news section of my brain.

      The walk was short but lasted forever. When I arrived, the door was closed and the ramp up. “Uh, delivery for Cambridge Bayle.”

      “Looks like a toolbox,” he said in his well-educated, familiar voice.

      “Special toolbox.”

      “You’re sure it isn’t the one you just picked up right before walking over here?” Cambridge asked.

      This guy was going to bust my balls right here in front of everyone. Never realized he had it in him. “Listen, this isn’t my first choice, but my ship is difficult to reach at the moment. I figured after all the time I sheltered you on the Soft Touch, you might give me just one tiny freaking break.”

      “You can’t loiter out there for much longer without getting caught. Commander Cummings and I have been watching you with breathless anticipation.” Bayle lowered the ramp but didn’t open the door at the top of it. “I’m not trying to be difficult, but helping you could cost my family a lot—and you know how my father is.”

      “He seemed okay to me—always ready to make a deal if there was something in it for him,” I said, then started up the ramp even though the portal remained locked tight. How suspicious would I look standing there with my thumb up my butt while holding stolen tools that made no sense where I was trying to go.

      “Good point. He did tell me to help you if it was in the best interest of the family. That was the entire point of inserting myself in the Razik investigation,” Cambridge said. “I really did appreciate all you did for me. I’m my own man. You helped teach me that.”

      “Are you going to open the door?”

      “Yeah. Come inside, but promise not to overreact. We were expecting you, to be completely honest.”

      A completely honest Bayle wasn’t something I was betting on, or ever had. Desperate times called for desperate measures and alliances with old enemies to stay alive and free. It was getting hard to remember my primary objective—justice for Ripper and the other murder victims, and peace for the AP and the worlds of all other sentient races if possible.

      Easy.

      The portal creaked open. I smelled grease and other shortcuts to good engineering and maintenance. This ship was a bucket designed to haul goods as cheaply as possible. No wonder the authorities barely gave it notice.

      Cambridge greeted me. “Welcome aboard, Breaker.”

      “Thanks. Where is Cummings? Did he recover from the ice-bullet attack?” I asked.

      The man in question hobbled into view on crutches. “Thanks for asking. Looks like I’ll live, but that damn ice round fractured my leg. Once the bleeding stopped and everything was stitched up, they fixed my femur and ordered me to bed rest for three weeks. Enough to drive a man crazy. Never liked being laid up. Can’t work out. Everything on the vids is crap.”

      “Sorry to hear that, but glad you didn’t bleed out. Can you help me get my ship back?” I asked.

      There remained the matter of the Bayle family’s association with Myron Dea. If they still employed the man, this was probably the worst move I’d made so far. The assassin could be waiting in the next room with some exotic weapon meant for me. I hoped that the attack on Cummings meant Dea was no longer in Bayle’s employ.

      Both men waited.

      Cambridge crossed his arms. “You don’t trust me, Breaker. I mean, your tolerance for my family’s ways seems less than usual. Why don’t we just get this all out there?”

      “Why did your father send Myron Dea to kill me?” Glaynia’s old warning rang clear in my memory. A lot had changed since then, but caution was rarely wrong. Well, not that often, I reasoned.

      Cambridge looked shocked. “He never did. Galaxy’s balls, Breaker. What kind of monsters do you think we are? Dea was supposed to be his bodyguard against people like you and kill-teams from the AP.”

      “There is no such thing.”

      He gazed at me sideways. “You would think that. I’m telling you, there are elements of the AP and the APOP specifically you wouldn’t be proud of.”

      I let that lay there for some other discussion.

      “My point is, my father isn’t stupid. He figured out that Myron Dea was using him, not the other way around. Don’t be surprised if he has a much bigger role in this cluster than you think. We don’t know what happened to him other than he was supposed to come here with property belonging to us,” Cambridge said. “I brought Commander Cummings and his three best Hammers, but they were incarcerated the moment they set foot on Razik-doom. It’s a lot like what is happening to your team.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that before?” I edged past them to see what was in the hull of this ugly little freighter no one worried about. “Hold the comms, this isn’t a squad. That looks like a company of these things.”

      “If you assemble them,” Cambridge clarified. “And find a lot of drivers and techs.”

      “No shit.” I paced. “Are you trying to start a war?”

      “Our goal is to prevent one. None of these rigs can be sold to Raziks. Wrong specs. As it happens, Razik-doom wasn’t our final destination, but my father asked me to help you.”

      I moved close and stared him down. “What’s in it for your family? He didn’t send you here out of the kindness of his heart.”

      “Myron Dea is a threat to everyone,” Cambridge said. “We understand that now.”

      “And you don’t want to face public opinion, or legal action, when it comes out you helped the worst Sterling agent of them all infiltrate the AP.”

      “Something like that.”

      Commander Cummings hobbled forward. “I can’t pilot a rig, and you don’t have anyone but yourself. You’re welcome to your pick of the Hammers, though all of them are in excellent condition. I put three together for you to choose from.”

      “Great. Thanks.” The last thing I wanted was to storm out of this ship with guns blazing. There were so many things wrong with that plan. “Can you get clear comms with the Soft Touch?”

      “Of course.” Cambridge motioned for me to follow him. “Right this way.”

      We strode down a simple hallway to the bridge. The door was standing open. All the controls were powered up like he was ready to launch at a moment’s notice.

      “Hold on,” he said. “There is a ship coming in. No other radio traffic is allowed until it’s down.”

      I dropped into the co-pilot’s seat to better read the screen. “That’s an Avian ship.”

      “Looks like the Crystal Blade, owned by House Rotiac,” he said. “Hey, that’s Shredain’s vessel, according to the galactic register.”

      “Cloaks,” I muttered.

      “What?” Cambridge asked. For the first time since I’d boarded, he seemed behind the information curve.

      “I ordered cloaks for some BCPD officers a while back, and he came to deliver.” My hands flew over the controls the moment the new ship had touched down. “Plain Jane for Crystal Blade, how copy?”

      “I read you, Breaker. What are you doing on that ship?” Shredain paused. “I have arrived with the cloaks you requested, and a few extras. How is Razik-doom for Avians? I have always been curious.”

      “You didn’t arrive at a good time,” I said, almost embarrassed at how glad I was to see him. The man never went anywhere without his Honors, and they were some of the best warriors in the galaxy. If anyone could keep the Justaks honest, it was them. “There is a plot to steal the Soft Touch and use it to spread mind control poison across Andromeda.”

      “Not on my watch,” he said. “I’m on my way to your ship right now. If anyone thinks they can mess with Regina, they have another thing on the way.”

      I sorted his words and realized that my brain was trying to process Galactic Standard, Avian, and the residue of days spent speaking Razik. They’ve got another thing coming, I decided. Close enough. “Sounds great. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Okay. That is very curious, the fact that you are not on the Soft Touch. What is with the Plain Jane? I am confused.” Shredain sent a map query, which I couldn’t answer with my current comms setup.

      “Sorry, old friend. This is a mess.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less.” His next words sounded like he was shouting over his shoulders. “Honors, to the Soft Touch. For Avian Prime and our friends in the AP.”

      A cheer answered him.

      “Thanks, Shred.” I signed off and hurried to the Hammer rigs Cummings had assembled. This was getting out of control.

      “Nova for Breaker, how copy?”

      “Well enough. Go for Breaker.” I circled the best-looking rig as Cummings waited expectantly for my approval.

      “Did you know Shredain was here? He says he has come to defend our ship from anyone intending interference or harm,” Nova said.

      “You didn’t know?” I powered up a rig, noting as I did that it was sleek and modern. “Where have you been? Under a rock?”

      “Seriously, boss. How did you arrange that?”

      “Nova, I’ll be straight. He is just here to deliver some cloaks I asked for, and volunteered to help once he saw what was at stake.” I climbed up the Hammer and dropped into the seat. “Is that new car smell?”

      “It is,” Cummings beamed. “Been driven just enough to stress test and complete the final setups.”

      “Very nice.”

      “What are you doing?” Nova asked.

      “Checking out a Hammer. Don’t ask. It’s a long story.”

      Nova resumed her duties. I steered the Hammer outside and waited for Cummings and Cambridge to lock the door behind me. To my complete amazement, no one noticed me right away. I held the rig motionless to preserve the effect. There was a lot going on at the spaceport.

      A procession of Avians surrounding the Soft Touch was the center of attention now, including that of the news crews growing around the outer perimeter. Wings adorned with silver and diamonds drew the eye. Light danced with them like it had been waiting for their arrival. Razik-doom just became a more wondrous world.

      By contrast, I slunk in the shadows of a battered, unimportant freighter. The Hammer armor was flat black. For all its elegance of design, it was a crude weapon compared to the warriors slowly encircling the Soft Touch.

      “Stop where you are!” Pykfist shouted over an intercom. “That ship is about to be boarded by order of the High Court of Razik-doom. Stand aside and do not interfere.”

      Shredain ignored the orders as I knew he would. The man was as proud as he was regal. Glad as I was for their help, I also felt guilty for involving them. This was not going to end well.

      “Nova for Breaker, how copy?”

      “Good copy.”

      “I think our old friend will buy us time, but we need a real solution,” she said. “I attempted to contact Morales.”

      “Good. That is what I would have done were I on the ship.”

      “He couldn’t be reached. His aides promised to get him a message. There is little he could do from a distance. While I’m sure his strongly worded message could influence almost any government, the effort will come too late and for too little effect, if it comes at all.”

      “Agreed.” I moved away from the Plain Jane, drawing looks with each step. Pykfist hadn’t noticed me yet, but a lot of others had. Thoughts of sneaking close enough to make a dash and rely on the armor to protect me from bullet strikes faded. All they had to do was block my progress with an armored car or two and I would be forced into violence.

      Both sides were gambling with their lives and reputations today.

      A line of armored cars arrived. Another contingent of Justaks piled out. They seemed in good spirits. Why wouldn’t they be? It was unlikely that anyone could stand against them. Short of mobilization for a war, this was the strongest collection of warriors on the planet. Each had authority rivaling judges and lawmakers. I still hadn’t exactly translated what their title meant into Galactic Standard.

      The only thing I knew for sure was that I couldn’t surrender the artifact drive to them no matter their legal powers on this planet. And I had a duty to complete my investigation into Ripper’s murder and those of many others. We had arrived at the impact point between two unstoppable forces.

      I didn’t want to see what happened.
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      “Breaker, there is a Sterling ship emerging from transit. Really void damn close to Razik-doom. I’m not sure why the local fleet isn’t blasting it out of the void,” Nova said.

      I squatted on the Hammer’s haunches. This lowered my vantage point, but also reduced curiosity of those around me. I pulled a tarp from a stack of supply pallets and wore it like a big cloak. A few people laughed and shook their heads. Others leaned on my war machine and took selfies.

      What mattered was that the Justak perimeter around my ship didn’t look my direction, and when they did, their eyes slid right over me. My heart pounded in my chest. Sooner or later I’d be discovered, then ordered to surrender right there in front of everyone. Piloting a weapon of war in violation of a sovereign government’s zone of control was both illegal and easy to prove.

      So why was I doing it? Was I this desperate? Had Bayle and Cummings set me up? The first explanation was at least partially true. The second made no sense. They didn’t need a fall guy for a crime they probably weren’t going to get caught for. I needed them to be on the up-and-up. With a Sterling ship inbound, and Justak Pykfist under the mind control drug, this situation was volatile.

      Olenkidovish’s words sang in my head. Though in custody, he was convinced Pykfist would do his bidding and steal my ship. How far would I go to protect it?

      I decided to get ahead of the game and do damage control. If I could part the haze of Dream Fotak clouding his mind, there was a chance for a peaceful resolution. “APOP Lieutenant Wrath for Justak Inspector Pykfist, are you there?”

      “I hear you, Lieutenant.” His voice sounded wooden and dull. “Please stand by for the Emissary.”

      Say what?

      A Sterling light frigate swooped down and landed in the final slot on this landing zone. I watched the engines glowing blue with the tight efficiency of a Helm vessel. It wasn’t, of course, but bore similarities in design and materials. These were mass-produced by a civilization accustomed to losing many during battle. The Helm, by contrast, built everything to last. They probably invented the term measure twice and cut once.

      Justak auxiliaries and BCPD officers jogged by me, oblivious to my presence. My tarp disguise was totally brilliant, of course, but they still should have spotted me and called me out. Putting away my internal sarcasm, I searched for and found the explanation. These men only saw what they’d been told to see. They were under the mind control drug’s influence.

      “Nova.”

      “Talk,” she said.

      “Most, if not all, of these cops are under a mind control substance that has been funneling onto Razik-doom for months, maybe years,” I said. “Review my reports. You’ll see what I mean.”

      “Your reports suck, boss,” Lehman said. “I’m here with Nova helping out with the analysis.”

      “Great. And you try keeping up with paperwork in a clusterfrack like this,” I said.

      “I was just saying.” Lehman shot back. “Don’t kill the messenger.”

      “Whatever. Can we do something to counteract the mind control?” I asked.

      “Sure.” This time it was Fathers who jumped in. My entire squad was listening in at this point. “All we need are samples, test subjects, a lab, five or six weeks of double-blind controlled trials, a year to run things through the galactic pharmaceutical board—”

      “I get it.” No magic fix was coming that way. “Can the Soft Touch escape local containment protocols if I reach the ship?”

      Something far from the spaceport caught my attention. One by one, the space needles were going dark. Other sections of the city followed. That wasn’t the strangest image sweeping over Bipek City. Select billboards glowed brighter in comparison to the growing darkness. All that remained in some sections was images of Myron Dea. Whatever was happening here was far more portentous than I’d thought.

      Olen’s confidence in his Sterling masters gave me a bad feeling at the sight of the city changing. In other circumstances the view would have been breathtaking—in a good way. Right now it sent ripples of horror through my body. With the nearly incapacitating dread came something else—an idea.

      When was the last time I had felt this helpless?

      While talking with Ocantus.

      My gaze went sharply to Pykfist and the other victims of Fotak’s mind control. I didn’t know exactly how the drug worked. Did the mastermind need to be near his or her victims? Could a remote device be used? Or perhaps the desired behavior was pre-programed.

      The only force I’d encountered with an effect that strong was in the Ultar race. They scrambled thoughts like nobody’s business. Maybe, with luck, they could interrupt the connection between Pykfist and whoever was pulling his strings.

      “Nova, I need Ocantus in her biomech and ready to meet me on the tarmac,” I said without preamble.

      “I’m sorry, can you send that again? Have you lost your mind?” She sounded like she was moving, which probably meant my sergeant was on her way to man the Soft Touch defenses.

      I sketched my logic. Nova listened without interrupting. I moved nearer the Soft Touch, but was still too far to make a dash for the boarding ramp, which was drawn up in any case.

      “It all depends on you explaining this to Ocantus, and the reaction her appearance outside the ship creates,” I said. “The moment the Justak perimeter falters, I’ll come aboard with the Hammer. Then Regina and Adamia launch and don’t stop until we’re clear of the planet.”

      “Then what?” Nova asked.

      “We find a better place to hash out our differences with this Sterling emissary. I’m not saying I know who it is, but my first guess is Myron Dea.”

      “He’s just an assassin.”

      “Sterling special agent and spy more likely. Assassins don’t post their image on billboards. He’s sending a message before a major Sterling move against this planet. Details matter. Has he performed assassinations? Probably, but whoever it is, we can’t use our best tools while parked at a Razik spaceport,” I said. “Get her suited up. We’re out of time.”

      I watched cops and Raziks hardening fortifications and preparing armored cars they would use to ram the doors to the Soft Touch. The only thing slowing them now was the Sterling ship. Minutes after landing, no one had exited the craft or attempted communication. Flight control had allowed her to land, but little else was known about the mystery vessel.

      Raziks, humans, Glossers, and Avians were ready to fight. Any contest would be bloody and tragic.

      There had to be a better way. Fighting in the spaceport, or any place on Razik-doom risked a galactic incident to rival the Avian Prime misunderstanding. Looking back on that horrible conflict, I saw everything through a more sinister lens. Had someone wanted that to happen?

      There wasn’t time for that now.

      “Nova, we seriously need to move this fight away from the planet,” I said. “What’s the hold up?”

      “Ocantus is willing, but her biomech is asleep or something. Can’t get it to take a step.”

      I had nothing to say. Nothing about the non-sentient armor Ultars wore had factored into my plan. Why would they? I’d never seen one bog down, or sleep, or whatever it was doing now.

      Nova sighed in exasperation. Apparently, she’d just completed a frustrating attempt to get Ocantus and her armored shell moving. “I’m not a miracle worker, contrary to your very high opinion of me. The biomech doesn’t have a language. We can’t talk to it.”

      “What does Ocantus say?”

      “Nothing useful. This has never happened, like never in the history of her people.” Nova muted her mic, which probably meant she was cursing more than usual. “She’ll be there when you need her. I don’t know how, but you can count on it.”

      I focused on a problem I might be able to influence. “Mach, can you read me?”

      “I hear you. Keep in mind, this channel isn’t encrypted, only private.”

      “Understood. Can you tell if anyone else is in the room, so to speak?”

      “I don’t think so. Say your piece.” He paused. “For the record, it was better than expected working with you.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      Silence filled several seconds. His voice came low and hesitant. “I do, APOP. Don’t ask me why. The Sterling ship gives me bad vibes. We better speed this up if you want to talk before all hell breaks loose.”

      “I think Pykfist and most of the others in his group are under the influence of Fotak. Myron Dea is a Sterling agent, and he’s behind everything. Once he steals my ship, he’ll be able to spread the drugs anywhere he wants. This has been one really freaking annoying trap,” I said. “Just like Olen said.”

      “If you’re right, what can we do?” He didn’t sound like the same unstoppable criminal investigator I’d come to know. Too many rabbit holes and false leads had him off-balance. Compound that with constant challenges to his authority when he was accustomed to none, and I was impressed he hadn’t just shut down the investigation with Oren’s arrest.

      “I have a passenger about to disembark. She will scramble thoughts and generally freak everyone out. I’m hoping it will interfere with Dea’s mind control.”

      Mach growled. “That could go very badly.”

      “That’s why I’m warning you. When the metaphorical cart gets tipped over, someone needs to take control of this Justak tactical squad.” Images of a bloody melee on the tarmac came unbidden. I pushed them away.

      Mach didn’t answer right away, but when his voice next came over comms, I heard his resolve. “I can do this, then punch cheese into your eyeballs.”

      “Didn’t catch that last part, but never mind. Be ready. This is about to go off the rails.”

      “I have arrived. No one seems ready to challenge my presence here.” Mach muted his mic for a second. “I see everything now. What is the battle mech doing with a tarp over it? Tell me it isn’t you in a Breaker rig.”

      “Not a Breaker rig.”

      “Outstanding. There is more than one kind then. I will arrest you for driving a military vehicle when this is over,” he said.

      “That’s fair. Just give me a head start if you can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “She’s coming out,” Nova warned. “I have Fathers, Woods, and Omar standing by to tech your stolen Hammer the moment you reach the ship.”

      “It was a gift. Sort of.”

      “Whatever.” Nova left her mic open when she slammed the door button. The noise hurt my ears.

      The panel slid clear as the ramp dropped. Pykfist and his tactical team only hesitated seconds before racing toward the opening. They held a tight formation. Each of the Justaks and their auxiliary units wore heavy armor and carried a variety of weapons.

      Pykfist, larger than the others, stayed in the middle of the stack where he could give orders. Hydraulics powered his legs in places he’d never allowed to be seen before now. This was game time, and performance was the only thing that mattered. As adversaries went, he was one to be wary of.

      Ocantus stepped out of the unlit bay, adding to the dramatic effect. The wedge-shaped head of the biomech sniffed the air and looked around savagely. It seemed ready to bite someone in half. I wondered if this was normal behavior, or if she’d worked the creature into a frenzy just for this fight.

      “Shit.” I started to move but was more affected by the Ultar than expected. I had learned mental tricks and had the advantage of experience, but I hadn’t brought sedation drugs or a sensory control hood that helped me endure her presence.

      Nova and Woods spoke in my ear, but I wasn’t listening.

      Pykfist stopped. His lead officers continued. One man behind him drifted to the right and was soon running for cover. Most just stared at their hands in confusion.

      “Now, Breaker. If you’re coming with us, you’ve got to hustle,” Nova said. She sounded like her words were sweating.

      I leaned forward until the Hammer accelerated. Picking up speed was easy. Handling the unfamiliar controls was another story. Veering around the first Justak straggler took all my skill and a generous helping of desperation. The Razik twisted away from Ocantus in time to fall across my path.

      Leaping higher than anticipated, I cleared the stumbling Justak easily, and nearly landed on Pykfist. My feet hit hard. Thunder boomed from the impact. For the first time, we stood staring eye to eye.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      I shoved past him, reached the ramp to the Soft Touch, and raced inside. Ocantus saw me coming and retreated before me. Her biomech was nearly as big as the borrowed Hammer rig, though much lighter and lacking weapons.

      “Breaker!” Pykfist shouted. “I know that is you, APOP. Surrender the fugitives or I’ll add you to that list.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” I reached to close the door but stopped. “Why did you hesitate, Justak?”

      He seemed confused. “I… uh… who gave me these orders?”

      The blast panel slid down as he examined the tactical screen fixed to his armor. If he knew and was faking confusion, then he had a promising career as an actor.

      Didn’t matter. I had places to be and planets to leave. Thoughts of Ripper flared up. Why didn’t you come to us for help?

      I probably taught the kid bad habits. He’d been trying to save the galaxy all by himself. Where could he have picked up the idea that was possible for one man? Who could have planted such an idea in his head. Men and women in need of redemption were often the most reckless heroes. I hope my kindness to the reformed street thug hadn’t been his demise.

      An ice gun had killed him. That meant Sterling involvement, and probably Myron Dea.

      “Hatch sealed!” Fathers shouted as he motioned everyone back from the door I’d just come through. “Lock down! All hands, prepare for launch!”

      With no time to dismount the Hammer, I stepped into footplates originally designed for my Breaker rig, then squatted all the way to the floor to make a more compact bundle. Fathers and Woods tossed straps over the war machine, then cinched them down tight. Omar accessed my diagnostic panels and ran checks. They were teching for me just like Snow had taught them.

      Great team. I didn’t deserve the treatment I got. Next time I would take them with me for the entire investigation or refuse the assignment.

      Yeah. That would go over well with my superiors.

      “Regina, how do we look?” I asked.

      “Welcome aboard, boss. We look fantastic. The jack wagons who thought they could storm this ship are sensibly backing off. They might have delusions of grandeur about taking me by force, but none of them want to get fried in the wake of my engines.”

      “Sorry you had to endure that, Regina. Let’s get away from the planet.” I used my down time to check ship reports and surveillance camera views of the spaceport we were leaving behind. The restriction nets were still being reeled in by the perimeter towers. Justaks were running to commandeer other ships. I’d hoped that once they were free of the Fotak, they would make better decisions. So far, it seemed I would be disappointed.

      “The Sterling ship is launching,” Specialist Adamia advised. “If you ask me, I think her captain knew what was going to happen and was just waiting for us to make a move. That was why no one disembarked to join the circus.”

      “You’re probably right,” I said, and wished I knew my pilot better. We’d spent weeks together getting here, but a few days away had made her a stranger to me once again. The rest of my squad was like old friends and family. We fell into the same habits without trying.

      Regina sent me a message about our pilot. “She’s doing well, boss. I can work with her.”

      I sent her a digital thumbs-up. That was one less thing to worry about.

      “The Sterling ship has launched and is in pursuit,” Adamia said. “Still can’t get a name or identification marker on her.”

      “Woods and Yolo, report to defensive stations,” Nova said. “Fathers and Omar finish with the Hammer rig and get the boss out of there ASAP. But keep it ready for a fight. We may have boarders to deal with.”

      “The Crystal Blade is also in pursuit.” Adamia read the update like this was what she lived for. “Justak ships are preparing to lift off, but seem less organized. What is a Justak?”

      “Bunch of super cops,” I provided. “They don’t normally operate in groups like this. We could be in for a tough fight.”

      “So business as usual,” Nova said. “We’re clear of the gravity well and moving steadily away from Razik-doom. What now, Breaker?”

      “Scan the system for anything unusual. The Sterling put a lot of effort into their mind control scheme. You can bet there is a larger force waiting for the right moment to strike.” I began the process of opening the Hammer the moment Regina gave me the green light. It was surprisingly easy compared to my old rig. I missed the thing, but would probably never see it again after the military reclaimed it.

      Two button presses was all it took to free me from the harness and pop the canopy. Fathers and Omar helped me down. “I feel like royalty. Did you draw me a bath?”

      “Snow said you normally need one after a fight,” Fathers said. “Omar will take care of that part.”

      “The hell I will.”

      I punched in the access code Commander Cummings gave me. “Run the checks and have it ready to fight.”

      “Right away,” Fathers said. “This thing is nice. Do you know where we can get more?”

      That wasn’t something I wanted to discuss at the moment. No matter what happened now, I still wondered who Cambridge Bayle had been trafficking the arms to. He’d told me three Hammers had been incarcerated in Bipek City. That didn’t explain the cargo bay full of the things. The Hammers were excellent machines. I barely needed a tech to operate one. For simple missions, I could remain self-sufficient for longer stretches than with previous rigs.

      I hurried to the bridge, where I met Nova and Adamia handling the ship. Lehman lurked at a side terminal with his research.

      “There are some interesting facts about Justak Inspector Keno Pykfist’s cybernetics,” he said.

      “Later.” I faced Adamia. “Where is the Sterling ship?”

      Her eyes went back and forth over the navigator’s screen, blocked as it was by side panels to prevent glare from ambient light on the bridge. “Looking. Looking. Hmmm. She’s hard to pick out of all the sudden commotion. Doesn’t exactly conform to AP or Razik ship-naming conventions. Who the hell did they pay off to get through flight control?”

      I shared a look with Nova.

      “So earnest,” she mouthed.

      “And young.” That didn’t matter as long as she did her job, but it was fun to see a talented new agent getting her start.

      “Ah, hah! Razik Control just named it. Behold the Sterling Ship Floppy Clown.” She updated her own log. “There was something about cheese in the translation, but I discarded that. Did you know that Raziks can’t eat cheese? That’s paradoxically why they have so many references to it in their language.”

      “I did not know that.” My brain flicked back over a lot of relevant references.

      “A lot of times they are calling you gassy if they reference anything cheesy.” Adamia adjusted course to make the Floppy Clown’s life more difficult. “Let’s see if she will chase us past the Razik System Fleet. I bet they won’t.”

      “Make sure we don’t get too close ourselves,” Nova reminded her.

      “Right. Good point.”

      I watched three warships as we accelerated by them and wondered if I should put out a distress call. Galactic law reserved distress calls for ships unable to function, no matter the reason. The Soft Touch didn’t fit that category, and I wasn’t sure where the Razik military would weigh in if the Justaks demanded their assistance.

      Counting on them to realize Pykfist and the others were under the influence of a drug few knew existed was probably foolish. Even if they believed us, there were procedures to follow. We would be detained, which wasn’t in my game plan.

      There were other considerations I couldn’t ignore. Myron Dea and Olen’s plot was only part of a much larger problem. Razik system defense needed to be warned.

      “Regina,” I said.

      “Yes, boss?”

      “Can you quietly get a message to the ship AI of the Razik Fleet’s flagship?” I knew Regina had mad skills when interacting with other vessels, but contacting a warship by back channels could be risky.

      “With ease,” she said, then waited for details.

      “We must warn them of a possible Sterling operation. My investigation has uncovered a disturbing amount of espionage. I don’t know if this is the precursor to an invasion tomorrow, or in a year. Either way, the Raziks, and the APF for that matter, need to know and start preparing.”

      “I am reviewing your case file now. Your team did excellent work correlating your findings and writing summaries. This should be more than enough to alert the Razik high command. Be advised, if they reject this report you will be required to present yourself in person. Procedures and traditions are very different within their military organizations.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Regina. You’re the best AI this ship has.”

      “I’m the only AI, boss.”

      Weariness overcame me then. I slept in my chair as Adamia, Nova, and Regina handled the ship. Dreams of Razik neighborhoods, car chases, and ship-to-ship fighting filled my head. Not all of it was from recent events. One thing was certain, anything Myron Dea’s cronies attempted now would be firmly in my wheelhouse. My squad had plenty of experience fighting on starships and we didn’t need to worry about creating another Avian misunderstanding, but on Razik-doom.

      “Lehman, what was it you found out about Pykfist’s cybernetics?” The question came almost of its own volition. I was descending into sleep even as I spoke the words.

      Lehman answered via comms. He’d returned to his workroom. “Nothing much. Just that his cybernetics were provided, in their entirety, by a shell corporation. New information makes it easy for me to tie that company to Sterling agents. Basically, Myron Dea built Pykfist from parts. He was never supposed to be a Justak, or even a cop. Sustained too much damage in a minor war near the Cog sector years ago.”

      “Great.” I nestled deeper into my chair, determined to make the most of the brief respite. “That adds justification to our actions. Love it.”

      “Since you’re in such a good mood, Fathers and his Breaker-driving wannabes asked if they can test out the Hammer. You have a problem with a few test and evaluation cycles?”

      “Sure. When we’re done, maybe Cummings can train them up on one of the spares he’s got since his pilots were arrested,” I muttered.

      Lehman, Fathers, and the others kept talking, but I was too tired to listen. Maybe one of them would remind me to follow up with the Bayle family and their soldier Cummings.
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      “Regina, please give us an update,” I said.

      Adamia looked surprised and maybe a little hurt. She hadn’t learned my habit of going straight to the ship AI with questions. In the academy that she had recently graduated from, that was never allowed. Instructors wanted officers ready to manually calculate transit tables if needed. Maintaining the practice was considered a prudent investment into a person’s career.

      There were few activities more demanding than navigating with the newer technology. The beams of hope shooting out of her dimmed a notch. What would an up-and-coming young officer think of some dodgy, infantry grunt attempting the calculations and falling short as often as not.

      “The Floppy Clown is gaining on us,” Regina said. “I’m using small words for the update, boss. It’s not like when I discuss formulas and readings with Specialist Adamia, who actually knows what she’s doing.”

      My ship AI just stood up for a totally green rookie.

      Wonders never ceased.

      “We’re receiving an encrypted comms request from the Clown,” Adamia added. “She sent us a clever link with a key code. Once we use it, the program will create new security protocols on both ends—basically turning this into a one-time channel neither ship can use again. Fascinating.”

      “Tell the Clown I am all ears.” Refreshed by my nap, all I needed was some coffee and the universe would be mine. We were well away from Razik-doom, the local defense fleet had been warned of the Sterling shenanigans underfoot, and I had my squad to face anything this secret agent assassin jerk could throw at us.

      “He demands that the rest of your crew leave the bridge,” Adamia said.

      “Tell him to choke himself,” I said.

      Adamia smiled. “Do you want me to use Razik phrasing? That is a popular saying in Bipek City.”

      “Keep it simple. Inform him that I will run my ship as I see fit and he can take it or leave it.”

      “Sending the response now.” Adamia worked quickly. “Waiting for a response.”

      I kicked my feet up and interlocked my fingers behind my head. “Okie dokie.”

      Nova rolled her eyes at the phrase, but the young pilot chuckled. She was all right. We needed to keep her. Not many specialists could feel Cates’s shoes. Maybe she was as good in her own way.

      “I take his silence as a no.”

      This time Nova, who had jumped in to help monitor the transaction request, answered. “The message isn’t showing as received yet. That might mean he is thinking about the summary before opening the full package. Common practice.”

      “While we’re waiting, I did get an update from Kyn. He says he’s working with Mach to convince the military garrison on Razik-doom to force Pykfist and others into quarantine due to the mind control drug exposure,” Adamia said.

      “Good. Keep me posted. That would solve a big chunk of our problems.”

      Two Sterling warships appeared directly in front of us. They were matching our speed and traveling in the same direction. That meant they had all the navigational options we did—the same momentum and thrust power, presumably.

      Both Adamia and Nova looked shaken and embarrassed. I’d never seen my sergeant’s face turn this color of red. I punched the all hands alert button and dropped my feet to the deck.

      So much for relaxing. My position of strength was gone. Myron Dea went from asking for parley to being able to demand it, or about anything else.

      “The Floppy Clown is moving up in our wake. Tactically, this is called sealing the coffin,” Nova complained. “A pilot’s worst nightmare.”

      “That’s not a real term.” I didn’t care if it was. The words just popped out. Right when things were going our way, they weren’t.

      “The Crystal Blade and the Plain Jane are still far away,” Regina said. “Shall we advise them to hold their distance until the situation fully develops?”

      I signaled the ship AI to do exactly that.

      Nova pulled her hands back from the controls and her work screen. “That’s all we can do. I really wish Dea would open that comms packet and negotiate.”

      He appeared like a ghost of the images I’d seen on wanted posters and his own propaganda. Gray streaked the hair cut short around his ears. His blue eyes were more like wintery gray ice—like they’d soaked too long on a planet with year-round cloud cover.

      Nova let out a clipped breath. Adamia went wide-eyed. I stood from my chair and moved nearer the camera.

      What the hell was going on with this guy?

      “You are a difficult man, Breaker. But I’m glad I didn’t kill you all those years ago when our strategy masters suggested it.” His military uniform had been perfectly pressed. Badges of office and awards decorated one breast while a large many-pointed star occupied the other.

      “Is that a compliment?” I asked. “Because it needs work.”

      “The Sterling have always played the long game. When the universe moves against your race, it becomes a necessity. We discovered your transit fleets too late to stop them. Those early war councils were intense. I was young, a field agent fresh from a career in special forces. You and your Breaker friends were high on our list of enemy assets that needed destroying. More than a few admirals wanted you nuked and the ship you quartered on with it.”

      “Thanks. I think.” He was saying me and my friends had been considered more militarily significant than an actual warship. So it kind of was a compliment, in a psychotic sort of way. “How does that tie into murdering thousands and enslaving the rest?”

      Off to my right, Adamia worked frantically on possible escape vectors. Nova applied her considerable skill. I wasn’t sure, but it seemed like they were hitting one dead end after another.

      Dea smiled. “I have decent ships, both Helm and Sterling vessels that were clearly good enough to catch you here. But I need the artifact drive. My people will emerge victorious, but the ability to move with near instantaneous speed when needed will cut decades off our conquest. Then there will be peace. Surrender your ship. Save everyone the trouble of blood and misery that must follow should you refuse.”

      “Can’t do that,” I said.

      Nova and Adamia each gave me thumbs-up. They had a way out of this gauntlet. One activation of the Artifact Drive and we were free and clear, at least for now.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” Dea said, interrupting my good mood. “Unless you want to initiate fifty million drug overdoses.”

      I froze.

      “Fotak has been introduced into the backup water reservoirs in ten Razik-doom cities. Further, the same contingency is in place on Glosser Prime and Avian Prime. Earthdale only has a partial solution in place, but the loss of life will be catastrophic. All I have to do is send a code and the end-times begin,” he said.

      “That will be difficult but not impossible across distances this great,” Regina warned me. “While the attacks won’t be simultaneous, there will be little practical difference when time, distance, and signal relays are accounted for.”

      I signaled my ship AI that I understood.

      “Tell me what you want,” I said, stalling for time.

      “The Soft Touch and the Artifact Drive, of course. Since I know how attached your AP ship AIs get, I will also need hostages against her good behavior.” Myron Dea pushed back the longer sections of his hair.

      Keeping my hand below camera view, I signaled Nova to go. There was no need to explain or give orders. Under these circumstances, the only possible course of action was to prepare our defenses. She knew the job, and so did my squad.

      That left me in a conundrum. Five digi-creds said Myron Dea would punish us for resisting. Was our immediate compliance worth the death of millions, maybe billions of sentients?

      Maybe, but I assumed the Sterling conquerors wanted something other than a graveyard to rule over when they emerged victorious. I doubted he would send the order if we fought back. That would only come if it looked like we would succeed.

      Losing didn’t factor into his plans. He held the ultimate trump card.

      I needed more time.

      “You do not seem to be surrendering,” Dea said. “Your second in command just left the bridge, probably to gather weapons and whoever wants to die today.”

      I raised both hands. “You got me, but I need something to save face. Answer some questions. You don’t care about a conviction in our court system, so why not humor me.”

      “Ask what you will.”

      “Why did you murder Greg David Smith?”

      He smirked. “The one you call Ripper?”

      “Yeah.” My blood went cold at the sound of his heartless tone. The man was a true sociopath. Sentient life meant nothing to him.

      “The fool came after us with Helm weapons, a rare commodity I am frankly surprised they allowed him to acquire, much less use.”

      I didn’t correct him. Ripper probably stole anything he left the Helm ship with, especially weapons. They weren’t a warlike people and certainly didn’t have a reputation for supplying weapons to armies.

      “He lacked your finesse, and cared nothing for laws, arrests, or convictions.” He swaggered across his bridge. “I did you a favor. Justice was done in his case. What is better than throwing a murderer in prison? Why, getting him before he does the crime.”

      “That’s not how it works, asshole.” My wrist screen showed Nova and the others in position. We could make the Sterling raiders pay the moment they forced their way on board.

      But what would be the consequences?

      I tapped out a message to Regina, careful to conceal what I was doing from Dea. She was probably searching for a way to interrupt the kill order, but I needed to know she was putting everything she had into an immediate solution.

      I smirked, hoping to provoke my adversary into a mistake. “Don’t you have any decent weapons? Ice bullets? Seriously.”

      “They worked,” he sneered. “And confused investigators. I started three gang wars when the murders weren’t solved. So easy to convince criminals their rivals did the deed. Add the cops’ denial of any results… The rest was in-fighting on a grand scale with no help from the sworn protectors of peace and order.”

      He droned on while I covertly read discouraging reports from Regina. Adamia and Lehman put in their two digi-creds as well, but none could devise a way to stop Myron Dea’s threat—assuming it was real.

      “Sorry, boss,” Regina said in my ear.

      I knew what I had to do, though there wasn’t much margin for error. One person knew how to stop Dea’s plot, and that was Dea. My team needed to execute the ultimate takedown.

      Adamia and Regina waited for the command to break free of the three Sterling ships. One look at the young pilot, and a review of HUD information my ship AI provided, told me they were confident. Myron Dea would pursue without carrying out his threat, as long as it seemed we would fail.

      I made minor corrections, then gave my navigation team clearance to begin. Meanwhile, Myron Dea glared at me with obviously diminishing patience.

      “Surrender or ask another question,” he said.

      “Okay. Have you ever been dusted by a non-Sterling, non-Helm ship?” I spread my hands to apologize without really apologizing. “Sorry. But we have to try.”

      Adamia and Regina abruptly reversed thrust. The ship responded quicker than most, but not so abruptly as to override the inertia manipulators and smash us to pulp. My insides complained. Spots grew in my vision and everything reversed direction. I tapped a button on my chair that adjusted every aspect of my command station.

      Before the Sterling pilots knew what was happening, we’d turned back and were well on our way to a tactical rendezvous with the Crystal Blade. The Plain Jane was coming, but lagged behind several hours.

      “Breaker!” Dea shouted before the connection broke.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Nova said via comms.

      “Status report,” I said.

      “We were ready and made necessary preparations for the course change,” Nova said. “You do understand there are only so many times we can do that before refitting at a shipyard?”

      “Nonsense. Corvettes were made for that kind of maneuvering. In relative terms, we’re still traveling our original direction,” I said. “Start planning a snatch and grab. We must take custody of Myron Dea and force him to disable any transmission that could initiate the terror attack he described.”

      “If that’s what we’re doing, you better get in this Hammer,” Nova said. “And find us three more.”

      “Cambridge Bayle has plenty of war material on that freighter. By my calculation, he owes us several favors.” I logged out of my station on the bridge and headed for the armory. “Regina, make sure we reach the Plain Jane with enough time to take on supplies and off-load any personnel not ready to die for the cause.”

      “Of course, boss.”
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      Rapid maneuvers in space involved a lot of hurrying up and waiting. Pacing the deck relieved stress. No amount of researching, plotting, planning, or praying could fix this problem. My squad didn’t quit trying, but I needed to stretch my legs and think. There was only so much good banging my head against the proverbial wall would do.

      The Soft Touch felt small. I could already see Sterling troops assaulting hallways and taking rooms. Ocantus and the Avian twins had moved their quarters to the engine room with the idea they would destroy the Artifact Drive before surrendering it to Myron Dea and his Sterling raiders.

      Nova and I had discussed sending everyone out in escape pods and scuttling the ship. Our biggest hurdle was making sure the AD was completely gone when it was over. That meant explosions we couldn’t survive, regardless of how many escape pods we launched. So we needed that to be a last ditch option.

      “We’re approaching the Plain Jane. The Crystal Blade joined us and will position herself in a defensive orbit while we negotiate for rigs and other weapons,” Nova advised on the supervisor-only channel.

      “I’m heading to the loading bay. Explain the situation to Cambridge. There isn’t time to screw around. He has Hammers, and we need them,” I said.

      My Hammer stood ready. No rig had ever received as much loving attention as this machine. I’d been over it a dozen times. Fathers, Woods, and Omar had each test driven it and performed their own painstakingly detailed systems checks.

      Three maintenance bays had been prepared for what we hoped to get from Cambridge. He hadn’t responded to our hails but kept coming toward the action. I took that as a good sign, though there was no way to tell until the meeting. Even now I wondered if he would answer comms with our ship practically parked on top of his.

      For all I knew, a squad of Justaks had seized it.

      My stomach threatened to leave the ship. Swallowing the void was what Snow called it sometimes. That empty feeling wasn’t pleasant.

      “Nova, give me good news,” I said.

      “Making contact now,” she said. Her tone was all business. “Not seeing any signs of Razik occupation or operation. If Pykfist or anyone else snatched that freighter from Cambridge Bayle, they’re doing a great job of keeping it on the down low.”

      “And you accuse me of having the best inspirational speeches.” I faced Fathers and the others. “Ready for anything.”

      He tapped his long rail. The rest of my squad, including Lehman and Yolo were ready as well. We wanted a fortuitous resupply but understood we might get a knockdown, drag-out fight instead.

      Our squad had that kind of luck.

      “Contact with Cambridge Bayle.” Nova sounded like she’d won the galactic lottery. “Patching you through.”

      “Breaker 105, you’re still alive,” Cambridge said. “How may we be of assistance.”

      “Extend me some credit to pay for the Hammers and other weapons you’re about to loan the APOP,” I said. “And if you happened to find pilots for that troop of rigs you have crammed into your hull, that would be appreciated as well.”

      He laughed. “Cummings is mounted, though he claims he can’t fight. Says the Hammer will allow him to do some tech work. He thinks your team will need it.”

      “Did he assume I would put all of my candidates behind controls without one tech between the four of us?” I asked.

      “Was he wrong?”

      “Lucky guess. Put me through to Commander Cummings,” I said as our two ships were connected. This would be an easy ship-to-ship crossing. Freighters were made to unload cargo in nearly any circumstances. Voluntary transfers were easy and routine. Soon I was looking through the temporary passage between the Soft Touch and the Plain Jane, which was far larger.

      “I’m here, Breaker. Send over your people and I will set them up.”

      I was halfway there with my squad, so I saluted the Hammer. He had his rig stripped of weapons and braced with extra armor. His wound showed in the way he drove the machine—cautiously and with a limp. The sight reinforced my argument that there was a bond between pilots and their rigs. Haptic feedback loops and other sensory controls made it feel like wearing a second skin.

      Neither Kalchev nor Boomer agreed, but Saint had gotten it. Maybe we were sensitive souls in a callous world of violence and competition.

      “Right this way, Hammers,” Cummings said, indicating a row of open rigs as he spoke.

      Fathers, Woods, and Omar went right past him to climb into the first machines they came to. Once inside, they adjusted harnesses and other settings to customize the fit.

      “I’ll close you up the first time.” Cummings talked them through what he was doing, but I was quick enough to help Woods and Omar. The Hammer expert checked my work and gave us all a thumbs-up.

      “Get back to the Soft Touch and run systems checks again,” I ordered. “Cummings, are you coming with us or staying with your cargo?”

      He looked torn. Warriors sought the fight. Years of training and risking your ass with fellow fighters precluded any other option. I understood his inner turmoil.

      “I’ll want to fight,” he said.

      “And you’ll maim that leg before you know it,” I finished.

      “It’s not a lack of discipline. Human nature is what it is. Call this maturity. And I have a responsibility to Cambridge and our cargo.”

      “What’s your answer?” I asked.

      A short pause followed. “Screw it. I’m coming over. There is precedent for using a downgraded pilot and rig to tech for combat-ready units in a fight. The Paladin Engagement.”

      “I know it. Humphrey and his crew were solid Breakers.”

      He laughed. “That’s right. You knew them personally. I read about it in the Hammer academy. We studied all the great Breaker battles.”

      “Yeah, well, try to forget the stupid crap we did. Luck was always a factor.” I jogged after my APOP agents turned Hammer pilots. They moved by the book. Great technique showed how much time they’d put in simulators and how well they had listened to Snow before we left her and Saint on Jenna’s World.

      What I would give to have my fellow pilots and techs right now.

      “Pick up the pace, boss,” Adamia said.

      “Oh, look who decided to get all pushy,” Woods said with humor behind her words.

      “You told me to tell Lieutenant Wrath what’s what sometimes,” Adamia said, feigning innocence.

      “Breaker!” Cambridge called out from his side of the transfer tube.

      I turned. The man had always been an enigma. On the surface, he was a handsome and wealthy businessman. Underneath, he had proved the type to do the right thing when pushed. Today was a good example, unless there was a darker motive than the general survival of the AP. His fortune, and that of his family, was tied to the Alliance of Planets. It was reasonable to assume we wanted the same thing and could thus work together.

      What were all the Hammers and weapons for? I had to find out when this was over.

      “Good luck!” he shouted, then flung a large metal disk my way.

      I snatched it out of the air and stared down at a copy of Ocantus’s artifact. “What the hell is this?” There was no need to shout. My words carried across the space between us by their intensity alone.

      “Ask Myron Dea when you have him by the throat. He sold it to my father. It doesn’t work, but you can see where the Sterling are going with their technology. Don’t let them have a real disc. Because they are close enough on their own versions to mass produce these things once they have the final piece. A Sterling fleet where every one of their ships have those will sweep through Andromeda and the Milky Way.”

      “What are all the Hammers for, Cambridge?”

      “Ask Admiral Chan about Fourth Fleet next time you see him.” He smiled, which wasn’t what I expected from a man who had to know I was dangerously close to stomping back to his ship to kick his ass.

      Fourth Fleet. He meant the Fourth Transit Fleet. I couldn’t believe anyone would volunteer to travel between galaxies again. It took too long to get here and cost too many lives and dreams. But if the Sterling were about to become an unstoppable galactic power, maybe it was time for everyone to run.

      My fingers curled around the disc. “We’re going to have a long talk when this is over.”

      “Looking forward to it, Breaker.”

      I closed the Soft Touch end of the connection, then moved slowly into the main storage bay. Fathers, Woods, and Omar climbed over their rigs checking every detail. Yolo helped, mostly with jokes and insults.

      “I see why you washed out of Breaker school four times. By the endless void, Fathers. How many left-hand thumbs do you have? Give me that wrench. This can’t be that hard.” Yolo’s voice could sound like music when she was intent on raising morale.

      Cummings stalked near me in his Hammer. The pain in his tone carried through his speaker when he spoke, though I could tell he was attempting to time the mic activation around his wincing.

      “He gave you the failed artifact replica.” His Hammer squatted low enough that we could speak face-to-face, but he extended one leg. It wasn’t a posture I’d seen on a war machine of this nature. He really wanted to keep it straight, even though his leg wasn’t actually inside that part of the machine. Subconscious movements translated into what the rig did if the driver was distracted by, I don’t know, crippling pain.

      Cummings was tougher than I realized.

      “I wish this would have come up earlier,” I said. “Did either of you consider this could affect the course of our investigation?”

      “We did.” Cummings answered almost before I was done speaking. “That’s why we went to Razik-doom in the first place. He’s the boss. Ask him about his timing.”

      “I sure as hell will.” I watched my team finish their first round of systems checks and adjustments and then climb back in for more tests. If the Sterling boarded our ship right now, we wouldn’t be ready.

      Were our chances better than they were an hour ago?

      Marginally.

      “If you’re going to help, then now is the time,” I said and felt like an ass for the abrupt timing and thankless tone. Cambridge Bayle and Cummings had just shared resources and information. That wasn’t quite enough to get me over my annoyance. Why were they so mercenary when the fate of the AP was on the line.

      He nodded and stood to his rig’s full height. “The pain is less when I keep busy. I have to keep telling myself that the bone is healing, and will continue to mend, as long as this rig doesn’t get thrown around too much.”

      “It’s a great theory,” I said, then held up one hand to stop him. “I owe you an apology. What you and your boss are doing means a lot. The idea of a Fourth Transit Fleet expedition puts me in a really bad mood.”

      He nodded, then went to instruct my three Hammer rookies on the finer points of using the gifted technology.

      I strode toward the bridge. “Regina, how are we doing?”

      “Poorly. The Floppy Clown and her friends nearly caught us during the transfer, but Specialist Adamia and I did some fancy navigating,” Regina said. “Also, I have an encrypted message from Justak Inspector Domms Mach. Would you like to take it in private?”

      “I’m nearly to the bridge. Give me the highlights and we’ll dig into it once I sit down.”

      “Basically, he says don’t ever come back to Razik-doom. Keno Pykfist is in custody, along with a dozen other Justaks. There has never been a scandal this far-reaching in Razik history. Mach made it very clear that no one in his order has expressed thanks.”

      A surprising amount of regret flooded through me. My time on the planet, and my exploration of Bipek City, hadn’t been pleasant but I’d seen people and places that sparked my curiosity. In the back of my mind, I’d assumed there would be time to properly explore the place and get to know the people.

      I laughed at a cheese joke and the way they drove their big, stupid cars. Weird as it seemed, I was already craving more time behind the wheel.

      Nova and Adamia greeted me as I jumped into my safety chair and activated my screens. The first thing I noticed was the astronavigation panel. The Floppy Clown and her two friends were right on top of us. “Void, Regina! You said they were getting close, not preparing to ram us.”

      “Sorry, boss. I will endeavor for greater clarity in the future. We have maintained this distance gap for approximately ten minutes. With luck, we may be able to pull away,” the ship AI said.

      “What else did Mach have to say?” I wondered about my temporary partner. How would he react to getting left behind? I’d asked him to control the Justaks when the mind control broke. Only now did I really admit what a monumental responsibility that was.

      “He says screw the BCPD and the Justaks and that anytime you want to visit his home world, he has your back,” Regina said. “Then he admitted that the hot dogs were more than just snacks and said he would teach you how to drive with or without a booster seat.”

      My tension melted away as I laughed. “Great. Send him a response. Let him know I have a Junior APOP shield he can wear on his uniform.”

      Nova and Adamia cracked up.

      “Message sent, boss. There is one thing Mach did require to put things right on his home world,” Regina said. “His superiors won’t believe his case until he has a list of contacts and distribution points for the Dream Fotak. Once he gets this, the rest of the homicide investigation will fall into place. There is plenty of evidence. He just needs that one detail to connect everything and prove motive.”

      My good mood started to slip. I focused on what needed doing. Myron Dea had to be stopped before he could activate his terrorist plot. After that, I could get the information Mach needed.

      The navigation dots crawled across the star system. All my problems seemed less when visualized in this way. Dots on a screen. How bad could any of this be?

      The Crystal Blade had been closer to us than the others, but now fell behind. The Avian ship was probably the fastest in their fleet, but couldn’t keep up with the Soft Touch or Sterling warships.

      “How long do we have before we can no longer run?”

      Nova answered, taking the responsibility for giving bad news like a true leader. “Thirty minutes. My recommendation is finish what you’re working on and then go down to the Breaker… I mean Hammer bay, and get their acts together. Adamia and I will handle the ship.”

      “Works for me.” I tore through reports. Speed-reading screen after screen, I searched for details I missed. Once the fighting started, there wouldn’t be a lot of time for thinking and strategizing.
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      “I’d prefer to fight them one-on-one, if at all.” I flexed the fists of my Hammer, then went through a series of drills that were second nature. Touching each part of the rig seemed like a small thing but showed agility and accuracy of the hands. In a fight, or during certain repair missions, this was a vital skill. Next, I shuffled right, then left, then crisscrossed my feet as I repeated the maneuvers.

      “Show off,” Woods said.

      “Don’t try this at home, kids.” My humor was lost on them for once. They were nervous as hell. I could see it in the rigid way their rigs stood. My checks suddenly seemed less important. “Listen up. I want you each to stand with perfect balance, then hop in place. Jump the least vertical distance possible, barely let your feet come off the floor. Keep doing that until I tell you to stop. Relax your shoulders. Let your eyes focus some place ahead of you.”

      All three of the Hammers complied. Woods got the hang of it first, then Omar, and then Fathers though he still seemed stiffer than the others.

      “The Floppy Clown is pressing near enough for a hull lock,” Nova warned. “If they pull that off, we’ll know we’re dealing with a top-notch boarding team. So get your acts together.”

      “Just keep hopping,” I ordered.

      This sent ripples of crazy sounding laughter through my inexperienced rig fighters.

      “Now listen carefully before you try this. I want you to move left with each hop, but in the smallest increment possible,” I said, then answered their questions before they could ask. “This is teaching you fine motor skills and forcing you to focus. Clear your heads. Trust the machinery. Listen to the prompts and feel the haptic feedback.”

      I paced back and forth to observe Fathers, Woods, and Omar. Commander Cummings stood behind me, arms crossed. His demeanor was interesting. Even money he was going to use this trick to teach his own recruits someday. Elsewhere, the rest of my squad prepared standard defenses and prepped fire suppression and hull repair tools.

      A tremor went through the Soft Touch.

      “The Floppy Clown has achieved hull lock and is forcing the bay doors. One minute. Be ready,” Nova announced. “Shit. Sterling One and Sterling Two also locked.”

      “We don’t have that many doors,” Yolo blurted.

      “They’re cutting through the hull,” Nova said. “Looks like they only want the Artifact Drive. Now it’s personal. You slackers better not let them trash the Soft Touch.”

      “I would also appreciate if you could defend her, and by her, I mean me,” Regina said.

      Sparks showered from opposite sides of the main bay. The Soft Touch wasn’t a large ship. When the Sterling raiding party entered, they would be all over us.

      And my Hammer rookies were still hopping in place as they stared at what was about to happen.

      I muted my mic as I laughed like a maniac. It wasn’t a happy sound. This was going to suck in all the ways that hurt. “Battle stations. Right now.”

      That put my team to rights. They ceased the training exercise and moved to face all three threats. I took a place in the middle, determined to pick the worst danger and attack it head-on the moment I knew which attack held the greatest danger.

      “Non-Hammers will fall back to the hallways and defend engineering and the bridge. The Artifact Drive will not be surrendered,” I said.

      “Where shall I stand, Breaker?”

      I faced Ocantus. Her bio-rig looked fierce even among my Hammer squad. She carried a rail rifle in each hand but no other gear.

      “You’re the last line of defense for engineering. If anyone knows how to destroy the AD, it’s you. Can you do that?”

      She nodded her wedge-shaped head. “I will do what must be done. Please keep me from facing that necessity.”

      I gave her a thumbs-up and faced a river of sparks that flowed faster than the others. The main door was holding well. No one remained in the room except rig drivers. Cummings held close to a wall, armed now, but clearly in no condition to fight. Four point five Hammers now had the fate of Razik-doom, and maybe Andromeda in their hands.

      The first panel blew open. Sterling infantry flowed through as Regina managed decompression with shield adjustments and mechanical measures, like shutting doors and ventilation everywhere on the ship.

      I aimed at the first wave. Fathers was in position on that front. I ordered everyone else to hold their places. The rest of the assault wasn’t far behind.

      The Sterling troops moved with precision. Their armor was more than APF heavy infantry gear, but less than a rig. Each man seemed half a foot taller, broader through their entire torso, including the shoulders that hid half of their helmets. Unlike mechs, they didn’t have weapons mounted to their arms or pauldrons. Each man or woman carried them like standard guns.

      The first two opened fire immediately and pressed forward. White hot death flashed from the barrels. There was no way to know if they were using rail technology, old-world firearms, or something else.

      My first shot knocked a man off his feet.

      Fathers sprayed the other down, probably killing him, but not hitting the correct balance points to send him backward.

      I advanced to Fathers’s flank and gave the boarding party another taste.

      That was when the strangest pair of ship assaulters I’d ever seen emerged into the middle of their group. Each trooper knelt and grabbed the deck with one free hand while holding their weapons with the other.

      The pair in the middle lifted what looked like a ram for breaching a door. The key difference was the wide cylinder and star-shaped plate across the business end. They heaved it up between them, then activated the contraption.

      All of this happened with the speed of a well-rehearsed drill. The center cylinder pounded the floor. A shock wave rippled across the deck until it reached the wall and came back twice as nasty. At the same time, a white burst of energy pulsed from the top of the ugly tool. Gravity faltered right when my ship started bouncing me into the air.

      Profanity flowed as my rig was sent cartwheeling through the air. This much steel wasn’t meant to be tossed around. Even in zero gravity, Breakers had ways of managing the environment.

      This was totally unexpected.

      I aimed and fired as I flew out of control. My target selection was limited to whatever happened to be in my field of view at the moment.

      Sterling shots proved far more accurate. Rounds slammed into my armor with impressive force. Only one member of my team had stayed on his feet—Commander Cummings.

      He hobbled through the enemy ranks, ignoring damage new or old, and hurled his Hammer rig against the thumper. The moment it toppled, the field cut off.

      I fell face-first but twisted my mechanized feet under my body like the galaxy’s luckiest cat. Sterling heavy infantry were all around me. I pressed down the rail fire buttons and spun like a big metal dancer. Enemies fell away from me with grievous wounds. Both my weapons and my power plant stank of overheated metal and fuel.

      Some of the Sterling armor held when my shots were poorly placed. More than a few collapsed as bloody body parts were flung out of ruined armor. Sometimes it was better to be lucky than good, and these poor souls had been neither.

      My fellow Hammers had their feet on the ground now, but it was slick and cluttered with debris. Magnetic tread helped, but nothing was close to perfect in this circus of death.

      Fresh waves of Sterling assaulters flowed into the ship. They fired the moment they had targets, often shooting over the shoulders of their friends.

      “Nova, we need some help!”

      “I know, Breaker. I’m on the way.”

      My sergeant was coming and probably had Lehman and Adamia with her. That was risky, but none of them were needed to fly the ship. If I knew the woman, she’d locked the bridge and thrown on her body armor as they headed out the door. There was no point in holding the bridge if we lost the rest of the ship. Not this time.

      The only thing that mattered was stopping Myron Dea from stealing the Artifact Drive.

      “Regina, can he remove the AD without damaging it?” My sudden hope that the device was too integrated into our power plant to be taken flared up. If that were the case, it might be time for a change in tactics. We could fall back and endure a siege until help arrived.

      “A knowledgeable engineer can remove the important sections with minimal damage. Were the mission reversed, you would be attempting a snatch and run just like the very unpleasant man leading the Sterling assault,” Regina said.

      I continued to fight and tried not to distract myself. It was easy to search for new plans when the current one was failing so completely.

      “We really need help, Regina. Call anyone within range. Raziks, AP, Glossers… I don’t care who.” My thoughts snapped back to the fight as a round struck dead center in my visor. The entire rig staggered backward as force rippled through every part of the war machine.

      Nova, Lehman, and Adamia appeared in the hallway to Engineering. Yolo was already there attempting to operate a crew-served rail gun by herself. Lehman fell into the role easily. He didn’t seem worried by the noise and flying projectiles.

      Nova and Adamia laid down suppressive fire with rail rifles. They looked like mother and daughter going to war, or maybe favorite aunt and unruly niece.

      These and other observations flashed through my mind as I ran toward a pair of Sterling troopers circling the bay to reach Nova’s flank. They couldn’t see what was happening. If I arrived a second late, they would be cut down.

      Fathers appeared at my side and matched my pace. Smoke swirled around him. I cringed to think of what our air quality would be like if we survived this shit show. Elsewhere in the poor visibility, Woods and Omar fought against the main boarding force and were being driven back. Or that was what the muzzle flashes indicated.

      “Help has arrived,” Regina said.

      I missed the rest of her transmission when a grenade exploded near my visor. A few more hits like that, and I might as well open the helmet section to take in the delightful ambiance of the battlefield.

      One end of the bay was held by a ship shield thanks to the breaching techniques employed by the Sterling. The only decent thing they had done was shore up the barrier with their own technology. Apparently, they wanted to fight with atmosphere and gravity if possible. Their disruption devices relied on both to be effective, so that made sense.

      I ran right up against the two Sterling troopers attempting to ambush my non-Hammer squad members. They turned at the last second, one of them looking up in horror as I brought my metal foot down, flattening him against the deck. Fathers shoulder-checked the other man, flinging him halfway across the deck.

      We pivoted to shield our more vulnerable friends from any further flanking attempts. That gave me a view of Woods and Omar with their rigs backed up to an airlock. The Sterling were attempting to force them off the ship.

      And it was probably going to work. Woods and Omar knew the danger. I could see how hard they were fighting. The force of Sterling numbers and heavy weapons gave them no choice. In about ten seconds, they were going out Maintenance Airlock B, the one none of us had used for months.

      Easy to forget about.

      “Damn it!” Woods cursed. “Latch on, Omar! I’ll hold them.”

      Omar did as she said and found himself dangling outside the ship as the Sterling assault force blasted Woods into the void. She killed her comms to spare us the sound of her panicked voice but left her beacon active.

      On the other side of the bay, Shredain and his Honors charged through their own tidily carved entrance. I laughed at the delicate precision of their work. Shred had clearly instructed them to do as little damage to the ship as possible.

      A pair of winged warriors dropped some type of alloy sheet to seal the hole once each Avian was through.

      I knew the Honors preferred swords or the blades on their ceremonial glaves, but the latter weapons were also long rail rifles, and they knew how to use them. My old friend had made other changes to his equipment. Each warrior had stronger armor, including helmets following the AP style. These could withstand rounds, hold enhanced optics, and support improved comms on the battlefield.

      “Shredain, good to see you, old friend.” I checked my heat sinks, rail ammunition feeds, and overall rig integrity. These activities took seconds due to long practice. Again I noted the Hammer’s improved design. Everything was easier and faster.

      “Likewise,” he replied. “What are you letting these monsters do to the Soft Touch? Regina deserves better than this.”

      “Agreed. Do you see Myron Dea? I haven’t been able to pick him out of the group since the shooting started.” I fired and moved, then scanned the area again. Icons overpopulated my HUD. If Dea was in there, I couldn’t narrow down his exact location.

      “Perhaps he remained on his ship, safe and sound.” Shredain leapt through the air, his glide time improved by his sparkling wings, and landed near enough a Sterling trooper to cut the barrel off his weapon.

      I blinked. That was either new, or I hadn’t realized their weapons were so sharp.

      He kicked the trooper in the chest and sent him backward despite the bulky Sterling armor. Shredain Kye Rotiac was one of the best fighters his people had produced in many generations. Sometimes it was easy to forget I had been in the presence of true greatness.

      It wasn’t enough to grab victory. The battle was becoming a stalemate.

      Where the void hell was Dea?

      “Nova, fall back to protect Engineering. Alert me if you see Dea,” I said. “He may lead the main thrust of this raid himself.”

      “On it.” My second in command peeled away from the fight, taking all of the non-Hammer agents with her.

      “Regina, give me an update on Woods.”

      “She seems to be floating through the void inventing profanity. Some of the things that come out of that woman’s mouth,” Regina said. “I suppose she was a soldier before all this.”

      “Keep track of her and let me know if she’s running out of air or power.”

      “Will do.”

      “Uh, boss. I found Myron Dea and he’s running up on your back,” Fathers said. The sound of his rig opening fire partially obscured his words, even though there were filters and helmet insulation to prevent loss of audio quality. He must really be swinging for the fences. Hammers could fire all their weapons at once. It wasn’t recommended.

      I twisted and saw Dea in a Sterling version of a Breaker. It was a half meter shorter, but fast and obviously powerful. The way it moved sent a shiver up my spine. He dodged around a torn section of the deck, then leapt over a squad of his own men like he was some kind of circus performer encased in steel.

      Sleekly designed, minimally armed, it resonated with the legendary assassin’s style. There were only two weapons, a submachine gun type rail weapon and a medium-length blade strapped across the rig’s back. Swirls of light and smoke reflected in the polished surface. Though there was no need for visual cues in his visor, they glowed with ice blue light like the eyes of a demon.

      He faced me like this had been a planned meeting. His troops moved to cover and settled into a holding pattern. They pulled damaged ship parts and storage crates into barriers and crouched behind them despite their superior numbers.

      “What, now you want to talk?” I asked, casually dragging a smashed piece of a door in front of me to serve as a barrier to his next attack.

      He paid my efforts no heed. His voice sounded like he was smiling. “I could share a few words. Who knows, maybe we’re not so different. Perhaps we could come to an agreement that works for everyone.”

      Normally, in such instances, the smoke would clear. Visibility not only remained poor but grew worse. I searched for the cause and saw another device that was uncommon to a boarding action. I was an expert and appreciated novel attempts to change the game.

      The thumper they had used at the start of the battle was a prime example. The box his men now protected did nothing but leak smoke.

      I cursed. Smoke was often used as a vehicle for airborne particulates, like tear gas. Or some version of Fotak.

      The reason they wanted to maintain the atmosphere during their assault struck me square in the face. “Everyone, go on canned air. Maximum filters. Dea is trying to use the mind control drug on us.”

      An aerosol delivery medium made sense. How else could he have dosed so many Justaks and Razik cops at the same time? The ice weapon wasn’t just to deliver a novel projectile. I would bet digi-creds that it also released gas particles on impact. If the drug had pre-programmed effects on cognition, it would be a perfect way to ensure witnesses didn’t remember anything.

      “We’re way ahead of you, Breaker,” Nova said. “I gave that order before the assault on the assumption we would lose atmosphere.”

      “Fantastic.” The urge to give Dea the finger was strong, but I flexed my maturity and did the professional thing. “Oh no, you’ve poisoned my squad and ordered them to turn against me. Whatever shall I do?”

      He glared rail bolts at me. His Sterling battle rig proved surprisingly adept at showing emotions. For a man as cold as a blade and twice as ruthless, he didn’t hide his anger well.

      “You’re going to die in the void, along with everyone you care about.” He ground the words with his teeth. “Then I’ll find anyone you even smiled at and do the same to them. The AP is going to burn, Breaker, and all because of your insolence.”

      “I really don’t know why you have such a fascination with me,” I said and shifted to a better angle. With a little finessing of the battlefield layout, I might be able to force this guy into a straight-up fight.

      And that was one scenario I would risk. Could I fight the most feared assassin in the history of the AP? Maybe. Breaker brawling was my go-to move, after all. Why not give it a try?
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      The first weapon Dea used was an electrified net. I saw it coming at me, not quite in slow motion, but definitely in that distorted version of time common to combat. Things would speed up when I wasn’t ready, or slow down when I was impatient. Basically, any unfair space debris that could happen, would happen.

      Experience had taught me to put emotions in a box. Anger, fear, desperation, and wildly inappropriate mirth remained powerful. I shut them in a drawer to be opened only when needed. It wasn’t a perfect system, but I made it work.

      The expanding web sparked blue, then went dark as I dropped low and brushed it overhead with my left Hammer arm. The contraption continued onward, probably to inconvenience someone else. I hoped it hit one of the Sterling raiders.

      At the same time, I fired from a kneeling position with my Hammer’s right arm rail. It was the smaller of the two guns, but cycled fast and accurately. Projectiles ignited the clouds of smoke and Fotak particles with the friction of their passing. Flames flared between me and my adversary.

      I moved right, still firing for several strides, then let my finger off the trigger pad as I sprinted in earnest. The rig moved well, slightly faster than my beloved Breaker. Lack of noise and deck pounding were the main differences. This thing really was smooth as the void.

      Dea had moved to his right, following similar training and instincts as my own. I learned this when two small rockets ripped across the space between us and caught me in the rig’s ribs. The impact forced me to stumble.

      I threw myself down and fired both weapons at Dea. Tactically, it was a terrible move, not least because few drivers could get back up from a belly flop. On a planetary battlefield, every tanker lived with the secret fantasy of driving over a downed mech.

      Not today.

      Myron Dea attempted his own version of the trick by jumping high and coming down hard. Behind him, all around us in fact, the battle raged on. My squad was trying to help me stay alive and the Sterling were attempting to kill everyone in sight. Rails zipped through the dirty atmosphere leaving tunnels that warped and twisted second by second.

      The Sterling rig came down with both feet. I scooted sideways with an embarrassing lack of grace. Not that it mattered. In a fight, whatever worked was the perfect technique no matter how ugly it looked.

      I rocked onto my feet and grabbed at the smaller rig. Dea fled. I pursued—and fell into his trap.

      My last thought before tackling him through the open airlock was that it would eliminate him as a threat to my squad. In the void, we would both die, or wish we died. During that infinite eternity of suffering I might take the trigger and the codes he would use to spark a terror attack on multiple worlds.

      The plan was fraught with problems. There was no time to question anything. Action was all that I had. I prayed to any force in the galaxy that might keep me from royally screwing this up.

      We tumbled into darkness. Sound vanished around us. My weight became meaningless. The first thing I did was establish what I would consider up. From there I would adjust. The alternative was to spin out of control and know I was spinning.

      Worst feeling ever.

      Vertigo didn’t matter if you refused to acknowledge the sensation as real. Or that was what I told myself.

      Myron Dea broke my grip with disturbing skill then moved back without apparent effort. Micro jets steered him into a dominant position. Not only could he blast me at will, the man had the ability to fly back to the ship and continue his dark purpose.

      The void-sucking asshole set me up and I’d fallen for it like a first-year rookie.

      “I’d like to give you a big speech and explain how much smarter I am than you, but that never goes well in the movies, does it?” He slid sideways to defeat my attempts to aim and pointed his rails at the exposed section of my rig’s torso.

      Small arms rockets and Hammer rails slammed into the Sterling assassin from two angles. My HUD showed Omar strapped to the outside of the airlock he’d been pushed through. The APOP agent fired with every weapon he had, including a few smaller rails I hadn’t realized existed on a Hammer.

      Woods fired twice. The recoil sent her spiraling. Three and a half revolutions later, she managed one more shot that slammed Dea in the visor and camera region.

      Most amazing shot ever goes to Agent Woods!

      Not to be outdone, I fired when I could and hoped the recoil didn’t send me on a slow trip back to the Milky Way. Dea cursed, but we all knew who would be the victor in this contest.

      “Boss, I have to shoot you,” Woods said. “Next rotation, or I lose the opportunity.”

      “What?” I fumbled to follow her logic. Maybe she was wounded and delirious from blood loss and void mania.

      “Just be ready!” She screamed like I had never heard. Woods was a sniper. She didn’t lose her cool. Ever.

      Dea rambled threats at me and my squad. I wasn’t listening. Woods blasted me in the backside of my Hammer rig, which propelled me straight at the Sterling assassin.

      This time when I grabbed hold of his rig, I didn’t let go. My one and only chance to come out of this alive had come from Woods shooting me in the ass.

      Maybe I would leave that part out of the stories I would tell when this was over.

      “What the hell?” Dea grunted.

      I unsnapped the back of his unit. That didn’t open it, but there was only a small amount of physical force required to pull away the seals and drag him free of his rig. Any decent rig driver would have it double-locked and passcode protected. Standard procedure.

      Apparently, Myron Dea wasn’t the best at everything.

      “Cancel the poison attacks.”

      “Impossible. There is no recall. Once I send the codes, it’s over. No turning back.”

      “But you haven’t pressed the button. And that is back on your ship.”

      He laughed, red-faced and sweaty with anger and full-on crazy. “I have it right here, Breaker. You’re a complete failure. A billion people are going to choke to death and the rest will be mindless drug addicts ready to do anything for the Sterling cause.”

      I ripped him out of his rig.

      “No! Wait!”

      Holding his already freezing form in one hand, I punched him with my other metal fist. It only took one strike to silence him. The partial effect of decompression exacerbated the blunt force trauma I’d caused. As angry as I was, I still didn’t want to stare at his ruined form.

      I patted him down for the trigger and found it. So far as I could tell, it hadn’t been activated. Working with extreme caution, I locked it inside my rig for later disarming. These were the movements that separated a superior Breaker driver from an absolute master of the machine. My instructors had said a good operator could tie a kid’s shoes—and then made us practice fine motor movement drills that were even harder.

      How long had it been since I practiced the fundamentals? Too long, but the deed was done, and I hoped it had been enough.

      “Regina, how goes the fighting?” I asked.

      “The Sterling are falling back to their ships. There is a lot of damage to the Soft Touch, but we’ll survive. Did you get that void junk?”

      “I did, Regina. Would you mind picking up Woods, Omar, and myself. Oh, and I’ll need a body bag.”

      “Just let me remove these ships from my hull,” Regina said. “Nova is on her way back to the bridge. Shredain says he will assist with your recovery and that you may have all the finest Avian cloaks in his inventory.”

      “Tell him thanks.” I looked at the body of Dea. He never got to give his monologue.

      Which really was the best for everyone involved.

      “The 175th Razik Defense Fleet is requesting information,” Regina said. “They are now close enough to observe the Sterling ships fleeing the scene.”

      “Please advise them those Sterling ships hold codes to a major terrorist plot to kill and enslave millions of sentients.” I didn’t add that I believed I had stopped the transmission of those codes. Even if I had, the fact that they existed remained worrisome. If I could have seized the enemy vessels, I would have.

      “They have received our message and were not pleased,” Regina said.

      “I can’t say they are super happy with us, but they seemed to be going after these Sterling jerks,” Nova added. “Hang tight, Breaker. We’re on the way to pick you and the other misfit toys up.”

      “Thanks, Nova. I’ll put you in for an award.”

      “My award comes once a standard month in the form of a paycheck. That’s all the recognition I need.”

      “Okay, Sergeant. I totally believe you.”

      We bantered until the pickup. It was a small thing, but I appreciated her for it. Other members of the squad were chatting with Woods and Omar. It made the wait tolerable.

      I wanted to sleep, which could be a bad idea. In extreme cases, it was the preferred way to preserve resources. Right now, I needed to pay attention and not flub my own rescue.

      Stars surrounded me in every direction. If this was what success was, I’d take it. There was no more wondrous sight in the galaxy. A smile spread across my face. In the galaxy. Nice. I was looking at the galaxy with as few filters as possible. Big place. Hopefully, I was doing my part to keep sentients alive and relatively safe from each other.

      “Don’t look now, but we’re right above you, boss,” Specialist Adamia said. “Sergeant Nova gave me permission to scoop you in through one of the hull breaches. Which we’ll need help repairing once you’re safe and sound on the deck—if that isn’t too presumptuous of me.”

      “No worries, Adamia. Let’s keep the chain of command flexible until the ship is put to rights.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I watched as the Soft Touch lowered over me. Before I knew it, I was inside a debris-littered bay and ready to get back to work. Woods and Omar were already getting checked out by medical bots.

      Climbing out of my rig felt good. Seeing my squad alive, if battered, was even better. This was what I was made for, and I planned to keep at it forever.
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      “There is nothing like a long, straight shot across the galaxy,” Nova said as she sipped coffee. She reached high overhead with one arm and wiggled her fingers. Injuries she wouldn’t talk about were having an effect. I’d noticed the gesture several times since the fight against the Sterling.

      My squad was accumulating a lot of mileage. Some of our scars were on the inside. Right now, everyone was in a good mood—happy to have saved the day and actually received significant atta-boys from APOP command. A little recognition was nice.

      The lights were low in respect of ship night. Neither of us needed to be here. Omar had the watch, though he was barely keeping his eyes open. Lehman had challenged him to read a book a week—and picked the titles. Fundamentals of Astronavigation wasn’t a rip-roaring page turner, apparently. My bunker specialist and Hammer rig initiate found the material to be an antidote for insomnia.

      “Better than getting chased around a city with no backup,” I said, then blew steam off a fresh cup. Settling into my chair reminded me of how many bumps and bruises I’d suffered as Justak Inspector Domms Mach’s partner. Neither cops nor criminals on Razik-doom played. We had represented ourselves well in the end. Next time, I would show them what a full APOP squad could do.

      “Whose fault was that?” Nova asked. “We tried again and again to move in.”

      “That’s the truth,” Omar said, one eye opened slightly more than the other.

      “There are these things called laws. Also, procedural rules.” I had to take this side of the argument, even though I agreed with my second-in-command. Things would have gone… smoother wasn’t the word, but whatever.

      She shook her head. “We always find our way around petty red tape. You weren’t even trying.”

      I shifted to one side to relieve a spasm in my lower back. “Okay, fine. Next time you take the lead and see how you do. Raziks will love you. Bite-sized humans are their favorite.”

      “I’m not small, I’m tall.”

      “Sure.”

      “What do you know about this woman we’re picking up?”

      “She’s extremely rich,” Adamia said. “Lehman started the research but got sidetracked. He says he’s on the way with it, and if not, he will definitely be able to fill you in on the go. We have our comms really dialed in now—so there is no risk of losing connection short of unshielded exposure to a solar flare. Nothing like that is expected in this sector for years.”

      She flew toward the asteroid like she’d been here before, though I knew she hadn’t. The young woman was just a good pilot. Fathers, Woods, and Omar informed me by HUD message they were ready to disembark and had selected gifts and other tertiary items we would need to wrap this mission up. The sooner it was done, the sooner we could all recover from our experiences on and near Razik-doom.

      “You have time to get cleaned up,” Nova said.

      I took that as a hint and hit the showers. By the time my presence was needed at the airlock, I felt like a new man.

      “You clean up well,” Woods said.

      “Yeah, real sharp,” Fathers added as he and Omar manhandled several large crates onto a transport cart.

      “Thanks. What is all that?”

      Omar leaned on their cargo. “Gifts. We figured it would be better to seem too generous than to run back to the ship making last minute selections.”

      “I’m sure it’s great.” I popped my neck. How hard could this be compared to everything we’d been through? “Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      There were a lot more people in the asteroid hall than expected. Rows of spectators lined the approach to what could only be described as a throne room. I touched my left ear to get some contextual information from my support team back on the ship. “Okay, this is getting weird. Someone read me the facts on this place.”

      Lehman came through first. “My sources have a lot to say on this. I’m skimming through a wall of text. One second.”

      I waited. He was my best researcher but was off his game today. A vacation was in order for all of us. We’d earned it.

      “Raziks were an extremely feudalistic society even after launching their early space programs,” he began. “Little governorships like this are spread throughout their realm. Corporations are more powerful now, but certain traditions remain.”

      “Great. What do I need to know to come out of this alive, with Gilia-koom?” So far, I didn’t see the woman but thought that moment would come once I entered the main room the hallway served.

      “First of all, she is of royal blood. The scandal arose when the ruler of this fiefdom asteroid accused her family of falsifying her lineage documentation. Insulted, she immediately filed for divorce and cut off their access to the dowry that had been part of the marriage proposal. True love faltered after that. An obscure law requires someone to fight for her honor before she can return to Razik-doom and begin the court proceedings.”

      “Holy stardust, our boss is rescuing a damsel in distress,” Nova said. “This makes everything else worth it.”

      I presented my middle finger with true APOP dignity.

      Fathers, Woods, and Omar remained aloof of the banter. A step behind me, I knew they were watching the crowd, the terrain, and for any sign of trouble. If the four of us couldn’t fight our way back to the ship, then we’d seriously underestimated the danger.

      “Why didn’t we know about the duel until right now?” I asked.

      “My focus was on researching Pykfist’s cybernetics, and then on conference calls with the Razik science team I met during the process. This didn’t feel important. We were just supposed to give her a ride.”

      “You’re fired,” I joked.

      “Of course, boss. I’ll draw up the papers. In the meantime, would you like to know a little of the ceremony?” he asked.

      “Why not?” I stopped at the edge of a crowded room. Raziks lined the walls and bunched into groups where each of five hallways connected like the center of a wheel. All seemed dressed for church or something, if my knowledge of Razik fashion was even close to the mark. Many had old-world weapons, slim swords, long daggers, and high collared coats that seemed armored around the throat region.

      Ominous.

      “Gilia-koom should be waiting when you arrive,” Lehman said.

      “I see her.” The Razik woman was slim and willowy. Her long neck held her head high. Her shoulders sloped back and the light in her vertical eyes was bright with intelligence. Every part of her gown was white lace except for red bindings around her wrists and neck. I wasn’t sure, but there appeared to be diamond tips on most of her teeth.

      “Okay. Got the camera view now. Tell Fathers to step sideways. The big oaf is blocking my angle,” Lehman said.

      Nova gave the order. Fathers complied.

      “Technically, she can wear anything she wants. The red circlets are symbolic and probably pissed off a lot of people. She’s basically calling her former fiancé a slaver. Your next job is to approach her, bow, and say I am here to take you to your rightful home. Don’t say anything about cheese or following her.”

      “Gotcha.” I strode across the center of the room, straight for her pavilion-like booth. My own study of Razik culture had warned me about the nuance of following. It meant a lot more in their society.

      “Not that way!” Lehman blurted.

      “What happens if I cross the middle of this place? There are a lot of mosaic tiles on the floor. Razik scenes of battle. Very well done. Probably expensive.”

      “Uhm, don’t worry about that now. If there was any chance of getting out of a duel, that’s gone now,” Lehman said. “Crossing the battlefield established the implicit willingness to fight all comers.”

      “Fantastic. You’re all fired.”

      “Understood, boss,” Nova said.

      Rows of angry Razik men lined up at one edge of the circle. Each sword-bearing duelist eyed me like I’d insulted his mother. Research really would have been a good idea. Cultural attaché, I was not.

      Gilia-koom proudly awaited my arrival. She extended one hand. I took it and really didn’t know what to do.

      “You have to kiss her ring.” Something about Lehman’s tone was off—too serious and controlled.

      I did as directed.

      My team, minus the three actual professionals on scene with me, laughed their collective asses off.

      The Razik woman looked at me with an unreadable expression, then withdrew her hand as though nothing amiss had happened.

      “I am here to take you to your rightful home.”

      “You are as bold as they say, Lieutenant Benjamin Wrath. Did you bring a fast ship?”

      “As a matter of fact, she’s the fastest corvette in the galaxy—excluding a handful of Helm vessels, of course.” The brag didn’t feel absurd, though I didn’t often make public declarations like that. The mood of this event was getting under my skin.

      “Good. Because no matter what happens here, my former in-laws will pursue. Being the filthy cheese-eating snakes they are, I am confident they will use force to get their way,” she said. “Better for everyone if there is no space battle. You’ve been in one, I presume.”

      “Yeah. They’re the worst.” I studied the hundreds of Razik men and women now watching us. “What happens if we just leave right now? Skip the duel and all the bullshit.”

      “Nice language, boss,” Nova said in my right ear.

      Gilia-koom smiled, which showed a lot of teeth. Definitely tipped with diamonds and other exotic gemstones. “You are frank. That is very good.” She shrugged. “You are the captain of this fastest-ship-in-the-galaxy. If you wish to try that plan, it is up to you.”

      “But?”

      “Skipping a duel will project weakness. All of those men eye-burning you in hopes of a fight will take their ships, such as they have, and join the chase. More than a few will radio ahead or use other, more advanced comms relays, and encourage their curd-guzzling families to lie in ambush at every port we visit between here and Razik-doom.”

      “That could get annoying.” I studied the duelists. “But I really don’t have time to fight all these asshats, assuming I could even win that many times in a row.”

      “You won’t have to fight any of them if you can crush my former fiancé decisively!” She punched her right fist into the palm of her left hand. “Humiliate him, and we will stroll to my home unmolested.”

      “Uh, okay. Decisive win. Check.” I looked around for my opponent. “Where is he?”

      “Like the clack-a-jash he is, the lying gobyu-bit is late. Probably wants to make a dramatic entrance.” She flourished one hand to emphasize her words. Strings of diamonds and pearls hung from the back of the sleeves of her dress.

      I touched my left ear. “On your toes, everyone. I need to kick a little butt before we sashay out of here. Stay sharp. The situation could change faster than Yolo’s lasagna recipe.”

      “Here he comes,” Fathers said.

      “How do you know he’s the one?” I searched the entrances and locked in on what the APOP agent was looking at.

      The biggest Razik bruiser I’d seen in real life or in movies emerged. That was the only word for it. A man that size didn’t step into a room or enter dramatically. He just became the focus of everyone’s attention, like an eclipse of the sun. It was as though a battleship had landed to show off its firepower, and I was the itsy-bitsy target.

      “Behold, the mighty Yay-yay,” Gilia-koom said.

      All of my agents snickered. I silenced them with a look and concealed my reaction. Yay-yay? Really?

      Nearly three meters tall, he was enormously broad through the shoulders and only tapered slightly to the waist. Muscles rippled on top of muscles. Where every Razik I’d seen had short spines or nubs along their distinctive features, this guy had razor-sharp blades that seemed to obey his will. The tallest row ran along his spine. Others lay against the outer parts of his arms, ready to become weapons or armor, depending on the situation.

      He looked at me through red, vertical eye slits. When he snorted, I thought smoke curled from both nostrils. His coat was a match for Gilia-koom’s white-and-red wedding dress, except he wore a long, slim sword on his hip. The grip was sizable enough for him to hold it two-handed if needed, but I doubted that would be by anything other than preference. This brute could swing me like a sword if he wanted. He certainly wouldn’t struggle to make this weapon do his bidding.

      “You could take him in your Breaker rig, or the Hammer,” Omar said.

      “I don’t have either of those!”

      “Not to panic,” Nova said on my supervisor only channel. “Size isn’t everything.”

      “It sure as hell is something.”

      “Challenge him to a spelling contest,” Woods suggested.

      I shook my head and wished for a different life. Spelling contest? In which language? None of my people had useful suggestions today.

      “Do you have a sword?” Gilia-koom asked.

      I shook my head. “Nope. Please tell me that is an honorable reason to postpone until I do, and until I learn to use one?”

      “Do not all humans study the blade from birth as my people do?” she asked.

      Better and better.

      I didn’t remember Mach or anyone else showing excessive blade skill or talking about child sword mastery as a thing.

      Gilia-koom turned to one of her ladies in waiting and accepted a sword as long as I was tall. “This is the finest weapon in my family. Do not tarnish its reputation.”

      I held the sword with some semblance of confidence. The hilt and blade were well balanced. Imagining its use was easy. Somehow I doubted that would be the case. There was an axiom in the APF from my Breaker days. It went something like, “you won’t rise to the occasion, but sink to your lowest level of training.”

      In this case, that wasn’t a truism in my favor. I moved onto the dueling floor in a daze.

      “Do not forget the gift for your adversary,” Gilia-koom said.

      I motioned for Fathers to bring the Avian cloak. To say I was distracted and my heart wasn’t in the exchange was an understatement. Silence spread across the room when I handed it over. Yay-yay stared at me with wide eyes.

      “This is too much gift,” he said, his Galactic Standard thick with teeth and nonhuman pronunciation.

      “It’s all I brought. Please accept it and know that I present it with the best of intentions.”

      Even Gilia-koom stared in wonder. Fathers and the others had chosen the best cloak Shredain had brought. Gift preparation hadn’t been high on my priorities. Now it seemed their good taste would pay dividends none of us expected.

      Yay-yay drew back angrily, then faced members of his retinue. “I cannot face-murder a man who gives so generously. What am I to do?”

      “Kill him!” shouted half the crowd.

      “Honor him!” roared the other.

      “Let him go,” Fathers squeaked from one corner of his mouth as though he was a local spectator.

      “I’m not good with a sword,” I said, almost confidentially to my opponent.

      He shook his head with great dissatisfaction. “That cannot stand. We will not fight with blades! I won’t hear of it. Honor must come by another road.”

      “Works for me.”

      “We could grapple for body parts and blood spray,” he suggested, more to the crowd than to me.

      “You’ve got a good ground game,” Fathers said as he gave me an encouraging wink and a thumbs-up.

      I stared at the mountain of Razik flesh that was Yay-yay. “Seriously. You want me to wrestle that guy?”

      “Don’t be a wuss,” Woods said. “I bet body parts and blood spray is a metaphor.”

      “Don’t get in the ring,” Nova said in my ear. “You need to just grab the girl and get the hell out of there. He’ll probably eat you after he rips you limb from limb.”

      Yay-yay towered over me. “Why are you so small, human? This would be much easier if you were larger than a Razik child.”

      “Or if maiming and death wasn’t part of the process,” I suggested.

      “We have time to think on it.” His deep voice rumbled through the room. “Take this gift. It is meager by comparison to the Avian star cloak but is given in the true spirit of sportsmanship.”

      I accepted a book large enough to fill a backpack. Looking at the words gave me a headache, but the photographs were amazing. Every aspect of Razik culture was displayed with visual imagery that honestly distracted me from my current crisis. I saw life from cradle to grave, including a game every human knew.

      Omar packed the book away after I handed it to him. With serious trepidation, I presented the best, most toothy smile I could manage in the Razik fashion. “How about rock, paper, scissors?”

      It was worth a try, though they called it meteor, sheet, double-blades. The concept seemed similar in the book.

      Yay-yay stared down on me like a red-eyed mountain dressed for a wedding that never happened. His nostrils flared, and then, very slowly, his grin spread from his front teeth to what was practically the back of his head. Looking up at him, I couldn’t imagine a more monstrous sight.

      His roar of laughter shook the room. “I love this silly little human! We will play a children’s game like old friends and will forever be allies no matter the results.”

      The crowd loved the idea. Gilia-koom was the only loser now, if there was one. Her desire to see him crushed and humiliated wasn’t to be fulfilled today. She crossed her arms and watched with grim acceptance that this was the only route any of us were leaving.

      When it was over, I thought the weight of the galaxy had been lifted. Yay-yay strode beside me like we were great friends.

      “How did you know I would choose sheets, or paper as you call them in the Planets of Alliances?”

      “You’re built like a rock, so I thought you would try to buck the stereotype.”

      “Ah. Very clever. Too bad you are so small and weak. We might have been great battle partners against these Sterling aggressors.”

      “Give me my Breaker rig, or a Hammer, and I’ll fight at your side.” In truth, this was the last thing I wanted but it seemed like a polite way to get the hell off this asteroid fiefdom.

      “Yes, these are legendary even among the Razik. We are well met.” He faced Gilia-koom. “We will never see what could have been, but please accept my complete apologies for the behavior of my family.”

      Gilia-koom raised her chin and avoided his gaze. She walked onto the Soft Touch like a princess in white and red.

      Yay-yay sighed. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

      I patted him on the arm. “There are other fish in the sea, buddy.”

      A puzzled expression took over his face. “What a strange thing to say. Farewell, Breaker. If you come to any part of the Razik Kingdoms, I will buy you some beverage of your choosing. Go back to your Planet Alliance and say you survived this day with honor.”

      I gave him a thumbs-up and joined my crew on the Soft Touch. The moment the door closed behind me, I asked Regina to set a course for Bipek City on Razik-doom. It was time to take Gilia-koom home and start our well-earned vacation.

      There would always be problems with the Sterling expansionists. I’d done my part for now.
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        * * *

      

      Director Lively waited at the end of a long passage. His assistants and deputies were thick as flies on a corpse, though infinitely better dressed. Each wore the formal coat and slacks of our parade uniform. Neither I nor Nova knew where ours were packed. Lively’s staff assured us that no one expected us to have our whites after returning from a difficult assignment.

      Nevertheless, our attendance was required, and we had been ordered to be as presentable as possible. They also required Nova and me to participate in this meeting. I was nervous but tried not to let my sergeant detect my apprehension.

      “It seems like we’re always in trouble with the brass,” Nova said when we were left to wait before a set of double blast doors.

      “Consistency is the key to growth.” I pulled the answer out of the ether.

      Nova laughed. “I hope the squad never breaks up. I like Adamia. But I wouldn’t cry if they gave us back Cates. Maybe assign Kyn to us as a Glosser emissary. Think of the adventures we could have.”

      Right then, there was nothing I wanted more than to keep the team together. The grown-up hiding inside my irresponsible, action-seeking brain warned me that we needed to stay in touch no matter where the APOP assigned us—because this couldn’t last. We’d done amazing things, saved the AP at least twice and put a lot of murderers and sentient-traffickers in prison.

      Hopefully, we made the galaxy a better place.

      Captain Jensen approached, then stood nervously looking us over. There was something else in his expression I didn’t recognize immediately. He smiled and nodded to Nova, then handed me a box with a badge inside of it.

      “Pay attention once we’re through those doors. The promotion ceremony hasn’t changed much, but there are nuances. Power shifts. Everyone is watching you, both of you. When Director Lively holds out his hand, you will step forward, salute, then place that badge in his hand. Remove it from the box first, of course, and step back, still holding the badge. Stand at attention. You remember your promotion. Just do what you’re supposed to. Galaxy’s balls, I hate these ceremonies.”

      Someone was nervous. The captain rarely behaved like this.

      I studied Nova and saw a mixture of emotions in her expression. She was proud and happy, of course, but this wasn’t going to keep the squad together.

      She gave me a nod to say it was okay, then focused on Jensen. “What kind of box are you holding?”

      My eyes snapped to my superior officer.

      His face reddened. “You’re not the only one getting bumped up a rank today, Lieutenant Nova. This reckless rogue is going to be your captain in a new special unit. I pulled some strings to dump both of you. Not that it hasn’t been fantastic keeping track of your crazy antics.”

      Nova and I laughed nervously. The sound was awkward and inappropriate, and Jensen didn’t appreciate it. I ignored his scowl. Elation was replacing bewilderment. The role of captain didn’t appeal to me in the slightest, but what if I could supervise special units staffed with people like Lieutenant Cynthia Nova and her wild band of go-getters?

      She was thinking along the same lines and gave me a wink.

      I nodded, then addressed Jensen. “Let’s do this.”
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        CHARACTERS

      

      

      
        
        Alliance of Planets Outworld Police

        Sentient Crimes Division (APOP SCD) - Lieutenant Benjamin Wrath, Commander

      

      

      

      Adamia, Georgina

      
        	Specialist (ships and other vehicles)

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

      

      

      APOP Soft Touch

      
        	Regina, the ship AI

        	prefers only to speak with the unit commander, at least in the beginning

        	decommissioned military corvette class warship converted to civilian law enforcement use

      

      

      Bayle, Cambridge

      
        	son of Jonas Bayle

        	entrepreneur and adventurer

      

      

      Bayle, Jonas

      
        	politician

      

      

      Borm

      
        	young avian man

        	Fay’s twin

      

      

      Bozzelli, Yolonda “Yolo”

      
        	born during the Third Transit Mission

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	field agent

        	prior military in the Alliance of Planet Fleet (Third Transit Armada) as a technology specialist (primarily)

        	1.65 meters tall (5’5”)

        	52 kilograms (114 lbs)

        	brown hair, brown eyes

      

      

      Cabs

      
        	Alien cab driver on Jenna’s World

        	Vance Zek

        	former professor of astronavigation

      

      

      Chan, Admiral

      
        	admiral of the Alliance of Planets Fleet, leader of the AP military accordingly

        	the APF Jupiter’s Wrath is his flagship

      

      

      Cates, Kenneth

      
        	Specialist (ships and other vehicles)

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

      

      

      Darth, Palin

      
        	Razik murder suspect on Jenna’s World

        	received the death penalty for a triple homicide

      

      

      Dea, Myron

      
        	assassin

        	affiliated with Jonas Bayle

        	possibly a double agent for the Sterling without Bayle’s knowledge

      

      

      Denny, Harold

      
        	sentient trafficker and arms dealer

        	currently incarcerated

      

      

      Fathers, Trent

      
        	born during the Third Transit Mission

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	field agent

        	prior military in the Alliance of Planet Fleet (Third Transit Armada) as a shock trooper

        	2.00 meters tall (6’ 5”)

        	113.4 kilograms (250 lbs)

        	blonde hair (short), blue eyes

      

      

      Faulkner, Tom

      
        	Sergeant of an APOP Non Military Combat Specialist team

      

      

      Fay

      
        	young Avian woman.

        	Borm’s twin

      

      

      Galgus

      
        	Sergeant Galgus, Breaker’s original training sergeant in the Breaker Corps

      

      

      Glaynia

      
        	powerful Ultar woman

      

      

      Havna, Lord Digesh

      
        	powerful Avian lord on Avian Prime

      

      

      Huey, Paxton

      
        	Captain of the APS Prosecutor (AG Morales’s ship)

      

      

      Jensen, Captain

      
        	APOP supervisor

        	perfect uniform

        	salt and pepper hair

      

      

      Kallenge

      
        	Razik Deputy Chief of the Bipek City Police Department

      

      

      Kyn, Horantinth

      
        	born on Glosser Prime, home world of his people

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	field agent

        	prior military unknown (intentionally pulled from official records)

        	1.73 meters tall (5’ 8”)

        	70 kilograms (154 lbs)

        	has four arms, two of which are normally concealed

        	is completely covered with fibers he can control completely. These have different colors on different sections (and on different sides) that allows him to appear more (or less) human than he is

      

      

      Lehman, Peter

      
        	born during the Third Transit Mission

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	field agent

        	prior military in the Alliance of Planet Fleet (Third Transit Armada) as military intelligence, with cross training in research and development

        	no known military service

        	1.80 meters tall (5’ 11”)

        	89 kilograms (195 lbs)

        	doesn’t appear athletic but this is deceiving

        	quiet man who reads a lot

        	confident and without malice

      

      

      Lively

      
        	Director of the Alliance of Planets Outworld Police

      

      

      Loden

      
        	Avian steward who fell on hard times

      

      

      Mach, Domms

      
        	Razik Justak Inspector

      

      

      Mauler, Brian

      
        	Breaker 105’s combat technician before Katrina Snow

      

      

      Mirrors, Frank

      
        	born on Earth, or so people claim

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	forensic scientist

      

      

      Nova, Cynthia “Cyn” and “Hot Shot”

      
        	born during the Third Transit Mission

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	field agent supervisor (sergeant)

        	prior military in the Alliance of Planet Fleet (Third Transit Armada) as a pilot (and wing commander)

        	1.73 meters tall (5’ 8”)

        	63 kilograms (140 lbs)

        	red brown hair

        	green eyes

      

      

      Ocantus

      
        	Ultar woman in possession of FTL discs

      

      

      Omar, Kendrick

      
        	born during the Third Transit Mission

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	field agent

        	prior military classified

        	1.80 meters tall (5’ 11”)

        	89 kilograms (195 lbs)

        	black hair

        	brown eyes

        	fond of tinkering with things, often sleeps in the engineering workshop

      

      

      Pykfist, Keno

      
        	Razik Justak Inspector

      

      

      Shredain, Kye Rotiac

      
        	first Honor of Lord Havna’s Honor Troop

      

      

      Smith, Greg David (Ripper)

      
        	Ripper

        	a street thug from Perseus Station who has a sister on Jenna’s world, and a younger sister and a younger brother on Earthdale

      

      

      Snow, Katrina

      
        	former Breaker Combat Technician

        	currently a mural painter on Jenna’s World

      

      

      Terrance, Montgomery

      
        	former admiral of the APF

      

      

      Woods, Kate

      
        	born during the Third Transit Mission

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	field agent

        	prior military in the Alliance of Planet Fleet (Third Transit Armada) as a sniper and fleet infantry

        	1.75 meters tall (5’ 9”)

        	68 kilograms (150 lbs)

        	dirty blonde hair (varies)

        	hazel eyes

      

      

      Wrath, Benjamin “Breaker 105”

      
        	left the Milky Way galaxy at age four in the Third Transit Mission

        	Alliance of Planets Outward Police, Sentient Crime Division (APOP SCD)

        	lieutenant

        	unit commander

        	field agent

        	prior military in the Alliance of Planet Fleet (Third Transit Mission) in the Breaker Corps

        	1.88 meters tall (6’ 2”)

        	99 kilograms (220 lbs)

      

      

      Zek, Vance

      
        	Avian cab driver

        	also known as Cabs
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        EXCLAMATIONS

      

      

      
        
        Dark suns and course corrections!

        Deck devils

        Feeling the expanse - worried by an unexplainable feeling of dread

        Go to the void

        Gola-choc-kacks - uncomplimentary Avian phrase, roughly equivalent to goons or brutes

        Great beans - an expression of Shredain Kye Rotiac, leader of the Avian Honors (knights)

        The Devil’s top deck

        When the space debris hits the intake vents

        Void!

        Void gods!

        Void hell

        Void storming mess

        Void trash
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        MISCELLANEOUS

      

      

      AP standard

      
        	the primary trade language of the AP

      

      

      Bojangalis

      
        	Avian boogie man (mythical)

      

      

      Digi-note

      
        	money

      

      

      Clawgave

      
        	Avian sandwich stands consortium

        	unique because of the cultural aversion among Avians to public food preparation

      

      

      Dream Fotak

      
        	dangerous mind control drug that only affects Raziks without killing them, and kills non-Raziks who imbibe it

      

      

      G5

      
        	G5-cocaine (popular drug on Perseus Station and other parts of the AP)

      

      

      Gin 5

      
        	dangerous mind control drug that only affects Glossers without killing them, and kills non-Glossers who partake

        	completely different drug than G5

      

      

      Helm Ship

      
        	Helm shipyards are mobile and nearly impossible to find

        	some believe there is a Helm world, but this is unconfirmed legend

        	Helm-built ships are rare

        	can slow enemy ships down

        	pushes beam ahead of it that can disable a ship it pursues

        	can heal itself

        	can open (disappear) and close decks and walls to dump boarders into the void

      

      

      Micro

      
        	Now if you stumble across a major shipment of G5, or K9, or Micro, let me know and I might be able to justify jumping assignments. Shifting resources, you know.”

      

      

      Rail

      
        	magnetic rail gun

        	rail bolt

      

      

      Railer

      
        	someone who uses a rail gun

        	railer = gunman

      

      

      Slayers

      
        	Ultar fleet infantry

      

      

      X9

      
        	X9 pills (illicit, synthetic narcotic often found where there is G5-cocaine)
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        ORGANIZATIONS

      

      

      Alliance of Planets

      
        	aligned planets of several sentient races including Avians, Glossers, humans, Raziks. Ultar are considered part of the AP though they have never formally agreed to anything.

      

      

      APIA

      
        	Alliance of Planets Internal Affairs

        	technically named the APOPIA, but almost always shortened

      

      

      APOP

      
        	Alliance of Planets Outworld Police

        	multi-star system jurisdiction investigating crimes of sentient trafficking, smuggling, and dangerous disorder.

      

      

      APOP SCD

      
        	Alliance of Planets Sentient Crimes Division

      

      

      Honors

      
        	Avian martial order of high moral standard, similar to knights of legend
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        PLANETS AND OTHER PLACES

      

      

      
        
        Avian Prime - planet

        Bear Sector - dual system far from the most populated world in the Alliance of Planets

        Earthdale - planet

        Glosser Prime - home world to the Glosser sentients

        Jalileel Mountains - mountain range located on Avian Prime

        Jenna’s World - planet

        Maltrax - a highly industrialized world in the same system as Jenna’s World

        Oron Bablish - planet in the star system between Avian Prime and Jenna’s World

        Perseus Station - a city in space at the edge between human and Ultar civilizations

        Razik-doom - home world of the Razik people

        Relion - the closest Ultar controlled star (and star system) to Perseus Station

        Solar Night - the entertainment metropolis of Glosser Prime

        Ultar Prime - the Ultar home world

        Xaper - planet in the star system roughly equidistant from Oron Bablish and Jenna’s World
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SHIPS

      

      

      APF Jupiter’s Wrath

      
        	Alliance of Planets Fleet ship

        	Flag ship of the APF

      

      

      APOP Soft Touch

      
        	former military corvette class starship converted to civilian law enforcement use

        	Lieutenant Benjamin “Breaker 105” Wrath’s ship

        	her ship AI is named Regina

      

      

      APOP Warhorse

      
        	an old military frigate class starship that saw action in the Transit War, the Transit War Rebellion, and the Arrival war. APOP Captain Jensen’s ship

      

      

      APOP Justice

      
        	former military destroyer class starship. Director Lively’s flagship

      

      

      APHS Prosecutor

      
        	Jacob Morales’s light cruiser

        	Helm built

        	looks like it was crafted out of gleaming blue sapphire

        	Technically her designation is the APHS Prosecutor (Alliance of Planets Helm Ship Prosecutor)

      

      

      Black Knife - Pirate vessel

      

      Eye Patch - Pirate vessel

      

      Guilty as Charged - Pirate vessel

      

      Holofax - a third rate cruise ship

      

      Purple Sun - Pirate vessel

      

      Plain Jane - Cambridge Bayle’s freighter

      

      Railslinger

      
        	Helm built

        	Officially designation of Helm ships is HS

        	HS Railslinger

        	Glaynia the Ultar’s ship
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SENTIENT (ALIEN) RACES

      

      

      
        
        Avian - winged humanoids with a special relation to the Ultar

        Human - recently arrived in three waves to the Andromeda Galaxy from the Milky Way

        Glosser - humanoid, bipedal race with four arms and the ability to shift fibers across their body to change their appearance. They normally conceal two of their arms, especially when around humans

        Razik - large, warlike race that have a surprisingly good sense of humor for the very few people who can speak to them

        Ultar - mysterious race of beings quarantined from other sentients at the edge of human colonized Andromeda
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TECHNOLOGY

      

      

      
        
        Artifact Drive - see also Ultar Star Drive

      

        

      
        Breaker - specialized suit of mechanized armor used for defending against ship boarders, or re-capturing stolen ships

      

        

      
        Grav-coil - technology used in most glide cars (though some expensive examples have secret, proprietary methods of achieving the same effect

      

        

      
        Hammer - specialized suit of mechanized armor use for defending against ship boarders, or re-capturing stolen ships. Design based on the original Breakers rigs.

      

        

      
        Rail gun - weapons commonly known as rails. A person using one might be called a railer and so on

      

        

      
        Screen - all variations of computers in all sizes

      

        

      
        Transit Drive - technology that allows sentients to travel long distances in space, thus enabling them to travel from one galaxy to another in only a few decades

      

        

      
        Turbine - older, simpler technology sometimes used in atmosphere capable ships to complement grav-coils

      

        

      
        Ultar star drive - FTL technology faster and safer than anything the Alliance of Planets has developed.
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the awesomely active Facebook group, “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”

      

      This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group
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      Don’t miss out on these exclusive perks:

      
        	Instant access to free short stories from series like The Messenger, Starcaster, and more.

        	Receive email updates for new releases and other news.

        	Get notified when we run special deals on books and audiobooks.

      

      

      So, what are you waiting for? Enter your email address at the link below to stay in the loop.

      

      
        
        Click Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONNECT WITH SCOTT MOON

          

        

      

    

    
      Want to know when the next story or book is published? Sign up for my newsletter here.

      

      Thanks,

      Scott Moon
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        * * *

      

      
        
        facebook.com/groups/ScottMoonGroup

        twitter.com/scottmoonwriter

        instagram.com/scottmoonwriter

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      J. N. Chaney is a USA Today Bestselling author and has a Master's of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. He fancies himself quite the Super Mario Bros. fan. When he isn’t writing or gaming, you can find him online at jnchaney.com.

      

      He migrates often, but was last seen in Las Vegas, NV. Any sightings should be reported, as they are rare.
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        * * *

      

      Scott Moon has been writing fantasy, science fiction, and urban fantasy since he was a kid. When not reading, writing, or spending time with his awesome family, he enjoys playing the guitar or learning Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. He loves dogs and plans to have a ranch full of them when he makes it big. One will be a Rottweiler named Frodo. He is also a co-host of the popular Keystroke Medium show. You can find him online at scottmoonwriter.com
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