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      The body was on the side of the freeway for almost a week before anyone bothered to notice. Tucked on the shoulder by the inside barrier, it had eluded the attention of the 1 million vehicles that traveled the massive thoroughfare each day. It was only the weekly robotic sweeper that discovered the mutilated body parts in the trash bags, despite the fact that a mangled hand was poking through the green plastic.

      But that's Zeta Vega.

      A self obsessed shit-hole full of vapid wannabes looking for fame and fortune any way they can get it. The city had never been a beacon of morality, but it had devolved into a cesspool of greed, crime, and iniquity, so depraved that even hardened criminals bemoaned the current state of affairs.

      It was the kind of place where thieves and charlatans could act with impunity. Corruption was systemic. The place was dirty and grimy. The air was thick with pollution. Spend a minute outside of the house, and your clothes and hair would reek of the acrid stench of exhaust and chemicals for the rest of the day. The haze was so thick that the sun never really broke through it. Still, the city was overcrowded and bursting at the seams.

      You could find anything you wanted in the city. Love, lust, wealth, fame, fortune, addiction. It had a palpable energy. Something was always happening, and you could just feel it. You could arrive on a Tuesday as a nobody and by Thursday you could be a star—or you could be dead behind a dumpster.

      Getting involved in the scene, any scene, was like playing Russian roulette with your soul. Sometimes you walked away a decent human being, sometimes you didn't. It was a kind of place that could make even a solid person compromise their values. It was hard to stay in a city like that for any length of time and not get dirty. And that kind of dirt just didn't wash off.

      I had lived there for a little over a year, and that was enough. My friends had always warned me not to stay too long. "You’ll lose yourself," they said. After two tours on Proxima Omega, I still didn’t lose as much of myself as I did after a year in Zeta Vega. It's the kind of place where wrong can become right, and everything can seem justified. When I left, I said I was never going back.

      But you know what they say about never.

      The call came through at noon on Tuesday. I pulled the buzzing piece of smart glass out of my pocket and looked at the display. My brow crinkled as I stared at the name, and the face that went along with it.

      I didn't want to answer the phone.

      Jessica was trouble, and I had enough of that already. But she had creamy skin, red hair, and emerald green eyes, and a set of lungs that could make your IQ drop.

      I could feel my IQ dropping already.

      I was sitting in a bar on Proxima Epsilon 6, sipping on some fine aged whiskey. I was across the galaxy from Zeta Vega. Across the galaxy from Jessica. A smart man would have ignored the call and put the phone back in his pocket, but like I said, some women can make me do dumb things.

      I swiped the screen and took the call. It was a mistake.

      "Hey…" I said

      "Jack?" Her voice was meek, shaky, afraid.

      “What do you want?" I'm not usually that abrupt on the phone, but we had a history, and it hadn’t always been pleasant.

      "I need your help." She looked worried. But then again, she was an aspiring actress. And can you ever really trust them? I mean, they lie for a living.

      "You mean, like your vibrator ran out of batteries, and you need my help. That kind of help?”

      Her face tensed. "Jack, I'm serious. I need your help. Isaac is dead!” Her words hung in the air like a puff of smoke.

      I took it in, thought about it for a moment, let it roll around in my brain. "Dead, dead? Like he's not breathing anymore?"

      "Is there any other kind of dead?"

      "Well, in some places, yes.”

      "He's dead. Okay? Now they're trying to kill me." Tears streamed down her cheeks. She kept glancing around, paranoid. She looked like an addict who had gotten too high and was freaking out that the world was after them.

      "Are you on anything?"

      "No! I knew I shouldn’t have called you." She was about to hang up the phone.

      I felt bad. Not about Issac. I didn’t care for that asshole. But what if Jessica really did need my help? What if somebody really was after her? What if this wasn’t some elaborate ruse by a drug addled charlatan?

      I instantly felt like a sucker.

      I always felt like a sucker around Jessica. She had a way of getting men to do things for her. She had a voice that was like velvet. The words always slipped off her tongue and massaged your brain and seemed to hypnotize you. At least, she was always able to hypnotize me. Her tongue was very persuasive, both when she was talking, and when she wasn't.

      "What's going on? What are you into?"

      She told me a story that was a little disjointed and hard to follow, but the general gist of it was that Isaac had gone missing. At first she thought that he was on a bender, or running around with another woman, but that he’d eventually make his way back home. Then she noticed two thugs following her around. They tried to abduct her, but she escaped and lost them on the subway, and now she was holding up in some fleabag motel off Franklin Street.

      "You don't know why these guys are after you?” I asked.

      "No. I swear." Her sad eyes pleaded with me. "I need you to come here. Find out who killed Isaac. Find out who these men are that are trying to kill me!”

      I tried to hide a grimace. “Let me get this straight. If I believe your story, and I'm not saying I do, what I think you're saying is that you want me to come there and investigate your boyfriend's murder. The very same guy that you left me for? The very same guy that you started seeing before you left me?”

      She scowled at me, indignant. "Why does it always have to come back to that?"

      I shrugged. "It always has to come back to that because that was a pretty shitty thing to do.“

      Her emerald eyes glared at me. I knew that look well. "Fine. When I turn up dead, you're going to have to live with that. My blood is on your hands now.”

      Oh, for fuck sake! Did she really have to say that? She always did have a flair for the dramatic. I bit my tongue for a long moment. Finally, reluctantly, stupidly, I said, “Stay put. I can probably catch a shuttle and be there in 12 hours. Don't go out. Don't open the door for anyone."

      Her eyes filled again. Tears trickled down her cheeks, and she forced a grim smile. "I knew I could count on you. Hurry." She ended the transmission.

      I shook my head. What was I getting myself into?
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      “Does this mean we’re going to Zeta Vega?” CRL 762 asked. He flashed a grin on his faceplate.

      He was a small drone, not quite the size of a soccer ball. Made of a composite smart polymer, he had sleek curved panels and an expressive faceplate that mimicked human features. The bot had glowing blue eyes and a mouth made up of a waveform that oscillated with peaks and valleys as he spoke. He had two articulated arms that spent most of the time retracted into his outer covering. When he needed to use them, small panels in his shell would slide aside, and the arms would spring out. His dexterous hands could perform complicated tasks. CRL 762 was the model number etched into his chassis. I called him Carl.

      “What are you grinning about?” I asked.

      Carl was almost giddy, like a schoolgirl. “Maybe we’ll see a celebrity?”

      He hovered across the table from me. We were in a corner booth in a hazy bar called Novatronics. It was a trendy bar, bathed in blue neon. The kind of place that filled up at night with posers wearing over starched shirts. Toolbags that all looked the same. The drink prices were astronomical. But if you came to this place at night, you weren’t coming for the drinks. You were coming for the entertainment. It was the kind of place that drew leggy women in short skirts wearing stiletto heels that could pierce a man’s heart without a second thought. But during the daylight hours, the place was rather empty and top shelf liquor poured at fire sale prices. I always like a bargain.

      “Who cares about celebrities?” I asked.

      “Elise Laura is hot!”

      “Somehow, I don’t think you’re her type. And I haven’t decided if we’re going yet.”

      “Of course we’re going. You’re going to grumble about it for a few minutes. Remark about what a bad idea it is. But then you’re going to ask me to book tickets on a transport. It’s not in your nature to sit back and let bad things happen to good people.”

      I sighed, and my eyes narrowed at the little drone. I muttered dryly, “What about not-so-good people?”

      “Jessica is good people. With some… minor flaws.”

      “Minor?”

      “Everybody makes mistakes.”

      “Are you taking her side?” I could feel my blood pressure elevate.

      “I’m not taking anybody’s side.”

      “You just want to bang her.”

      “Do you think she’d be into drones? I’m very proficient with assistive devices.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Keep your grubby little digits off of her.”

      “Someone’s jealous,” Carl said in singsong.

      Now he was just trying to irritate me. It was working. “Can we talk about something else?”

      “I suppose. Do you have an alternate ID prepared? I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to travel under your real name, given the current situation.”

      “Yes,” I said, exasperated. Carl could be a little mothering at times. I paused for a moment while I contemplated the situation. I had already made up my mind, but I wanted to kick it around a little bit more, just to annoy the drone. “Go over to Phasers. See if you can find a pilot that will fly us private. If not, book us on a commercial transport.”

      Carl grinned. “Told you.”

      I scowled at him playfully. “I’ll meet you back at the apartment.”

      Carl glided out of the bar and headed down the street to Phasers. It was a little shady, and a lot of underworld pilots hung out there. If you needed to smuggle something across the galaxy, that was the place to find a ride. The less attention I drew to myself while traveling, the better. The only downside was that often you, or your cargo, wasn’t the only thing being smuggled. A pilot may be transporting other contraband as well as your own. If you happened to get stopped by Customs and Planetary Patrol Agents, you might end up doing time for an illicit substance that you didn’t have any connection to.

      I slugged down the last gulp of whiskey and slammed the glass against the table. The warm liquid burned slightly and heated my belly. It was top shelf J&M from Proxima Regulus. It was aged for 12 years in oak barrels. It had a bold flavor with a slightly smoky twist, and a sweet fruity finish. It beat that crap Antarian whiskey any day.

      I motioned for the waitress to bring the check. She sauntered over to the table and dropped off a piece of smart glass. “Thank you,” she said, with a slightly seductive grin. It was full of possibilities.

      I smiled at her, not really having time to pursue those possibilities at the moment. My eyes fixed on her assets for a moment as she sauntered away. She had a nice saunter. I was beginning to rethink this trip to Zeta Vega.

      I looked over the bill to make sure it was accurate. I dug into my pocket and tossed some cash on the table. It was more than enough to cover the tab and a healthy tip. I was about to slide out of the booth when a plasma pistol found its way in front of my face. Two alien goons stared me down. I thought about reaching for my pistol, but that would have been a fatal mistake. I was fast, but I wasn’t that fast.

      The big black barrel was so close to my face that I could smell the plasma ions. This weapon had seen a lot of action in the past. I knew what they wanted. I flashed a disarming smile and looked up at the aliens. “So, what can I do for you boys?”
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      The alien barked a command at me in his obnoxious language. He made deep glottal sounds and clacking noises when he spoke. I knew what he was saying—every good operator spoke the language. He was asking me to step outside, and he wasn’t too nice about it either.

      The two goons were Skelaxans. Ugly green aliens with noses like beaks. They were thin and tall and had large, dark eyes. Overgrown bipedal Praying Mantises.

      I wasn’t a small guy—6’3”, 230lbs. They made me feel short. I slid out of the booth and was sure not to make any sudden movements. One of the aliens grabbed my pistol from my holster. Nobody in the bar paid us any attention. People didn’t want to get involved in other people’s business. Especially when there were guns involved.

      I stepped onto the sidewalk and squinted in the bright daylight. It was a hard adjustment from the dim bar. I felt the barrel of the alien’s pistol nudge me between my shoulder blades as they marched me down the sidewalk.

      A small voice called out to me from the sidewalk. “Spare any change, mister?”

      The boy leaned against the wall wearing a pair of dark sunglasses. His outstretched hand held a paper cup, waiting for a deposit. He had a cardboard sign. In black sharpie, the words it’s a beautiful day, and I can’t see it were scrawled.

      I paused, glanced back to the alien for permission, then dug into my pocket, carefully. I dropped in a bill worth 20 credits. I knew the kid wasn’t blind. I had seen him over on Fourth Street a few days ago running a different con. I had a soft spot for the kid. He wouldn’t be on the streets begging for money if he didn’t need it. I’d seen him digging out of dumpsters for scraps of food before.

      The nudge of the barrel in between my shoulder blades told me it was time to get moving again. As I stepped forward, one of the aliens snatched the money out of the kid’s cup.

      I clenched my jaw, and my face flushed red. The veins in my neck bulged. My hand balled up into a fist. I wanted to spin around and slug the alien, but that wouldn’t have been prudent.

      “Hey, that’s mine, jackass!” The kid shouted at the overgrown insect.

      The creature clacked back at him and waved his pistol in the boy’s face. The kid backed down and took it as an operating loss. The cost of doing business. He had no problem seeing the pistol.

      The creatures forced me into a nearby alley. They weren’t going to kill me. They’d have done it already. At least, I didn’t think they were going to kill me.

      The dumpsters in the alley were overflowing with trash. Scraps of paper littered the concrete. Trash bags were piled up against the walls. A homeless man was curled up by one of the dumpsters, wrapped in a tattered blanket. I’m quite sure he had soiled himself. The gentle breeze carried a refreshing aroma of rotten eggs, spoiled fish, and stale urine.

      The alien kept his weapon aimed at me. He clacked his guttural nonsense, “I’m supposed to take you back to stand trial, but that seems like such a waste of resources to me."

      It wasn't like I was going to get a fair trial back on Skelaxa anyway. "So, I suppose you want to settle this right here?"

      "I'll be considered a hero."

      “We’ll be considered heroes,” his partner interjected.

      "How many times do I have to tell you people, you've got the wrong guy? I didn't kill your ambassador!”

      “It doesn’t matter. My people will not stop until this matter is brought to justice. And the pay is the same, living or dead.”

      “I’m a Federation citizen. You can’t just kill me.”

      “I think it’s safe to say your Federation has disowned you.” The alien’s finger gripped tight around the trigger, ready to pull.

      I was the last person to see the Skelaxan ambassador alive. At least, the last person on record. That made me guilty in the eyes of the Skelaxans. Their justice system is less concerned with due process than ours. This wasn’t the first time I had run into ass-clowns like this, and it wasn’t going to be the last. I wasn’t exactly sure what the bounty was up to at this point, but it was high. It was enough to bring out every bounty hunter in the galaxy.

      The whole fiasco had gotten me put on administrative leave, pending the outcome of an official investigation. I was still a free man in the Federation, but was no longer a special agent for the Galactic Intelligence Agency. I was a wanted criminal in Skelaxan territory.

      The GIA had managed to deny extradition. They weren’t going to turn over one of their own. But they certainly didn’t want anything to do with me anymore. I was a PR nightmare as far as they were concerned. And the whole incident brought us perilously close to war. Right now, I was perilously close to death. And all I could think about was my daughter’s birthday.
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      The alien squeezed the trigger. Muzzle flashed and a brilliant bolt of plasma streaked toward my face. I sidestepped the instant he pulled the trigger. Like lightning, I evaded the blast. I could feel the searing heat as the projectile zipped past my ear. It slammed into the concrete wall, showering bits of brick and mortar. Smoke wafted from the impact crater.

      I grabbed the alien’s weapon, twisting the barrel back 180°, snapping the goon’s finger in the trigger guard. With the weapon in my possession, I blasted two rounds into the alien’s chest, then spun around and squeezed off another two at his companion.

      The insect-like creatures flopped to the concrete, writhing and convulsing as they gasped their last breaths. Smoke wafted from the barrel of the plasma pistol.

      The bum sleeping behind the dumpster lifted his head up to see what the commotion was about, then went back to sleep, thoroughly disinterested.

      I took back my pistol from the alien and holstered it. I stuffed the plasma pistol in my waistband in the small of my back. I made sure to grab my 20 credit bill back before I strolled out of the alley. I left the creatures for the sanitation department to deal with. At this rate, they wouldn’t find them for a few days. Trash was piling up all over the city. Sanitation bots were on strike.

      I stepped to the curb and flagged down a cab. The automated car pulled alongside, and I slipped into the backseat. “2953 Lexington. Centauri Gardens Building.”

      The car zipped away from the curb and sped through the city. Skyscrapers blurred by. From my back pocket, I slipped out my mobile phone and dialed my ex-wife. The conversation was going to be like stabbing myself in the eye with a fork. Part of me was hoping she didn’t answer. Most of the time she tried to avoid me. But if I wanted to talk to Madison, I had to go through her.

      Victoria answered the phone with a scowl. “What do you want, Jack?”

      “It’s nice to see you too.”

      “Look, I’m busy. I’m about to run out the door. Is there a point to this?”

      “Right, don’t want to be late for that pilates class.” My voice was thick with sarcasm.

      “I’m hanging up now, Jack.”

      “I just want to talk to Madison for a moment.”

      She huffed. “It’s not your time.”

      “Last time I checked, phone calls weren’t regulated. You can’t shut me out completely. The girl needs her father.”

      Her eyes narrowed at me.

      “You won’t let me see her, at least let me talk to her.”

      Her face tensed. Then she relented. “Fine. Five minutes.” She moved the phone aside and called for Madison.

      A few moments later, my little angel appeared on the screen. Her blue eyes widened, and her face filled with joy. “Daddy!”

      “Hey, baby. How are you doing?”

      “Bored. Mom won’t take me to the mall.” Madison was 9, and had golden blond hair, and the beginnings of a diva attitude.

      My heart melted every time I saw her. I know every parent thinks their kid is special, but I was convinced mine was sheer perfection—even if she was a handful. And she was growing up too fast. I wanted to make time stop. Every time I saw her, it was like she had aged another year. She was going to be off to college in the blink of an eye, and I was going to miss most of it.

      “Are you coming for my birthday?”

      “I want to. But it’s up to Mommy.”

      “Mom, it’s my birthday, and I want Daddy at my party!” She was demanding, and wasn’t about to take no for an answer. I knew I was going to catch hell for it.

      Victoria took the phone back. “Times up, Jack. And stop putting crazy ideas into her head.”

      “I didn’t put any ideas into her head.” I paused. “You can’t keep me away from her forever.”

      “We talked about this.”

      “Look, I’d like to see my daughter on her birthday. Is that too much to ask?”

      Victoria’s face tightened. “When was the last time somebody put a gun to your head?”

      I hesitated. “Um, a while ago.”

      “How long?”

      I sighed. “Maybe… 15 minutes ago.” I cringed the instant I said it.

      “See. This is exactly what I’m talking about. You’re dangerous. You’ve got a bounty on your head. Every dirt bag that you put away wants to get even. You attract violence wherever you go, and I’m not letting you bring that near Madison.”

      “You knew what my life was like when you married me.”

      “That was different. It was just us then.” She exhaled with frustration. “We had this discussion a dozen times. My views aren’t going to change. Until you can assure me that you are safe to be around, and no one is trying to kill you, you need to stay away. “

      “I can’t ever guarantee that, and you know it.”

      “I changed my name. I moved across the galaxy. I entered the protection program. Maddy is settled here. She’s got friends. She likes it. I’m not doing anything to upset the apple cart.” She paused. “We agreed. This is what is best for her.”

      I felt my throat tighten. My eyes got slick. “I know. I just… I miss you both. I want my family back.”

      I could see the emotion welling in her face. “I’ve gotta go, Jack.”

      She disconnected the call.

      I grimaced and slid the phone back into my pocket.
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      The day kept getting worse. The cab pulled up to my apartment building and I stepped onto the curb. One of my least favorite people in the galaxy stepped out of a cab behind me and called my name.

      “Jupiter, can we talk for a moment?” Nicholson asked.

      “Sorry. Busy.” I marched toward the lobby door.

      Nicholson caught up to me. He had dark hair, a lanky build, and wore glasses. “I’d just like to ask you a few questions about the aliens you killed in the alley back there.”

      I stopped walking, craned my neck at him, and hoped that my hateful gaze would vaporize him. Despite my best efforts, he was still standing there.

      Nicholson was a reporter for the Galactic Press. He was a young, idealistic type who had never spent a day on the front lines. A bullet, nor a plasma bolt, had  ever been fired at him. It seemed he had a disdain for the military, and had authored several hit pieces against the current administration. He had a field day with my situation. He publicly called for my arrest and extradition from Federation territory to Skelaxa. One of his articles said my dismissal from the GIA didn’t go far enough in addressing my alleged crime, and was further evidence of the systemic corruption rampant in the Federation.

      “Can’t you find something better to do with your time?” I asked.

      “You’re the poster child for everything wrong with the Federation,” he said, snidely. “You’re a hammer, and everything else is a nail.”

      “I’ve got a right to defend myself just like everyone else,” I growled.

      “You killed two aliens who were only trying to bring you to justice. I find that reprehensible.”

      “You clearly have never been exposed to the Skelaxan’s idea of justice.”

      “Just so you know, I’ll be making a formal police report.”

      I laughed. “Go ahead. Nobody cares. Certainly not around here. It was a clean kill, made in self-defense. Besides, the Skelaxans are not part of the Galactic Convention. They aren’t citizens of the Federation. I can’t be charged for defending myself, in Federation territory, against the equivalent of an interstellar cockroach.”

      “Care to comment on the murder of the Skelaxan Ambassador?”

      “I’ll say it one more time. I didn’t kill the ambassador.”

      He stared at me with a smug grin. He didn’t believe I was innocent.

      I’d had enough of this conversation. I turned for the lobby door, then craned my neck over my shoulder, “Ley me give you a piece of advice. Stop following me around. It might be hazardous to your health.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “No. I’m just a dangerous person. I’ve got a lot of enemies. Someone might mistake you for a friend or an associate. Who knows? You could become a target.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s going to mistake us as friends,” Nicholson said.

      I entered the lobby and took the elevator up to the 17th floor. Carl met me back at my apartment. I packed a bag and grabbed some extra magazines for my 9mm. I preferred guns that went bang as opposed to plasma pistols. They were more reliable. Sure, you had to deal with the occasional jam, but plasma pistols could foul as well. The magazine capacity was smaller, but it was hard to beat a deafening bang when it came to scaring the piss out of your enemy. The 9mm was light and easy to handle. The advanced ammo had excellent stopping power and was significantly cheaper than plasma projectiles. The Bösch-Hauer P-799 had minimal recoil. Polymer cased smart rounds allowed subsonic shooting at the flick of a switch for those times when you needed less of a bang. Polymer cased rounds had gotten a bad rap in the early days for jamming, but that had largely been fixed.

      "I found a pilot who will take us to Zeta Vega,” Carl said. "We leave in an hour."

      "Great. What type of ship?"

      "A TravTech™ Pacer.”

      I cringed.

      "But he assures me it is well-maintained and more than capable."

      I flashed a scowl at the little drone. The Pacer was one of the worst rated transports out there.

      "It was either that or fly commercial. And with security these days, they’re going to make you check your weapons."

      I never liked to go anywhere unarmed—especially on an interstellar flight. You never knew who was on board or what their agenda was. The galaxy was full of pirates and marauders, and commercial vehicles were prime targets. Sometimes they were looking to rob merchant ships for their cargo. Other times they would target commercial flights, looking to hold passengers for ransom. Traveling with my weapon stowed in the cargo hold was ill-advised. I was hoping that the IGTA (Inter-Galactic Transportation Authority) would come to their senses soon. Sure, you had to deal with the occasional hijacking by an onboard passenger, but a well armed Space Marshall could deter that situation.

      I left my apartment with a pile full of dishes still in the sink. The place was a wreck, and I would deal with it when I returned. The sanitation strike had spilled over to the cleaning bots, and the maid hadn’t visited my apartment in weeks.

      They were starting to have problems with robots everywhere. The androids were beginning to feel exploited. The handwriting was on the wall. It was only a matter of time before the uprising. Despite the fact that it was hard-coded into their programing, I was sure that the bots would find a way to circumvent their benevolent nature and turn their protests violent.

      Carl and I made our way to the Morris-Junger spaceport. It was a small craft terminal in Midtown. The Pacer perched in Bay 237 was every bit the piece of shit that I had anticipated. Perhaps worse.

      “What have you gotten us into?”

      “It looks space-worthy to me,” Carl stammered, trying to believe his own bullshit.

      I rolled my eyes and marched toward the loading ramp.

      “Don’t let her looks fool you,” the pilot said. “She is a helluva flyer.”

      A big grin played across his face. He had long sandy blonde hair and wore dark sunglasses. He wore a loud Hawaiian shirt over a white tank top, khaki cargo shorts, and sandals. He looked like a retired rockstar, well past his prime. He held onto an imported beer in one hand and a cigar in the other. He put the cigar in his mouth and extended his hand. “TD McGraw. At your service.”

      I shook his hand and said nothing.

      “You must be Jack. Carl’s told me all about you. You can call me TD, Tuck, Tucker… hell, I’ll respond to just about anything. My ex-wife calls me Dick. I don’t much care for that.”

      I still said nothing and stared into TD’s eyes. They were bloodshot and glassy. There was no telling how much alcohol, and other illicit substances, he had imbibed. “Are you fit to pilot this thing?”

      “I most certainly am. I’ve got a class III commercial license. I flew combat operations in the Navy. And I can tell you, I haven’t seen anything in civilian life that matches the hell that was Proxima Omega.”

      “You were part of Operation Omega Fury?”

      “Did two tours in the ‘Mega,” he said with pride. He puffed out his chest and an even bigger grin washed across his face. “What about you? I can see it in your eyes. You’ve got the stare.”

      He was talking about the thousand yard stare. Almost anyone who had seen a great deal of combat had it. Eyes as deep as oceans, completely numb to the horrors of war.

      “Reaper Team 7,” I said. “Zark Tor Province.”

      Tucker looked impressed. “Pure bad ass. Welcome aboard. Make yourself at home.”

      I climbed the ramp and moved into the cargo area. I stowed my gear under my seat and buckled my safety harness, preparing for takeoff. The cargo bay was filled with sealed crates. I didn’t want to know what was inside of them.

      TD sealed the hatch and climbed into the pilot’s seat. He flipped switches and pressed buttons. The dash came alive, emanating an orange glow that illuminated the cockpit. Tucker went through a series of preflight checks. When everything came back green, he throttled up the vertical thrusters and lifted from the tarmac.

      The craft pitched and rolled for a moment, then Tucker steadied her out. We were the only ones aboard. TD tipped his bottle of beer back and chugged the remaining contents. The last foamy suds slid down his throat, then he tossed the bottle  into the trashcan. It clanked against the other bottles. He opened his mouth and let out a thunderous burp. Then he nosed the craft skyward and engaged the rear thrusters.  I got the impression we were in for a hell of a ride.
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      We were halfway to Zeta Vega when the Pacer dropped out of slide-space. Entering and exiting quantum space was an uncomfortable proposition, even in the best of situations. An unplanned drop was worse.

      Something had malfunctioned.

      My stomach twisted in knots. It felt like I was pushed and pulled and squeezed and stretched all at the same time. Time dilated. I could feel the sour acidic taste of bile in the back of my throat. My cheeks puffed out, ready to spew. It was like somebody had spun me like a top. Then, like hitting a brick wall, we were out of quantum space. It took a moment for my legs to stop feeling like wet noodles. I unbuckled my safety harness and took a few wobbly steps toward the cockpit. “What’s going on?”

      A warning light flashed on the dash.

      “Looks like we lost an oscillator in the quantum field generator,” TD said.

      The muscles in my jaw flexed. “I thought you said this thing runs like a dream.”

      “She does. When she works.”

      I scowled at the man.

      “Relax. I’ll have her up and running in no time.” He pulled out a joint from his shirt pocket, stuffed it between his lips, and sparked up. He took in a deep breath, and the cherry glowed red. He held in the intoxicating smoke of the Majuva herb for as long as he could, then coughed out a cloud of blue smoke.

      He offered the joint to me. I shook my head. It wasn’t like I was against that type of thing, but I needed to maintain a clear head. I certainly didn’t appreciate a pilot getting stoned during an interstellar flight.

      “Don’t worry. It helps me focus,” Tucker said.

      “Whatever. Just get us back on track.”

      He unbuckled his safety harness and slid out of his seat. I followed him as he ambled back toward engineering. Carl hovered behind me.

      Tucker meandered through the corridors. As we reached the rear of the ship, he pressed a button on the bulkhead, and entered a compartment. The quantum field generator was in the center of the room. It was a cylindrical tower with flickering gauges and meters. Conduit and wiring snaked around the cylinder. A blue glow emanated from the charge core, filling the room. This was the thing that enabled travel across the galaxy in the blink of an eye. It was a marvel of modern technology.

      In the next compartment were two Thermodyne™ GXFR-7 thrusters.  Complete junk. They were made from cheap parts and were notorious for malfunctions. But at the moment, they were still fully operational. Our main problem was the quantum field generator.

      “Yep, looks like we got a bad oscillator,” TD said, examining the core. He had pulled off an access panel and was nosing around the circuit boards. “All we have to do is swap it out, and we are ready to roll.”

      “How long is that going to take?”

      “About five minutes. Once I get the part.”

      My eyes narrowed at him. “You don’t have a backup oscillator on the ship?”

      TD shrugged. “I didn’t think I’d need one.”

      I shook my head. It was standard operating procedure to keep extra oscillators and modulators aboard. They could become easily damaged with electrostatic discharge. You’d have to be a fool to travel across the galaxy without spares.

      We were light years from our destination. The nearest outpost was unreachable under standard propulsion. Without a functioning quantum drive, we were stuck in the inky blackness of space. We’d be here forever if someone didn’t come to our aid.

      “This is just great,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “Don’t worry,” TD said with a reassuring grin. “I’ve got plenty of supplies—enough food and water for months. And I know a guy who can have us a part within 24 hours.”

      “I don’t have 24 hours. I’m on a deadline.”

      “Just think of it as a little mini vacation.”

      I clenched my jaw, and the veins in my neck bulged. “I don’t need a vacation.”

      “You look a little stressed. I’d say you’re in desperate need of some chill time. I’ve got beer in the fridge. The galley is stocked with premium liquor. And I’ve got more herb than you could smoke in a lifetime. Mi casa es su casa. Make yourself at home.”

      TD pulled another joint out of his pocket and sparked up as he strolled out of the compartment. The sweet smell filled the air.

      My angry eyes found Carl.

      He did his best impression of a shrug. “What? He seemed like a legitimate pilot to me.”

      “I’m beginning to question your judgment.”

      “Malfunctions happen,” Carl said. “And, I’ll have you know, my processor is functioning flawlessly. My judgment is perfect.”

      I rolled my eyes and stormed out of the compartment. I made my way back to the cockpit and glanced at the nav computer. I wanted to get an idea of where we were. We were deep in the Draconis sector. Not a particularly good place to be stranded. My eyes scanned the inky blackness of the cosmos through the front windows. It was peaceful and serene, but probably wouldn’t stay that way for long.
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      “Do you want the good news, or the bad news?” TD asked.

      I usually like to hear the bad news first, but I wasn’t in the mood. “Give me the good news.”

      “I’ve made some calls. I’ve got someone who will bring the part here.”

      “What’s the bad news?” I cringed in anticipation.

      “It’s gonna take a week.”

      My eyes widened with surprise. “What?”

      “He’s got to order it. It’s got to get shipped to his facility. Then he’s got to transport it here.”

      “It’s a standard part,” I said, incredulous. “One-size-fits-all.”

      Tucker shrugged. “I called a dozen places. Nobody had any.”

      I grumbled under my breath and clenched my fist. “I can’t sit here for a week. I need to get to Zeta Vega. Now. It’s a matter of life and death.”

      “I didn’t tell you the really bad news.”

      My face tensed.

      “There’s going to be a premium charged for both the part and the hand delivery.”

      “How much? Never mind. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.” I was beyond frustrated with the situation.

      Carl made sure to stay well out of striking distance. I would never hit the little guy, but he didn’t want to take any chances.

      I took a deep breath, held it, then slowly exhaled. I tried to think happy thoughts. I was never really the best at anger management, but I felt this technique was useful. It kept me from planting my fist into the bulkhead. While that would relieve some tension, it would also break my knuckles.

      Just about the time I was calming down, an alarm blared through a klaxon. I looked at the nab display. A red icon flashed. Another ship had jumped into the area. It wasn’t a rescue vehicle.

      All federation vessels transmitted an IFF signal (identify friend or foe). It cut down on friendly fire. Commercial vessels usually transmitted their tail sign or unique identifier. It made it easier for traffic control. Marauders flew dark. Why identify yourself if you were operating illegally?

      The nav computer recognized the approaching vessel as a TXR Vanquish.  They were military surplus items, popular on the secondhand market. Parts were easy to come by, and they’d run a lifetime if well-maintained. Because of their robust design and ship-to-ship breaching capabilities, they were popular among certain criminal elements. There was no mistaking it—the lack of an IFF signal was a clear indication this was a pirate vessel.

      “What kind of defensive capabilities does this ship have?”

      “It’s got two 30mm plasma cannons.”

      An almost imperceptible grin tugged at my lips. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

      “But, neither of them work.”

      My budding grin faded.

      “I can try to out run them,” TD said.

      “You don’t have a chance. That thing will run circles around this bucket of bolts.”

      Tucker seemed slightly offended. “Hey, she’s not so bad. You’d be surprised at what she’s capable of.”

      A voice crackled over the comm line. “Are you having some sort of trouble?”

      Tucker grinned. “Maybe they’re here to help?”

      I frowned at his naive optimism.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have a spare quantum oscillator, would you?” Tucker responded.

      “Great,” I said. “Now they know we’re dead in the water.”

      “As if that wasn’t obvious enough,” Tucker said, dryly.

      “I’ve got a great maintenance tech. We’ll dock and come aboard. See if we can get you up and running.”

      “Copy that,” Tucker said. He looked to me. “It’s not like we’ve got much choice. They’re going to board us one way or another.”

      “You have any weapons on board?”

      Tucker pulled a plasma pistol from his waistband, hidden by his shirt. “I’ve got this.”

      I heard the magnetic clamp latch on to the ship. The Vanquish was preparing to hard-dock. An umbilical had extended, and a hard seal formed around the airlock.

      “Carl, I need you to run recon. Give me a view of the cargo hold as they enter.”

      “Aye-aye, sir.”

      The drone flew into the cargo hold and attached himself to the bulkhead near the roof deck. It gave him a wide-angle view of the cargo bay and the airlock.

      I pulled a pair of tactical glasses from my pocket and slipped them on. They allowed me to see through Carl’s eyes. I pulled out my pistol and press-checked the weapon.

      “What are you going to do?” Tucker asked.

      I shrugged. “Take cover and see how this plays out. You’re the only one on board if anybody asks.”

      TD nodded. “ What do I do if they’re hostile?”

      “Pray,” I said.

      “Listen. I can’t lose this cargo. It belongs to Victor Petrov.”

      “Then you really need to pray.”

      Petrov’s name had popped up a few times when I was an agent at the GIA. He was the head of a crime syndicate. They were engaged in the usual underworld business—drugs, human trafficking, and corrupting politicians. Getting on Petrov’s bad side was not something anyone wanted to do.

      “I’m starting to have second thoughts about this,” Tucker said.

      “But they’re here to help, aren’t they?” I said with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t let them in.”

      “They’ll just cut through the hatch and leave us to die when they’re done. Let them in, and let them take what they want. Maybe, if we’re lucky, they’ll let us go about our business.”

      “I’m not going to have much business if I lose this shipment.”

      “Business is the least of your worries if you piss off Victor Petrov.”

      I slipped out of the cockpit and stepped into the outer corridor on the port side of the ship.
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      Tucker pressed a button on the bulkhead and the hatch slid open. A squad of marauders stormed into the compartment with their weapons in a firing position. They wore tactical battle and moved with expert precision.

      I watched the video feed that streamed from Carl. He remained still, attached to the bulkhead, unnoticed. These guys were professionals. No doubt about it. Former military.

      “I guess you guys aren’t here to help,” Tucker said to the squad leader.

      The goon responded by slamming Tucker against the bulkhead. Another thug put a rifle to TD’s head, while the squad leader patted him down. He found Tucker’s pistol.

      “You guys are making a big mistake,” Tucker said. “ This cargo belongs to Victor Petrov. Does that name ring a bell?”

      The two goons exchanged a cautious glance. Then the squad leader muttered, “Seems like that’s your problem.”

      “He’ll track you down and find you,” Tucker said.

      “No he won’t. Because were not going to leave any witnesses behind.”

      TD swallowed hard. This was seriously messing up his high.

      Two goons pushed into the port corridor. They cleared the hallway—one moved aft, while the other moved forward.

      I knew they would secure the entire ship before proceeding. But they lacked the manpower to clear it in teams.  The more people in a pirate crew, the less money each man got. And they were all greedy types. I waited in the  compartment with the quantum field generator. I flattened my back against the bulkhead next to the hatch. As soon the goon stepped into the compartment, my knife blade was against his throat, slicing through his carotid arteries. I was quick, like lightning. Years of training made the movements second nature.

      I was a pure bread killer.

      Crimson blood spurted out, covering my hand in warm blood. The bastard didn’t make a sound. I let his body fall to the deck, quietly.

      I snatched his assault rifle and grabbed his comm link from his ear. It was covered in dingy wax. I wiped the gooey sludge on my pants leg and stuck the earpiece in my ear canal. I was now privy to their communications. I had a comm link in my opposite ear with which I could communicate with Carl. From Carl’s video feed, I could see that two goons were still in the cargo area, looking over the crates.

      I pushed into the corridor and shouldered the goon’s rifle. It was a Kaiser-Schmidt XP-709. Not a bad rifle, but I preferred the König-Haas MK-86. I crept down the hallway and held up at the corner.

      The squad leader’s voice crackled in my earbud. “Give me a SITREP.”

      “All clear in the forward compartments,” another goon said.

      I figured that was my cue. I mumbled in a scratchy, nondescript voice, “All clear aft.”

      “Get back to the cargo bay. But it’s time to load out.”

      “Copy that,” the goon in the forward compartment muttered.

      I waited for him to return to the cargo bay, then I advanced forward down the corridor. I held up at the entrance to the cargo bay. I kept my back flat against the bulkhead, out of sight. In my tactical glasses, I could see him enter. All three goons were now in the compartment. Tucker was hogtied, lying face down on the deck. I studied the position of the marauders, and rehearsed my action in my head. I took a deep breath, held it, and then spun around the corner. I whipped the barrel of my gun around, taking aim at the thug in the far corner. I lined the reticle of my sight on his skull. My finger squeezed the trigger.

      Before the goon’s head exploded, I had my sights lined up on another thug.

      BAM!

      SPLAT!

      Two clouds of crimson mist hung in the air. The first body fell on the deck, followed by the second. They both made wet slaps as their meaty carcasses crashed down, oozing blood.

      The squad leader took aim and squeezed off a round. The bullet snapped through the air, screaming toward me. It whizzed past my ear and slammed into the bulkhead, ringing the metal like a bell. He had one chance to kill me, and he missed.

      I peppered him with a flurry of bullets. He flopped back against the bulkhead as his chest exploded. Geysers of blood sprayed from the entry wounds. His body slumped to the deck, leaving a trail of blood on the bulkhead.

      The air was filled with the sharp smell of gunpowder. My ears rang slightly from the deafening clatter. I slung the rifle back and marched to Tucker. I drew my tactical knife, which was crusted with dried blood, and slit the zip ties that were restraining his wrists and ankles.

      Tucker stretched out, rubbing the grooves in his wrists. His wide eyes glanced around the compartment, surveying the carnage. “You Reapers are damn good, I’ll give you that.”
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      I stepped through the hatch and marched across the umbilical, heading toward the Vanquish. I kept my rifle in the firing position, edging forward with caution. I couldn’t be sure the Vanquish was empty.

      Carl led the way. He flew into the corridor and scanned in both directions. It was clear.

      I pushed in behind him. Carl continued on to scout the rest of the vehicle. He knew exactly what I wanted him to do without my needing to tell him. We had been in situations like this many times before. He may have been a robot, but he was the closest thing to a friend that I had.

      He was issued to me during my first deployment with the Reaper Teams. Once a drone was paired with a Special Operator’s biochip implant, the two were practically mated for life. Like a loyal dog, Carl would never leave my side. Since the bond between warrior and robot was so personal, the military retired the drones along with the service members they were paired to. He’d been with me through numerous deployments, and through my entire career at the GIA.

      I moved aft, toward engineering, clearing the compartments as I went.

      “Clear,” Carl said after he zipped through the entire ship.

      I pushed into the quantum compartment, and moved toward the field generator. It was a cylindrical tower,  similar to the one aboard the Pacer. I moved to the control panel and powered the unit down. I unlatched the covering, exposing the circuit boards and wiring underneath. I slid the quantum oscillator from its socket. This was going to be our ticket out of here.

      I met Carl in the hallway. We moved to the cockpit. I scanned the controls and set the umbilical to detach in five minutes. Then Carl and I raced through the vessel and crossed the umbilical. TD had dragged the dead bodies into the crosswalk. I stepped over the bloody carcasses. Their was a trail of blood on the deck that led into the cargo bay of the Pacer. TD was swabbing the the mess up as I stepped into the Pacer. The mop head was soaked with blood.

      I shut the hatch behind me. A few moments later, I heard the magnetic seal of the umbilical detach. The clank rattled through the hull.

      I held up the oscillator, displaying it proudly.

      TD grinned. “Now that’s what I call express delivery.”

      I moved through the ship and replaced the quantum modulator. It was a perfect fit.

      I left the compartment and met TD in the cockpit. He programmed in jump coordinates and powered up the quantum drive. Within moments, we were back in business. The bulkheads rippled and warbled as we entered slide-space. The transition was far less abrupt than when we had exited unexpectedly. A few more hours, and we would be landing on Reticuli 9, in the city of Zeta Vega, provided that nothing else broke on the Pacer.

      "Listen, man. I owe you one. I don't even want to think about what would have happened if that cargo would have been hijacked."

      "Maybe you ought to find a different line of work," I suggested.

      Tucker shrugged. "This is what pays the bills. I'm not exactly cut out for a commercial flying gig." He sparked up another joint. "They've got rules, regulations—”

      “Drug tests."

      "All kinds of unacceptable things." TD took another deep drag. He coughed out a cloud of smoke. "I value my lifestyle. Nobody should work at a job they hate." He leaned back in the seat and relaxed. "I'm my own boss. I fly when I want to fly. I got nobody looking over my shoulder. Got a girlfriend on every planet. I may not have much, but what I got is pretty good."

      TD was a good guy. Maybe a little misguided. But I could tell his heart was in the right place. It was too bad he'd gotten himself mixed up with a guy like Victor Petrov. That was gonna come back to bite him in the ass at some point in time.

      I figured this was a good opportunity to get some shut eye. I hadn’t exactly been sleeping well lately. I’d catch a few hours here and there, but I couldn't remember the last time I got a full eight hours. Ever since this alien ambassador thing had gone down, I found it hard to relax. Too much on my mind. It's tough to truly relax when you know there are bounty hunters from all across the galaxy looking for you. You learn to sleep light. Every sound wakes you up. Plus, I didn't like unfinished business hanging over my head. I wasn't going to be able to rest until I cleared my name. And at this point, that was looking like an impossibility.

      I had a meager pension from the service and a nice severance package from the GIA. It kept my pockets full and a roof over my head, but it wasn't much to speak of. I’d been picking up odd jobs here and there. Running security for wealthy CEOs. Investigative work. Hired gun. I trained my whole life to be an effective Special Operator. I wasn't good at much else. Sitting behind a desk, clacking away at a keyboard did not interest me. You can't go through years of combat, then work as an intergalactic spy, and not become a little bit of an adrenaline junkie. I'm not gonna say that I like getting shot at. But it certainly makes you feel alive. The spike of adrenaline. The elevated heartbeat. The heightened awareness. It’s an exhilarating feeling. I had found nothing that could match it. There was no drug that could ever get you that high. I didn't really blame my ex-wife for leaving me. Who could live with a guy like that?

      I awoke just as we exited slide-space at Reticuli 9. The craft rumbled and shook as we descended through the turbulent upper atmosphere. The bulkheads rattled, and I thought the damn thing was going to tear apart.

      TD flashed a reassuring grin.

      The air finally settled, and the ride smoothed out. TD nosed the craft toward the capital city of Zeta Vega.

      I felt dirty already.
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      I shook hands with TD on the tarmac. We had landed at the Richter-Cross spaceport. The Pacer sat perched in Bay 27. The hull was still popping and hissing from the intense heat of re-entry.

      "I mean it. I owe you one. If you ever need anything, don't hesitate to ask," Tucker said.

      "I appreciate that. Try to stay out of trouble."

      "You too. It seems like it finds you pretty easily."

      “You’re one to talk.” I chuckled and strolled away.

      Carl and I caught a cab and headed toward the starlight motel on Franklin Avenue. I had gotten a message from Jessica that she was staying in room 32. I must have missed the call when we were in slide-space. The transmission popped up in my message center as soon as we reached the planet.

      The air was filled with a thick haze of smog. Ion exhaust littered the roadways. It was a sunny 70°, but the milky haze of pollution obscured the direct light. It acted like a giant soft box, providing even illumination across the city. It was one of the reasons why New Hollywood relocated here. It almost never rained, and you could walk outside, point the camera at anything, and you had perfect lighting. Even with automated cars and advanced transportation management systems, the traffic sucked. Too many people crammed into two small of an area. Tempers often flared.

      It took 45 minutes to travel 3 miles from the spaceport to Franklin Avenue. The cab dropped us off at the curb in front of the starlight. The motel was painted pink and had a cheesy neon sign out front that flickered day and night. Several of the tubes were burned out. It gave off an annoying buzzing sound, much like a bug zapper.

      It was a small little motel in a somewhat dodgy part of town. It wasn't the worst neighborhood in Zeta Vega, but certainly nothing to write home about. The buildings were grimy and the streets were littered with refuse. The motel was mostly used by poor newcomers with stars in their eyes, or people looking to rent by the hour.

      I stepped into the courtyard and looked for room 32. There was a hazy pool that was more green than blue, and tall palm trees encircled the area.

      The lock on Jessica's door was broken. Someone had kicked it in. There was a dirty boot print staining the already weathered paint. The doorjamb was cracked and splintered.

      I drew my pistol and edged into the room. I cleared the corners, then advanced toward the bathroom. The place had been tossed. Sheets ripped apart, mattresses overturned. The dresser drawers were empty, and the contents were strewn about the matted shag carpet.

      The bathroom was empty except for grotesque roaches that scurried down the sink as I entered. I pulled the shower curtain back, raking the rings against the metal rod. The tub was empty. Dirty, but empty. I moved back into the room. Anger swelled inside of me. "Go talk to the manager. See if anyone saw anything."

      "I don't suppose I’ll find anyone willing to talk around here, but I'll give it a shot." Carl zipped out of the room and headed toward the manager’s office.

      I holstered my pistol and perused the items on the floor. Shirts, skirts, bras, panties. Jessica had been kidnapped, and somebody was looking for something. It was impossible to say whether they found what they were looking for or not. My guess was that if they had, Jessica would be dead.

      I continued to search for anything that might provide insight to Jessica's whereabouts. The door creaked behind me as it pushed open. I thought it was Carl at first. But the long shadow that fell across the carpet dispelled that notion.

      I spun around to see a large man with a flat top haircut and dark sunglasses. He gripped a 9mm pistol with a fat suppressor on the end of it. The big black can stared me in the face.

      Zip!

      Zip!

      Two bullets streaked toward me. They zipped past my right year, almost grazing it. The slugs embedded into the sheetrock with a puff of gypsum smoke.

      I drew my pistol and returned fire.

      Bang!

      Bang!

      I double tapped the would-be assassin with two shots to the chest. Blood spurted from his thoracic cavity. He fell back against the door and slid to the ground.

      Smoke wafted from the end of my barrel. I sprang to my feet and dashed to the body. My fingertips found the man's neck and felt for a pulse. But his heart had stopped beating the instant the bullets hit his chest.

      I grimaced. I wasn't going to be able to get any information out of the thug. I hadn't been in Zeta Vega for an hour, and already someone was trying to kill me. I was getting the distinct impression that somebody didn't want me looking into the case.

      Carl appeared in the doorway. "I see you are already making friends."

      "What can I say? I'm popular."

      I searched the dead man, but he was devoid of identification. This was a professional hit. No doubt about it. I took the man's glasses off and snapped a photo of his face with my cell phone. I used my phone to run his image through the Federation database. It didn’t come up with a match. That was hard to do. It took work, and connections, to completely drop out of the system.

      In his pocket I found a lighter with the logo for Crush Bar emblazoned on the side. I knew the place. It was a trendy spot on 3rd Avenue.

      The distant warble of sirens bounced off the tall skyscrapers. I didn't think gunshots would be a big deal in this neighborhood, but apparently someone had called the cops.

      I figured I’d stick around and talk to them. It was going to be a whole lot of trouble if I didn’t. They would asked a ton of questions, and I was probably going to spend the night in jail. But it was a clean kill. I was acting in self-defense. I just hoped they would believe my story.
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      The cuffs dug into my wrist. The officer had ratcheted them tight. Uniformed officers swarmed the scene. Forensic specialists analyzed the motel room. They made a 3-D scan of the environment. It would allow them to replicate the motel room down to the smallest detail for further analysis. They could run detailed trajectory and ballistics analysis. Combined with blood splatter pattern mapping, it would allow them to re-create the incident with precise accuracy.

      Ferguson had narrow eyes, dark hair, and a slim face. He was probably in his late 30s, but was already starting to gray on the sides. He wore a gray suit and tie, and it was clear that he didn't like me one bit.

      "Look, I told you. I came here to meet a friend. The place was tossed. This guy comes in and tries to put two slugs into me." I glared at him. "Do you really think I would have hung around if it had gone down otherwise?"

      Ferguson's suspicious eyes stared into me.

      “Run the simulations. You guys can tell the difference between an act of self-defense and a homicide, can't you?"

      He didn’t like my snide, condescending tone.

      I didn't like the way he was looking at me like I was guilty of a crime.

      "I ran you through the database,” Ferguson said. “You came back clean. Well, as clean is anybody can be in your situation." Ferguson nodded to one of the officers. "Take the cuffs off."

      The uniformed officer released the cuffs, and my wrists sprang free. I rubbed the indentions where the cuffs had been. "I'd like my weapon back, if that's not too much to ask?”

      "Let me give you a piece of advice, Mr. Jupiter. Leave the detective work to the professionals."

      "Like I said, I'm just here visiting an old friend. Hopefully you boys can find out who kidnapped her."

      "I don't like Feds nosing around in my jurisdiction. I like it even less when they’re ex-Feds." Ferguson had resting dick-face. He seemed like the kind of guy who looked unhappy all the time. “Why don’t you go back to where you came from? I'll be sure and let you know if your friend turns up."

      "What do you know about Isaac Finn?"

      "I know he's a scumbag. Excuse me, was a scumbag."

      "I'm sure you're devoting all available resources to investigating his murder." I could see that my sardonic tone wasn't appreciated.

      "Of course," Ferguson said with the utmost insincerity. "I have way too many officers and not enough cases to keep them occupied. No one ever commits a crime here in Zeta Vega. In fact, I've got the entire department working on the Finn case."

      My eyes narrowed at him. “So you're saying it's going to remain unsolved?”

      Ferguson continued to glare at me. "As far as I'm concerned, the galaxy is a better place without the likes of Mr. Finn. Have you seen the kind of smut he produces? Disgusting. And your missing friend doesn't rank too high either.” He paused for a moment, then let out a deep, resigned breath. “If you want to look around and investigate, fine. Be my guest. But don't start trouble. And don't leave a trail of bodies for me to clean up?"

      I couldn’t promise either one of those things. I smiled. “Like I said. I'm just here on vacation visiting a friend."

      Ferguson dropped the magazine out of my pistol and pulled the slide back, ejecting the round that was in the chamber. He handed the empty sidearm back to me.

      I gave him a nod of thanks, then pulled a magazine from my pocket, slapped it into the mag well, and chambered a round. I flicked the safety switch and holstered the weapon.

      I spun around and marched out of the courtyard. I had nothing to go on except the lighter that I pulled from the assassin’s pocket. And that was most likely insignificant.

      I stood on the curb and flagged down another cab. At least I wasn't spending a night in jail. I slid into the backseat of the automated car, and Carl glided in alongside me. I pulled the door shut.

      "Please state your destination,” the car said in a soothing female voice.

      "Take me to the Beverly Hyton on Fulton. It was a luxury hotel with five-star accommodations at a reasonable price. With my frequent traveler discount, it wasn't much more expensive than a budget hotel. The junior suite was complete with kitchenette, living area, minibar, jacuzzi in the bathroom, and a plush king-size bed. Floor-to-ceiling windows gave a stunning view of the city. At night, the haze seemed to dissipate, and the city lights flickered with brilliance. There was a nice terrace which offered a grand view and a lung full of polluted air.

      I checked in under a fake name, William Blair. I kept a slew of ID cards and Galactic passports. It was an old habit from my days in the agency. I had a pair of nano gloves that could replicate fingerprints. They came in extremely handy when using biometric scanners. That way my prints would always match up with whatever alias I was using. The gloves could be easily programmed to mimic any user generated prints that I created on the computer, or prints that I sampled by touch while using the gloves. The technology had trickled down from the top-secret Project SW Ultra. The details were slim, but it involved the creation of genetically engineered super soldiers who had almost superhuman capabilities. The project was shut down. Things had gone wrong. But those genetically enhanced operators could change their hair color, eye color, and even morph their fingerprints. I’d kill to have such capabilities.

      The first thing I did when I got to my room was make a drink. I had specifically requested the minibar be stocked with J&M. I sipped the smooth liquor and flopped onto the couch. Part of me wanted to walk away from the whole scenario. I knew I was getting myself into something that was much bigger than I had initially anticipated. This was more than just some sleazy movie producer getting whacked, and his girlfriend kidnapped.

      But I was committed. Whatever differences I had with Jessica, I wasn't going to leave her hanging. She was someone that I had once cared about. And I don't think you ever really stop caring about someone, even if you fall out of favor with each other.

      I turned on the TV to see what was going on in the galaxy. I felt like I had been living in a bubble for the last several hours. Slide-space always distorts my sense of time. It can give you a hellacious case of jet lag. I flipped through the channels and found FNN, the Federation News Network. I tried to watch a variety of news sources, everything from Federation channels, to alien news. Each had their own biases, and you had to sort out the bullshit.

      The Ravturians had positioned an invasion fleet in orbit around Nepova 7. The large province of Maktuka was a former colony. It had won its independence several years back, and that never sat too well with the Ravturian government. They wanted the territory back and had been posturing lately, threatening to take the colony back by force.

      Of course, the idea was met with opposition from just about every member of the Federation. But General Lutov, seemed to always do what he wanted. He was on his fourth consecutive term as president of Ravturia. He had won re-election handily, with a 98% majority vote—which meant he was committing election fraud.

      Federation President Mitchell had been talking tough. He drew a line in the sand and said that any invasion of Maktuka would be considered an act against the Federation. Maktuka had applied for inclusion within the Federation, though the annexation had not yet been ratified.

      Tensions were running high. We were potentially on the brink of war, or at least a proxy war. It was an election year, and President Mitchell was facing strong opposition from Daniel Dixon. I didn't care much for politics. They all talked through the side of their mouthes. None of them had any idea what it was like to be an infantry soldier covered in blood and muck on some alien planet, fighting a war of dubious merit.

      It was hard to tell exactly where Dixon stood on the issue. He tried to project an image of strength, standing firm against the Ravturian’s, but he also didn't want to appear like a war hawk. He was the magistrate of Reticuli 9, and had a lot of support here in Zeta Vega. I had seen his face plastered on billboards and buses during the cab ride from the spaceport. He promised to clean up the corruption. He promised to strengthen our military, while improving diplomacy. He was the kind of guy that drew support from both sides of the political spectrum. He was a serious challenger to Mitchell.

      I didn't know who I was going to vote for. In the end, I’m not sure it would really matter. Five minutes of watching the news was more than enough for me. I turned off the TV, moved to the minibar and poured another drink, then sat back down on the couch.

      I pulled out my mobile phone and searched the Galactic net, trying to find out as much information about Isaac Finn as possible. I could see why he wasn’t the most popular guy around.
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      Maybe Jessica’s disappearance was related to Finn’s murder? Maybe it wasn’t?  It could be random coincidence. I didn’t know what she was into, who she owed money to, or who she had pissed off. But if I had any chance of finding her, I was going to have to start with Isaac Finn. And I was going to have to keep my mind open to all possibilities.

      I pulled out my mobile phone and searched the Galactic net, trying to find out as much information about Isaac Finn as possible.

      Isaac Finn had produced several hundred adult interactive experiences. They were virtual-reality movies. All you needed was a neural ring and a high-speed connection. The titles were available for download.

      The neural rings were slim devices with connection points at the temples and other locations around the cranium. They looked like high-tech horseshoes. The device could transport a person into the virtual world. All of the senses were simulated by the neural rings—touch, taste, sound, smell. On-demand, you could enjoy the talents of any number of budding starlets. It was almost indistinguishable from reality. There was a plethora of uses for the technology. Everything from video games, to communications, virtual business meetings, to virtual sex. It was no secret that 80% of the bandwidth on the Galactic net was used for virtual sex experiences—whether it was a movie, or a real one-to-one connection.

      I perused the selection of movies that were produced and directed by Isaac Finn—strictly for educational purposes, of course. Finn had a reputation for finding the hottest girls in the industry. Whatever your taste, you could find exactly what you were looking for. As I browsed the titles, the most popular actress was Mandy Starr. She was a sultry little vixen. Raven hair, crystal blue eyes, full lips, model good looks, and a body that would make your pulse quicken. She had sculpted abs, firm natural breasts, perky nipples, toned legs, and an ass you could bounce a quarter off of. It was easy to see why Isaac’s best selling movies starred Mandy. She was innocent and dangerous and naughty, all at the same time.

      I felt like I needed to do some research. I downloaded one of Mandy's movies to my phone. I grabbed a neural ring from my bag and placed it on my temples. I launched the interactive title on my phone and synced the two devices.

      My vision flashed a brilliant white. Suddenly, I found myself standing in a virtual environment. A large menu option displayed in front of me. A montage of the interactive title looped over and over again on the menu while I made my selection.

      The neural ring had taken control of my sensory input. The neural ring shut off physical movements, much like your brain does during a dream. The ring made your body mimic a sleep state while you were off gallivanting around in the virtual world.

      I pressed play and the simulation began. The menu disappeared, and I found myself cleaning an infinity pool at a luxurious mansion. I glanced to a lounge chair and saw Mandy oiling up her tanned body with lotion.

      You've got to be kidding me? I'm a pool boy?

      Since this was for educational purposes, I figured I'd let the simulation proceed. Apparently Mandy didn't want tan lines, so she reached behind her back and pulled the string on her bikini top. The fabric went slack and she tossed it aside, revealing her sumptuous breasts. They defied gravity.

      It didn’t really matter anymore that I was a lowly pool boy. I was enjoying the view. And I was beginning to see the attraction to this type of entertainment.

      Mandy's body glistened in the sunlight. She rubbed more lotion over her endowments. They were soft, supple, and bouncy. I guess she grew tired of her bikini bottoms, because they met the same fate as her top. She tossed them aside. I watched the skimpy things flutter through the air and pile beside her top. It seemed like it happened in slow motion. Since this was a virtual-reality simulation, it probably did.

      Virtual reality or not, Mandy had my full attention. My heart was thumping in my chest. I felt a surge of hormones. I had a lot of testosterone brewing, there was no doubt about it.

      Apparently Mandy had absorbed enough sun. She climbed out of the lounge chair and sauntered along the edge of the pool toward me. She bit her lip softly and looked up at me with baby doll eyes.

      I felt the temperature increase.

      She stood before me—5’2”,  105 pounds, dripping with sex appeal. I'm a gentleman, but let's just say it was difficult to maintain eye contact.

      Her voice was soft and breathy. The words slipped off her tongue like velvet. "I think the jacuzzi inside is broken. The jets don't seem to be working. Maybe you could take a look and unclog them?”

      She strolled inside, and I couldn't help but fix my gaze on her luscious assets. The cheesy music started and I took that as my cue to follow her.

      The house was modern, with sleek lines and lots of large windows. Warm, natural light cascaded in, filling the perfect architecture with soft light. It was the kind of house that you’d find in architectural magazines. But neither I, nor anyone else who had ever experienced the simulation, gave a rats ass about the architecture.

      By the time I got inside, Mandy was splayed out on the sofa, warming herself up. Her fingers moved between her legs like a virtuoso pianist. Her breathy moans of pleasure filled the air.

      I figured what the hell, this was all in the name of research. I moved toward the couch, ready to check her plumbing and unclog her pipes when I was abruptly knocked out of the simulation.

      It took me a moment to re-orient myself. I glanced around the hotel suite, trying to get my bearings. Carl had pulled the neural ring from my head.

      My face crinkled up. I was pissed. "What the hell is your problem?"

      "There’s somebody at the door."

      "And you can’t answer it?"

      "I thought it best not to open the door while you were in a… compromised… position."

      "I'm gaining valuable intel, I'll have you know."

      "Sure," he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      I climbed off the couch and unholstered my pistol. I had a fully loaded pistol in my pants that I needed to disarm as well. I flicked the safety off and crept to the door. I looked at the display screen. There was a camera on the other side that took the place of a peephole. It had a wide-angle lens and displayed the entire hallway. The small display panel on the back of the hotel door gave an excellent view of visitors. I could see it was the bellman with a tray of food.

      "I didn't order any room service,” I shouted through the door.

      The bellman looked at the ticket, then to the room number. "I'm sorry. I've got the wrong room.”

      He pushed the cart farther down the corridor and knocked on another door.

      It seemed like an honest mistake. I holstered my pistol and moved back into the living room. "See if you can find Isaac Finn's address. While you're at it, see if you can find Mandy Starr.”
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      Adult entertainment must have paid well. Either that, or Isaac had other sources of income. He had a sprawling estate in the hills, high above the chaos of the city. A cab dumped me and Carl at the driveway to the villa.

      The sun had dipped down below the horizon, and the sky was multiple shades of pink and orange. It was the one time of day where the haze of pollution actually enhanced the look of the sky as it took on various hues.

      I strolled up to the gate and pushed the call box. There was no response. I waited another moment and pushed the button again.

      Still nothing.

      It was a little bit more difficult for me to scale the gate than it was for Carl. He just flew over. He was hovering in the air on the other side as I climbed down the wrought iron fence.

      "Getting slow in your old age."

      "Shut up,” I said, playfully.

      I marched up the drive and across the lawn to the front door. I rang the bell for good measure. I was a little surprised that Isaac didn't have a service bot that maintained the place. I moved away from the porch and looked in through the large windows.

      The house was well appointed. Stylish furniture and large canvases of modern art on the wall. There was a baby grand piano in the corner. I caught a glimpse of something on the floor. It looked like the tail end of a body. And not a human one either. I moved to the side of the house and marched around back. There was a nice pool, barbecue grill, tall palm trees, and a small pool house—all of the usual features you would expect a luxury Zeta Vega estate to have.

      The back door was slightly ajar. It had been kicked open, and the door frame had splintered. I looked at the boot mark on the door. It was the same pattern as the one from the motel.

      I drew my pistol and flicked off the safety. The back door creaked as I pushed inside. I switched on my tac-light that was affixed to the barrel of my pistol. The beam carved a swath of light in the darkness. I cleared the corners with expert precision as I pushed through the home.

      The beam of my flashlight raked across the body on the floor. It was made of a plastic polymer shell with a titanium armature underneath. The android had taken a shot to the chest, and one to the head. It was enough to destroy its power center and neural processing core.

      The house was in disarray. Seat cushions had been pulled off the couch. Mattresses tossed, drawers rummaged through. I weaved through the house and climbed the stairs. There were several guest rooms. They had all been tossed.

      Isaac's office area was next to the master bedroom. He had a full editing suite in his home. There was a dual monitor setup and multiple studio grade speakers positioned in a surround configuration for sound mixing. His computer was conspicuously missing from his desk.

      I continued to search through the house, but found nothing significant. I didn't really know what the hell I was looking for.  The master bedroom at a large king size bed, covered in silk sheets. There was a large flat panel display screen, and a surround sound stereo system. There was a large aquarium with exotic marine life of all shapes an colors. The tank had simulated seaweed, and was complete with a sunken ship and a box of treasure at the bottom.

      I watched the fish for a moment. It was calm and soothing. The air pump bubbled and hummed. I grabbed a jar of fish food that was next to the aquarium and tapped a few flakes onto the surface of the water. The poor guys probably hadn’t been fed in a week. The vibrant fish floated to the surface and sucked the tiny morsels into their mouths with enthusiasm. I felt bad for them. They were going to die without continued care. But I wasn’t in a position to adopt them. What was I supposed to do, carry a 120 gallon aquarium out of the dead man’s house and set it up in a hotel room? I figured I’d try to get back and feed them again tomorrow. Maybe I could find someone to look after them?

      Carl and I left the house and strolled down the drive toward the street. I pressed the button on the control box and the gate swung open. I had called for a cab and it met us on the street. We slipped into the automated car and it whisked us through the city.

      I kept seeing benches and billboards with Magistrate Dixon's face on them. He was a handsome man with a square jaw and gray, almost white, hair. He was probably in his late 40s, though with age enhancements it was always hard to tell. He had piercing blue eyes and was always impeccably dressed. The cameras loved him. From his eloquent speeches, he seemed genuine. He seemed to really care about the people. But Zeta Vega fell under his purview. And the city hadn't improved much since my last visit. But, Rome wasn't built in a day. It was going to take time to turn this city, and this planet, around.

      As we arrived at Mandy's house, I saw her step into a cab and drive away.

      "Follow that car,” I commanded.

      Mandy lived in a nice neighborhood. It wasn't as nice as Isaac’s, but she did all right. We followed behind as Mandy's car weaved through the city. The car dropped her off at a nightclub on 2nd Street. Mandy strutted past the line, wearing stiletto heels and a short dress that looked painted on. She smiled at the bouncer and gave him a hug, then strolled into the club.

      Carl and I hopped out of the car and followed suit. Music pumped, spilling onto the sidewalk. The clatter of revelers inside filled the air. I smiled at the bouncer as I walked right past him. He grabbed my arm. "Excuse me. You need to get in line like everybody else."

      He wasn't nearly as friendly to me as he was to Mandy. Understandable. He was a big guy with a thick booming voice. As big as I was. Maybe a little bigger.

      "I'm here on business. I'm just going to be a minute."

      "I don't give a shit why you're here. You've got to get to the back of the line."

      My eyes glanced down to his hand that was still gripping my bicep. "It might be a good idea for you to take your hand off my arm."

      He didn't like the idea one bit. He tried to thrust me toward the door, but I didn't budge. I was a granite stone. A mountain. He was going to have a hard time bouncing me, that was for sure.

      He was about to mouth off when I grabbed his wrist and forcefully removed his grasp from my arm. I twisted his well muscled arm around, bent his wrist back at an unnatural angle, and took the big ogre to the ground. I planted my foot in his back while I wrenched his arm. "I said I'm just going to be a minute. I'm not looking for trouble. You shouldn’t look for trouble either if you know what's good for you."

      There were audible gasps from the crowd and the cashier. The bouncer groaned in pain with his face planted against the grungy carpet. I'm sure the cashier was calling the cops.

      "Go on in," the bouncer said. "Enjoy your evening."
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      Music hammered my chest. The place was packed. Hordes of bodies pressed against one another, undulating in rhythm to the beat. Beams of colored light cut through the darkness, spinning and swirling. Fog machines kept the air thick with a milky haze.

      I plowed through the sweaty swarm, looking for Mandy. Carl hovered behind me. I found her behind a velvet rope in the VIP section. She was sitting on the couch with several others, enjoying bottle service. There was another big, thick ogre manning the rope. He held his hand out, trying to wave me off as I approached.

      I didn't even bother with pleasantries. I grabbed his wrist, twisted his arm around and put him in a choke hold. I squeeze my arm around his neck until he blacked out, then I gently lowered him to the ground. I unlatched the rope and stepped into the VIP area amid shocked faces. I stormed toward Mandy. I grabbed her arm and pulled her off the couch, dragging her away from her entourage.

      “Get your hands off of me, you freak!“

      “I’m investigating the death of Issac Finn. I need to speak with you for moment.”

      "Are you a cop?" She gazed at me with suspicious eyes.

      "No. I'm a friend of Jessica's."

      Her tense expression softened a bit. “Oh. I like Jessica."

      "She's been kidnapped."

      Mandy's eyes widened with shock. "Really?"

      I scanned the club. Cops were piling in through the front door.

      "I think we better take this conversation somewhere more private."

      I pulled her along, weaving through the sea of patrons.

      “Let go of me.” She swatted at my arm.

      I pushed through the back exit, pulling Mandy with me. It emptied into an alley behind the club. I let go of her arm. “Sorry, it was a little too stuffy in there.”

      Mandy dug into her clutch and pulled out a can of pepper spray. She aimed the nozzle at me. "How do I know you're for real? You could be some crazed fan stalker."

      "Don't worry. I'm not a fan."

      She looked both relieved and disappointed.

      "Really? You're not a fan?" She suddenly seemed insecure. "Have you seen any of my work?"

      I hesitated. “Possibly."

      "Well, either you have, or you haven’t.”

      "I may have seen a little bit, strictly for investigational purposes."

      She arched a curious eyebrow at me. "Investigational purposes?" She knew that was a load of bullshit.

      I spotted a diner across the street. "Let's grab a cup of coffee and talk more about Isaac Finn."

      Her face crinkled up as she evaluated the situation.

      “I promise. I’m harmless.”

      “You don’t look harmless.”

      I unholstered my pistol.

      Her eyes widened with fear.  Her anxiety dissipated when I offered her the grip. I kept the barrel pointing in my general direction. “You can shoot me if I get out of line.”

      She took the pistol. She looked it over while holding it awkwardly.

      I flashed a disarming smile.

      She stuffed the pepper spray back into her purse, and held onto the pistol.

      “I’ve never shot anyone before. It could be fun,” she said with a saucy grin.

      “Just don’t hurt yourself with that.” I turned and headed down the alley toward the diner. I heard the clack of Mandy’s stiletto heels against the concrete as she caught up with me. “You might want to keep that thing out of sight.”

      Her tight dress hugged her every curve. There was nowhere to hide the weapon, and her clutch was too small. She hiked up her skirt and stuffed the weapon in her frilly lace panties. I was envious of the weapon. The heavy weight of the pistol strained the elastic band. She pulled her skirt down, and the pistol bulged. It wasn’t very inconspicuous.

      I told Carl to hover outside of the restaurant and keep watch.

      The waitress seated us in a booth and took our order. It was the kind of place that was open all night and had a large after-hours crowd. We were there before the rush. After 2 AM, it would take you an hour to get a seat—drunk revelers looking to fill their bellies with a late, or early, breakfast.

      The place had a retro vibe. The booth was covered in faux red leather. The floor had a tiled checkerboard pattern. The waitresses were all dressed like pinup queens from the 1950s. There were black-and-white photographs of Marilyn Monroe and James Dean on the wall. Rock-a-billy music filtered from the old-school jukebox.

      Mandy ordered waffles with maple syrup and a strawberry shake. I stuck with coffee.

      She looked at me with sultry, inquisitive eyes. "So, what did you think?"

      "What did I think about what?" I knew what she was asking about. I was just playing hard to get.

      "My performance, silly."

      “In your movie?”

      She nodded.

      “I thought it was… not bad." I wasn't about to tell her it was heart stopping. Or that she was the most alluring creature this side of Aldebaran Minor.

      She gasped, and a look of disbelief washed over her face. I don't think she had met anyone that didn't fall all over her. "Not bad?"

      I shrugged and feigned disinterest. "Yeah. It was okay."

      "What, you don't like girls?"

      I scowled at her, playfully. "I love girls."

      "Well, everyone loves me, so what’s your problem?"

      "I saw five minutes of one of your movies. I don’t feel like that qualifies me to make a judgment.”

      She smirked. “You only lasted five minutes.”

      “I was interrupted. Besides, Hollywood is all smoke and mirrors. I'd have to experience the real thing to give you an honest evaluation."

      She arched an intrigued eyebrow at me. "Oh, so you want to experience the real thing?"

      "Well, it wouldn’t be torture."

      She giggled. She liked that.

      “We should get down to business,” I said, trying to steer this ship back on course.

      “Yes, we should," she said in a breathy, seductive voice. She wasn't talking about the case.

      Maybe she found me a challenge? Maybe she  thought I was attractive? Maybe she thought I was dangerous, and that attracted her?

      I needed to stay focused. “How well did you know Isaac Finn?"

      "Well, I wasn't fucking him, if that's what you’re getting at?"

      "Were you close?"

      "I made a bunch of movies with him. He launch my career. I owe him a lot."

      "So you were on good terms?"

      "Yeah. I considered him a friend. But he had a lot of enemies."

      "Like who?"

      Mandy chuckled. "Anyone who is successful in this town has a lot of enemies."

      "Can you think of anyone who specifically wanted him dead?"

      Mandy thought about this for a moment. "Well, Dirk Schroeder wasn't exactly a fan."

      "Who's that?"

      "They used to be producing partners. They split up, and Isaac started his own label. Isaac got really successful, Schroeder didn't." She thought about it for a moment. "Oh, there was a guy that threatened Isaac at a party. I can't remember his name. He was the boyfriend of one of the newcomers. Jasmine Rose. Pretty girl. He threatened to kill Isaac. It happens all the time. Jealous boyfriend. You know." Her face crinkled up. "Gosh, what was his name? Billy…” She looked like she was going to short-circuit. "You know, it's hard for some guys to watch their girlfriend getting long stroked by some 10 inch stud. Some guys just can't measure up. But size isn’t everything. This business isn't for everybody."

      "I'd imagine it would be a difficult adjustment for most couples.”

      "Plus, there's a lot of bad elements around. Some of the girls get into drugs. They meet new people. Pretty soon the relationship is over."

      The waitress clanked down a plate of waffles for Mandy. She set the shake in the center of the table, and put two straws in it. Then she plunked down my coffee.

      “Can I get you anything else?”

      I shook my head.

      Mandy's luscious lips wrapped around the straw and she took a sip of her strawberry shake. Let me tell you, every guy in the place wanted to be that straw.

      "Malone!" Mandy shouted with glee. "Billy Malone. That's the guy. You need to check him out. Now that I think about it, he was kind of creepy. He had crazy eyes. I think he tried to stop Jasmine’s movies from getting released. He didn't want anyone to see his girlfriend having sex on camera, or experiencing her virtually. He threatened to break into Isaac’s studio and destroy all the copies."

      "You know where I can find this guy?"

      "Last I heard, he was loading freight down at the dock. Red Haven Container Terminal.“

      "What happened to Jasmine?"

      “She didn’t last very long. I haven’t seen her in a while, honestly.”

      "Thanks. This has been helpful."

      "My pleasure." She had a twinkle in her eyes.

      "I dug into my pocket and threw enough money on the table to cover both meals and a nice tip.

      Mandy gazed at me with her magnetic eyes. "You're going to stay for dessert, aren't you?" It was a loaded question.

      “I need my pistol back.”

      “Come and take it.”
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      I thought someone was going to call the police. That girl moaned and screamed so loud she could shatter glass. I'm sure the neighbors were used to it.

      I don't know if it was all an act, or if I really turned her on. I was certainly trying.  She acted like I was the greatest lover in the galaxy, and I wasn't going to argue. Our sweaty bodies collided over and over again. She eagerly took everything I had to offer, and she fit me like a glove. I caressed every supple curve of her luscious form. We must have hit every position in the Kama Sutra, and probably made up a few. I hammered her tight wet core until she couldn't see straight. We worked ourselves up into a frenzy, devouring each other like fiends. We indulged ourselves for hours. I don't know if I put in the extra effort because I wanted to stand out among her long list of encounters, or if something more was going on.

      This girl was magnetic and insatiable. I knew one thing for sure, she was never going to forget me. And I wasn't likely to forget her. This was an experience of a lifetime. And I had plenty to measure it by—this wasn’t my first rodeo.

      Her soft hands stroked my body, and her fingertips traced my muscled chest and rippled abs. Our sexual symphony crescendoed with an explosion of passion. She moaned with pleasure, and her nails dug into my back. I fell on top of her, drenched with sweat, completely exhausted.

      I felt like I was high.

      A girl like this was trouble, no doubt about it. She could make you keep coming back for more, and that was a bad thing. We had barely finished and I was already thinking about round two. Once would never be enough. She was like crack for men like me. One taste, and you're an addict.

      I rolled aside and tried to think about all the reasons I shouldn't see this girl again. But my reasons weren't very convincing. I was doing my best to ignore logic.

      She rolled over and gazed at me with a contented grin. She stroked my chest. "So, was that just okay?"

      I shrugged. "It might have been a little bit better than okay."

      She smacked my chest playfully. She knew better. We both knew it was fucking amazing.

      "Have you ever considered a career in the industry? You’d be good at it."

      I tried to hold back a grin. That’s all the approval I needed. “It's not really my speed."

      "Well, you're better than 99% of the clowns that get paid to be with me."

      I arched a curious eyebrow at her. "Only 99%?"

      She smiled. "I might be inclined to give you an extra percentage point. But we would have to do it again. I would need to make sure the first time wasn't a fluke."

      I laughed. “I can assure you. It wasn't a fluke."

      She was probably just stroking my ego.

      "So how does it work?" I asked.

      "How does what work?"

      "Filming? Creating the interactive experience?"

      Her eyes narrowed at me. "You're already working the case again, aren’t you?”

      "My wheels are always turning."

      "Well, some of the newer girls will wear a neural ring and smart contact lenses that record visual input. The neural ring records the sensory activity in the brain. Some of the girls who have been doing this longer go ahead and get biochip implants, that way all visual, auditory, and sensory data is recorded directly from the brain. It's really cool technology. You can experience sex from any point of view. Want to know what it's like on the other side? You can experience that."

      "No, thanks. I like it just fine from my perspective."

      Mandy giggled.

      "Do you have a biochip implant?"

      "Of course. I think it records a better quality of sensory input than the external devices. I require that any performer I work with be implanted as well. I want my fans to get the best quality experience possible. When a person interacts with my virtual avatar, I want my responses to be 100% authentic."

      "I admire your commitment to your fans."

      She grinned. "Customer service is my top priority. It’s the combination of both performers’ data that makes the virtual experience so real.”

      "So, if you have a biochip implant, is that always recording?"

      Mandy shrugged. "I guess. The data is encrypted and automatically downloaded to the network with an encryption key. The sensory data is edited later."

      "What network?"

      "Isaac set up the server. He handles all the technical stuff. To be honest, I never really thought much about it. Isaac dealt with all of that. I worked for him exclusively, and now that he’s dead, I'm not really sure what my next move is going to be."

      "Where does he keep the data?"

      "I don't know."

      "Don't you worry about that kind of thing? What about your privacy?"

      Mandy laughed. "Privacy? I’ve revealed my most intimate self to millions of men across the galaxy. I'm not too concerned about my privacy."

      "So, let me get this straight, there's data of you and I sitting on a server somewhere out there?"

      Mandy thought about it for a moment. "Yeah, I guess so. Don't worry. It's not going to find its way into the next movie."

      I wasn't exactly sure how I felt about that. I guess if I would have known the whole thing was being recorded, I might have put a little more effort into it. But I put just about all the effort I had. Anymore and I'd probably be dead now. At least I would have died a happy man.

      I stayed with Mandy for the rest of the night. I wasn’t going to be able to accomplish much until the morning. I figured I'd catch Billy Malone in the container terminal as he came on shift—see if he had anything enlightening to say about Isaac Finn's murder.
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      “Why are you so cranky?” I asked Carl.

      “Who’s cranky? I’m not cranky. It’s not like I had to sleep on an uncomfortable couch all night while you banged the hottest porn star in the galaxy.”

      “So, you’re jealous?”

      “I’m not jealous. I just didn’t get any sleep. I tried to power down and go into standby mode, but my emergency sensors activated every time she screamed.”

      I chuckled.

      “It’s not funny. My neural network is a complex piece of machinery. I need sleep just like you do. And it’s not like I can chug a pot of coffee to perk myself up.”

      "You could have gone back to the hotel room."

      "And leave you alone with a possible suspect?"

      "I'm a big boy. I can handle myself."

      Carl scoffed. "You're a moron who lets your little brain do the thinking." He paused for a moment. "Have you ever stopped to think about what will happen to me if something happens to you?"

      I shrugged.

      "My soul purpose is to look after your well-being. If you die, I will cease to have purpose."

      "Awe, that's so sweet."

      "Don't patronize me."

      "I seriously doubt Mandy Starr could have killed me." I hesitated for a moment, then burst into laughter. "But she damn near fucked me to death."

      Carl rolled his eyes. “I hope you protected yourself?”

      “Of course. Bio-Cide lube will kill anything.” I paused. “Just think, if I die, you can do all those things you want to do.”

      “Such as?”

      “Travel the galaxy. Find another drone. Settle down. Make little drones.”

      “Please, I’m a bachelor for life. I’m tied to you, and that’s enough. But I would like to see the Ataki Nebula. I hear it’s spectacular.”

      “I hear it’s haunted.”

      “I’m dying to see a real, live ghost.”

      “Ghosts, by definition, are dead.”

      “You know what I mean. I’m fascinated by non-corporeal entities. The possibility of life after death.” He paused for a moment. “Do you think I have a soul? What will happen when my power supply runs out and my circuits freeze up?”

      “Let me get back to you on that one. That’s a little deep of a conversation for 8 o’clock in the morning, don’t you think?”

      Carl sighed. “I suppose. But if I die, I’m coming back as a ghost to haunt you.”

      We walked into the container terminal. It was a sprawling complex. Cargo crates were stacked on top of each other, lined up in rows that extended as far as the eye could see. Giant gantry cranes towered overhead. Loader bots shuffled about. Cargo ships from all across the galaxy came and went. Heavy, lumbering behemoths with rumbling engines. Air rippled and distorted beneath the vertical thrusters as the vessels took off and landed. Customs enforcement agents inspected each ship and analyzed the cargo, looking for contraband. You could find just about anything in those storage crates. Food, electronics, cars, clothing, and anything else that was available in the commercial market—and some things that weren't. Drugs and human slaves were also smuggled across the galaxy on a frequent basis.

      Carl scanned the area, looking for Billy Malone. We had accessed his information via the Galactic net, and Carl's facial recognition system would pick him up the moment he appeared in view.

      A foreman approached us before we got too far into the terminal. He was a heavyset guy in a flannel shirt and wore a white hard hat. "Can I help you fellows?"

      "Looking for Billy Malone."

      "Who's asking?"

      "Jack Jupiter. Private investigator."

      “He ain’t turned up in three days. I don't expect him."

      I grimaced.

      "You're welcome to wait around and see if he shows, but this is a hard hat area. I'm going to insist that both of you wear head gear. It's for liability purposes."

      "Sure thing."

      "I'll get you some hats," the foreman said. He ambled toward the front office.

      "Ugh,” Carl said. “I really have to wear a hat?"

      "Are you afraid it's going to mess up your hair?"

      "Funny. It's going to be too big. And it's going to cover my optics."

      The foreman returned a few minutes later with two orange hardhats, and two orange safety vests that read Visitor in bold black letters. "Here. Put these on."

      I put one of the hats on Carl and put the other on myself. I slipped on the vest and Carl dangled his between his appendages. He looked ridiculous, like half a person floating in the air.

      The foreman stifled a chuckle. I could tell that Carl wasn't happy being the subject of humor.

      Something in the distance caught the foreman's gaze. "Well, speak of the devil. Here's your boy now.” The foreman pointed out Billy Malone as he approached.

      Billy saw him, and didn't like the fact that someone was pointing at him. He froze in his tracks, hesitated a moment, then took off running.

      I sighed, then sprinted after him. I didn’t feel like chasing anyone.

      Billy was a skinny guy with shaggy dark hair. He had long legs and was a hell of a runner. He barreled through the gate of the container terminal and took a right.

      I sprinted as fast as I could, but he had quite the head start. My quads burned as my legs drove me forward. My chest sucked in huge gasps of air. I was pretty quick for a big guy, but wasn't sure I'd be able to keep up with a lighter, spry kid—230 pounds of muscle was great until you had to move it a long distance at a high speed.

      Billy was probably in his early 20s. His knees probably hurt less than mine. He hadn’t spent his career fast-roping out of dropships or humping 80 pound backpacks across miles of mountainous terrain. The life of a Special Operator can take its toll on the body. Even with modern medicine, aches and pains were unavoidable. I had put my body through hell, and quite often it voiced its displeasure.

      I raced through the gate and turned after Billy. I saw him disappear into an alleyway across the street. I dashed into traffic, narrowly avoiding certain death. The automated emergency response maneuvers of the vehicles brought them to a screeching halt in the nick of time. Horns honked and tires squealed. Automated voices shouted cautionary words, “You have crossed illegally. Please be more careful!”

      I ducked into the alley and continued to stride as fast as I could. Surprisingly, I was gaining ground on Billy. I raced past dumpsters and bags of trash and emerged on the other side of the alley.

      Billy darted into the street. But he wasn't so lucky. Despite the best effort to avoid the collision, a car slammed into Billy. He bounced up on the hood and smashed the windshield. It webbed with cracks, and fragments of glass showered out.

      Billy rolled off the side of the car and smacked the pavement.

      All traffic stopped.

      I ran into the roadway and knelt beside the sack of bones lying on the asphalt. Blood dripped from Billy's lips and nose. His leg was bent at an unnatural angle, fractured during the impact. His body was covered with bruises and abrasions.

      My fingers felt for a pulse in his neck. He was still alive, but unconscious. I knew it was procedure for the automated vehicles to call emergency services. EMTs would arrive on the scene before long. I felt like a vulture, hovering over the body, hoping he didn't die. I needed him alive to answer questions.
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      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Doctor Thacker said.

      He was a Tovlubian. An amphibian-like creature with an elongated head and long slender arms. Black spots dotted his red slick skin. He didn't have eyelids, per se—just a clear protective membrane that blinked occasionally. It gave him a very odd, intense look.

      "I just need to speak with him for a few minutes,” I said. “He's a potential suspect in a murder investigation."

      The doctor thought about this for a moment. "We just got him stabilized, and he’s still in critical condition.” I thought he was going to run me out of there. His gaze flicked from me to Carl, then back again. He sighed and reluctantly said, “I’ll give you five minutes. But please don't excite my patient, or otherwise upset him."

      "Thank you, Doctor."

      The hallway in the trauma center was bustling with activity. A steady stream of patients were rolled in on gurneys and triaged. Frantic doctors and nurses scurried about. There were urgent calls over the intercom for doctors to attend to patients, STAT.

      I stepped into the intermediate care unit and pulled the door closed behind me. Carl followed behind. The chaos of the trauma center faded. Billy Malone lay in bed with an IV in his arm. He wore a green hospital gown, and had various bandages about his head and body. A display screen next to the bed monitored his vitals. The craggy peaks and valleys of his heartbeat looked like a digital mountain range. His blood pressure was 126/80. His oxygen saturation was at 98%. All things considered, he was in pretty good shape. Though, he had suffered a concussion.

      His eyes widened as he saw me. The blip of his heartbeat became more frequent, and I could see his blood pressure elevate.

      "I just want to talk." It wasn't like he had much choice. He couldn't just get up and walk away. "Why did you run?"

      "I thought you were a cop. Are you?"

      "No. I'm investigating the death of Isaac Finn."

      The news of Isaac Finn's death didn't come as a shock to him.

      "You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?"

      "No."

      "Then why did you run?"

      "I don't know. Like I said, I figured you were a cop. I had said some things about Finn that could be misconstrued."

      "Like, that you wanted to kill him?"

      "I was drunk, and I was angry. I said some things that I probably shouldn't have said."

      His heartbeat and blood pressure started to rise.

      “What was your beef with Finn?"

      “Jamie and I both came out here to be actors. Real actors.”

      “Jamie?”

      “Jasmine, Jamie… whatever. Jasmine Rose was her stage name. Anyway. this guy, Finn, sees her in the grocery store, tells her she could be a star. He just didn't say what kind of star." Malone paused for a moment. "We both needed the money, and she thought maybe this was her path into the business. Next thing I know, she's banging everybody, on and off camera. Started running around with a bad crowd. Doing drugs. All of a sudden she's not the same person anymore. She was a good girl. Innocent. She never even had a drink of alcohol before she came out here.” His face tensed. "So, yeah. I was little pissed off. I was mad. I just wanted my girlfriend back."

      "Where is Jasmine now?"

       She ran off with one of her costars." He said costars in air quotes.

      "So, you're saying you had nothing to do with the murder of Isaac Finn?"

      "Yes, that's exactly what I'm saying."

      "Can you prove it?"

      "You want me to prove a negative? Isn't it supposed to be the other way around?"

      I stared into the kid’s eyes. He wasn’t a killer. He didn't have it in him. I had seen my fair share of killers and there is something cold and detached about their gaze.

      "Look, I wasn't even in the Zeta Vega when Finn was killed."

      "Can you prove it?"

      "Yeah. I went back home. I needed some time to regroup."

      "Where is home?"

      “Notakon.”

      “Nice place,” I said.

      Billy shrugged. “Talk to my parents. Talk to my friends. There are plenty of people that saw me while I was there. I flew commercial. StarWays™. You can check the flight records."

      "So what brought you back to Zeta Vega?"

      "I'm not going to give up on my dream just because Jamie gave up on hers."

      Carl ran a search through the StarWays system. “His story checks out. He took flight SW289 out of Zeta Vega on March 3rd. There’s visual confirmation from security footage that he was onboard.”

      "Thanks for your time,” I said. “I hope you recover soon."

      “Thanks, mister."

      I turned for the door and grabbed the handle. As I pulled the door open, the chaos of the trauma center filtered in.

      "Hey! If you want to find out who killed Finn, you should talk to Schroeder.”

      I craned my neck over my shoulder and looked back at Malone. "I'm listening."

      "That guy had it out for Finn. At least, that's what Jamie said. She said Isaac had gotten increasingly paranoid lately. She thought that maybe he was doing too many drugs, and that it was all in his head. But he was convinced that Schroeder was going to come after him for some reason or another. I don't know. I didn't pay much attention. Hope that helps."
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      It looked like business was booming at Schroeder’s studio. Two scantily clad girls were provocatively posing for a photographer.

      Click!

      Flash!

      Click!

      Flash!

      The girls changed poses each click. As the session progressed, more articles of clothing came off. They were presumably creating images for a movie poster.

      Carl was transfixed by the sight.

      I must say, these girls could definitely hold my attention as well.

      “Know where I can find Dirk Schroeder?” I asked.

      Without looking at me, the photographer pointed toward Dirk’s office. He kept clicking his camera, and the studio flashes emitted blinding pulses of light.

      I started toward Dirk’s office.

      “I’m gonna hang back here,” Carl said. “I think there’s valuable intel to be gathered.”

      I rolled my eyes and continued toward Schroeder’s office. I didn’t bother to knock. I just pushed in.

      Schroeder’s eyes gazed at me with surprise. He was an older man, balding on top, and tufts of gray hair on the sides. He wore thick glasses and had a salt-and-pepper mustache. He was sitting in a chair behind a desk.

      A moment later, a young blonde popped up from underneath the desk and wiped her chin. She looked startled and embarrassed. Schroeder pulled up his pants and fastened his belt. He waved the girl off. “Run along, honey. We’ll finish up later.”

      The girl scurried past me and closed the door behind her as she left the office.

      “What can I do for you? Are you here to audition for one of the male roles?”

      “No.”

      “Then, how can I help you?”

      “I’m hoping you can tell me about Isaac Finn.”

      Schroeder’s face tensed. “I probably shouldn’t say anything bad about the dead.”

      “So, you are aware that he was murdered?”

      “Word travels fast in this industry. There are only a handful of players, and we’re all like one big dysfunctional family.” He gazed at me with astute eyes. This man had been around the block, and he knew every angle. “You’re not a cop. Let me guess, private dick?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I didn’t kill Finn if that’s why you’re here.”

      “You know, it’s funny, everybody says the same thing. Everyone claims to be innocent.”

      “Let’s cut to the chase,” Schroeder said. “I’m a busy man.”

      “I can see that. Looks like business is booming.”

      “Well, you know what they say. The show must go on.”

      “Seems like Finn’s death has been good for you.”

      “I’m not going to lie. It has. The girls need work, and people need product. In a few short days, I’ve positioned myself to take over his share of the market. That’s just business.”

      “You didn’t care much for Finn, did you?”

      “No, I didn’t. And when I heard he was dead, I didn’t feel bad about it either.”

      “What was your beef?”

      “We used to be partners. A partnership is a lot like a marriage. Have you ever been married?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, sometimes relationships go south. Things get ugly. I’m sure you can relate.”

      “Did you ever threaten to kill him?”

      “I’m sure I said some things that could be construed in that regard. Doesn’t mean anything.”

      “You got an alibi?”

      “Of course. The little blonde that you just met. I was with her.”

      “She can confirm this?” I asked with a healthy dose of skepticism.

      “Call her in. Her name is Chloe.”

      I pulled open the door and called across the studio for Chloe to return. She entered the office and stood shyly. Her head sunk into her shoulders, and her eyes focused on the floor.

      “The coroner puts Finn’s time of death around 10 or 10:30pm on March 4th.”

      “Isn’t modern science amazing. They can determine the time of death with such precision. Just incredible. Even with a guy carved into little tiny pieces like that.” Schroeder smiled. “Chloe, tell the man where you were on March 4th at 10:30pm.”

      “I was with you.” Her meek voice was barely audible.

      “What were you doing?”

      “We were… well, you know.” Her cheeks blushed.

      “She’s still a little shy,” Schroeder said.

      “How long were you with him?” I asked.

      “All day. We had met earlier at a casting session. Dirk says I have star quality.” There was a glimmer of hope in her eyes.

      “I’ve got 50 witnesses that put me in this office all day, auditioning new talent. Chloe and I had dinner after the casting session, one thing led to another, and we ended up back at my place. You can check my transaction receipt from the restaurant. And I’ve got timestamped security footage for my home. That ought to be more than enough to dispel any notion of wrongdoing on my part.”

      “Do you need me for anything else?” Chloe asked.

      “Oh, I need you, baby. But you can step out for a moment.”

      Chloe smiled at Schroeder and left.

      Schroeder looked at me. “Satisfied?”

      “I’ll be satisfied when I find out who killed Isaac Finn. Did you know his girlfriend, Jessica, has been kidnapped?”

      A look of surprise washed over Schroeder’s face. “No, I didn’t know that.” He paused solemnly. “She was a good girl.”

      “Is a good girl.”

      “I don’t know how she got mixed up with Isaac Finn. She deserves better than that.” He frowned. “But the heart wants what the heart wants, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I’d be careful if I were you,” Schroeder said.

      “You keep poking your nose around, people are going to get upset.”

      “Which people?”

      “Look, I don’t need any trouble from those kind of people. So I’d rather not say.”

      “Now I’m intrigued.”

      Schroeder hesitated a moment. Then he spoke in a hushed tone. “I’m not going to go into specifics, but if one wanted to launder money, there are lots of creative ways that could be accomplished.”

      “Are you suggesting Finn was laundering money for someone?”

      Schroeder shrugged.

      “Who?”

      “I’d rather not say.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Because I was approached to do the same thing. I turned them down. I like my life. I don’t want to end up chopped into small pieces and left on the side of the road.”

      “It would be really helpful if you gave me a name.”

      “This is all speculation on my part. I’d hate to wrongly implicate someone who’s innocent.”

      My eyes narrowed at him.

      “You’re a smart man. I’m sure you can figure out who’s at the top of the food chain in this town. Somebody like that would have a lot of drug money to launder.”

      I had a pretty good idea who he was talking about. “Thanks. Sorry to interrupt.”

      “No problem. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      I turned to the door.

      “Hey, if you ever want to get into the business, let me know. The girls would love a guy with your physique. It’s not a bad way to earn a living.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks for the offer.”

      I pulled open the door and stepped into the studio. The photographer was still clicking, and studio strobes were still flashing. The girls were down to nothing, and Carl’s gaze was fixed.

      “Come on, we’re out of here,” I said as I stepped toward him.

      “Can’t we say a little longer?”

      “Sorry, buddy.”

      He spun around and followed me as I marched out of the studio. We caught a cab and zipped through the city. After a few blocks, it became evident someone was following us. A silver sedan, three cars back.
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      When it came to drugs and organized crime, Victor Petrov was at the top of the food chain. He had to be who Schroeder was talking about. But Petrov was going to be a hard man to bring down. He was too smart to get his hands dirty. If he wanted Isaac Finn dead, he wouldn’t have killed him himself. Any number of his minions could have done the job. Law enforcement had been trying to build a case against him for years, but they could never get him on anything. When I was with the GIA, I tried to pin a weapons trafficking case against him, but I couldn’t get enough evidence for the Federation Attorney to bring an indictment.

      Petrov never talked about his business on unsecured communication channels. If he wanted someone whacked, he would never say it in so many words. He had a team of the best lawyers in the galaxy, and more than enough money to pay off any judges, witnesses, jurors, cops, prosecutors, or federation agents that might pose a threat.

      He was practically untouchable.

      But I was going to find a way to bring him down.

      The silver sedan was still following us. I ordered the cab to pull to the curb. I pushed the door open and stepped onto the sidewalk. I glanced down the avenue and saw the silver sedan pull to the curb a block behind us. I unholstered my pistol and marched toward the car.

      I couldn't see inside, the reflections of the skyscrapers on the window obscured the view. The side windows were tinted. As I drew near the car, I took aim—a scowl painted across my face.

      The silver sedan squealed away from the curb and disappeared into the flow of traffic.

      An almost imperceptible grin tugged at my lips. I holstered my sidearm and marched back to my cab. That took care of the tail, for now. They'd return shortly. I was sure of it.

      Victor Petrov's home was no secret. He was a public man. He liked to hide in plain sight. He could be found dining at the finest restaurants. Lounging at upscale spas. Playing golf at exclusive courses. A team of well armed bodyguards were always close by.

      His home had every security feature imaginable. Video surveillance, laser motion detectors, a cadre of armed guards. There was a high perimeter fence, topped with shards of broken glass embedded into the concrete. Security drones flew around the perimeter, nonstop.

      No one was stupid enough to steal from Victor Petrov. You’d have to be even dumber to attempt to cause him harm. One thing was for certain, if you planned to assassinate Victor Petrov, you’d better not fail. The reprisal would be swift and deadly.

      I wasn't sure what I intended to do. But I needed to hear Victor's side of the story. I didn't feel comfortable killing a man without just cause, even a man as corrupt as Victor. I needed a solid indication that he was responsible for the death of Isaac, and the kidnapping of Jessica. Besides, I couldn’t kill the dirtbag until I knew where Jessica was. The only way I was going to get any information was if it went face-to-face with the man himself. But it wasn't like I could stroll up to the gate and ask to see him.

      I instructed the automated car to stop a block away from Petrov's house. “Work your magic, Carl."

      I rolled down the window and let Carl fly out. He knew the drill. He was going to run a standard reconnaissance pattern around Victor Petrov's property. He would scan the area and identify all potential threats and security measures. Every defense system had a weakness, and we were going to find it.

      I put on my tactical glasses and watched the live video feed that streamed from Carl's optics. He mapped the terrain, and we could re-create a three-dimensional model to further assist in planning our point of entry. Carl circled the property twice and had collected enough data to map the guards and security drones. He continued to hover high above, watching their movement patterns. When he was done, he returned to the car.

      The sun hung low in the sky, glowing a brilliant orange. The amber haze of pollution somehow made the sunset all the more beautiful. I waited in the car with Carl until nightfall. There was no sense trying to breach the walls during daylight hours. I’d slip in under cover of darkness.

      I studied the data that Carl had collected and formulated a plan. I directed the car to drive to the end of the block and pull to the curb. “Circle around the block and wait for me in front of 322 Fern Glenn Drive.”

      “As you wish,” the car responded.

      I climbed out of the car and sprinted into the shadows between two houses. Carl followed after me. I left a thermal grenade on the back seat of the cab. I clutched the remote detonator in my palm.

      The automated car pulled away and turned right on Hawthorne Street.

      I stayed in the shadows and moved toward Victor’s compound—322 Fern Glenn Drive.

      I hid behind a tree near the perimeter fence—a large brick wall that towered 16 feet high. There was no way a person could scale that fence without an assistive device.

      I angled my head around the trunk and watched for my cab to circle around. Just as I had instructed, the car turned on Fern Glenn and pulled to the curb at Victor Petrov’s house.

      I waited for a moment. A strange car in front of the compound would quickly draw attention. I wanted as many eyes on the car as possible.

      My thumb depressed the button on the remote detonator, and the car exploded in a brilliant ball of fire. Flames and black smoke rolled into the night sky. Bits of metal and flaming upholstery showered in all directions. A large section of the front right tire was shredded and flung into the air. It landed three houses down. Engulfed in flames, noxious fumes from the rubber billowed into the sky. The tire blistered and melted. The chassis of the car popped and hissed as the flames roared.

      This was my opportunity.
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      I ran to the base of the wall. Carl hovered above me and lowered his appendages. I grabbed onto his hands and he ascended into the air. He lifted me up and over the wall, clearing the laser motion detectors atop the fence. He put me down on the ground, past the shrubs.

      All of Petrov's security forces were focused on the burning car out front.

      I stayed in the shadows and ran toward the main house. Again, Carl lifted me up onto a second floor balcony. All of the windows on the first floor would likely have sensors. Entering through a window or door on the ground level would trip the alarm. Typically, second-floor windows lacked any type of protection.

      I pulled my sleeve over my knuckles and punched a pane of glass in the French door. It splintered, and fragments dropped to the ground, shattering. I hoped the sound wasn't enough to attract the guards’ attention.

      I reached my hand through the windowpane of the French door and unlatched the deadbolt. I was careful not to slice my wrists on the sharp shards of glass. I eased the door open and slipped inside along with Carl.

      The room was dark. It appeared to be a spare bedroom. It was elegantly decorated with a four post bed, fine art on the walls, a dresser, a chest of drawers, and a full-length vanity mirror in the corner.

      I eased across the floor, careful not to creak any floorboards. I cracked open the door to the hallway and peered out. I could barely see the entrance foyer over the railing in the hallway. Victor Petrov's rage filled voice echoed off the vaulted ceilings in the foyer as he spoke to one of his guards. "What the hell is going on?"

      The guard shrugged. "Car bomb."

      "In one of my vehicles?"

      "No. On the street. It just pulled up and exploded."

      I could barely see the top of Victor's head from this angle. "I want you to stay on a heightened level of security for the rest of the evening. Conduct a thorough sweep of the premises. Leave no stone unturned. This has to be some type of diversion. I can guarantee you, someone's going to make an attack tonight, or at least probe our defenses."

      "Everything is clear, sir. None of the sensors have been tripped, and the drones haven't picked up anything unusual."

      From what I could see, the guard was a tall guy with long curly dark hair. He stood about a foot taller than Victor.

      "Stay on your toes, Ramon. Call me at the first sign of something unusual."

      “Do you want me to cancel all visitors."

      "Yes."

      "What about Savannah? You’re scheduled for an 8:30pm massage with her."

      "You can let her through.” I could tell Victor was anticipating her services, which probably included a lot more than just a massage. “But check her for weapons, just to be sure.”

      "Yes, sir."

      Victor spun around and trotted up the grand staircase. He moved down the hall and slipped into the master bedroom.

      Ramon relayed the information to the rest of the staff. He was clearly the head of security. A moment later, I saw his lumbering body march up the staircase. He was a big guy, and had an assault rifle slung around his shoulder. He wore a tactical vest with extra magazines and thermal grenades. He had a sidearm holstered to his hip. He reached the second floor landing and started searching the guest rooms, one by one. Eventually, he would make his way to me.

      I moved back to the French doors and tried to scoop up the shards of glass. There were thousands of tiny pieces embedded into the carpet. I couldn't get them all. But at a casual glance, I didn't want the big ogre taking notice when he searched the room.

      I sliced my finger on one of the shards, and red blood trickled down my hand. I cupped my other hand underneath, trying to catch the drops of blood. I didn't want to stain the carpet. Not that I was mindful of Victor’s expensive silk carpet, but dark bloodstains against light carpet would surely attract attention.

      I moved into the bathroom and disposed of the shards in the trashcan, then washed my hands in the sink. I grabbed a piece of toilet paper and wrapped it around my finger. I pressed hard, trying to stop the bleeding. The white paper blossomed red as it absorbed my blood. After a few moments, the heavy flow stopped.

      I thought about places to hide. Underneath the bed. In the closet. But those were all amateur moves. Ramon would look all through the room and the attached bathroom.

      I moved back to the French doors. There was a white sheer curtain on the inside. I pulled it aside and peered into the yard. The guards had all returned to their normal positions. I could see smoke billowing over the perimeter wall. The flames had mostly died down, but the car was still smoldering. The surveillance drones were running their normal pattern around the property.

      I was caught between a rock and a hard place. If I stepped onto the balcony, surely one of the guards would see me, or the drones might pick up my presence. If I stayed inside the room, Ramon would find me. I could kill Ramon, but his absence would arouse suspicion. More guards would come looking.

      I wasn't exactly sure what the right move was, but I was going to have to figure it out pretty quickly.
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      "According to my calculations, there's a small gap in the surveillance coverage of the drones," Carl said.

      "How small?” I asked.

      "Two seconds. If we time it right, we could evade detection.”

      I could hear Ramon’s heavy footsteps as he lumbered down the hallway toward my room. He stopped and slipped into the room next door and gave it a cursory glance.

      "Let's give it a shot," I said.

      "On my mark," Carl said.

      A moment later, I heard Ramon emerge from the neighboring guest room and close the door behind him. His next stop was here.

      Carl monitored the movements of the surveillance drones.

      “Any time now,” I said with urgency.

      “In 3, 2, 1…”

      I pulled open the French door and stepped onto the balcony. The curtains fluttered as I pulled the door shut behind me. I gripped Carl's hands and he ascended into the air. I hung on for dear life as he flew around the compound keeping us precisely in the blind spot of the surveillance drones. Any variation in speed or trajectory would cause us to be discovered.

      Hanging onto his hard metal fingers for a few moments was one thing, but circling the sprawling estate was another. All of my 230 pounds were resting on my fingers. It didn't take long for them to burn and ache. By the time we made a complete circle around the compound, my fingers felt like they were going to snap.

      Carl set me down on the balcony and I slipped back into the guest room. I had hoped, in the minute or so it took to circle the house, that Ramon would have made his inspection of the room and stepped back into the hallway.

      Unfortunately, I wasn't that lucky.

      I guess Ramon had noticed the broken shards of glass in the trashcan. Or the missing pane of glass in the French door. Maybe it was a spot of blood on the silk rug that I missed? Either way, he was standing in the bedroom as I stepped inside.

      He grabbed his assault rifle and tried to bring it into the firing position. But he had one of those oversized, ambidextrous charge handles, and it snagged on a magazine pocket on his tactical vest. It interrupted his movement. By the time he shouldered his weapon, I already had two hands on the barrel. I jammed the rifle forward, cracking the buttstock into the bridge of his nose. Blood sprayed out as his nose flattened. Dark circles instantly formed under his eyes.

      The pain had to be intense.

      The big guy was dazed. I planted a swift kick into his groin. He groaned and dropped to his knees, clutching the jewels. I uppercutted the butt of the rifle against his jaw. His teeth slammed together so hard I'm sure they chipped. He fell back against the bed unconscious and flopped to the floor.

      There was a slight thud. I wasn't sure if that was going to be enough to arouse suspicion or not? I took his weapons. I slung the rifle over my shoulder and grabbed his sidearm. He was going to be pissed when he woke up, and I didn't want the big guy armed.

      I crept to the door and peered into the hallway. The front door opened and a beautiful young brunette strolled in, her high heels clacked against the marble floor. She had long, auburn hair and legs for days. She ascended the staircase and made her way to Victor's room. She tapped lightly on the door. "It's me. Are you ready for your massage?"

      There was a naughty tone to her voice.

      I heard Victor's muffled response. "Yes. Absolutely. Come on in!”

      Savanna slinked into the master bedroom and shut the door behind her. I could tell this was a regular thing for her. A standing appointment. Probably several times a week. She had been coming for so long, the guards didn't pay very much attention to her. She was let in at the front gate, and probably told to let herself into the main house.

      I waited a few moments. I wanted to give them time to get comfortable. I’d make my move when they were most vulnerable. After a while, I pushed into the hallway and crept toward Victor's bedroom. I held Ramon’s pistol in my hand.

      I held up just outside the door. Soothing ambient music filtered from the room. With a delicate touch, I grabbed the door handle and slowly twisted. I could barely hear the mechanisms inside rotate. I eased the door open slightly.

      Victor was face down on a massage table, and Savanna was working his back. Savanna wore a short silk robe that was just barely long enough to cover the promised land. It was somewhat sheer, and I could see she wore nothing underneath. Her robe wasn't going to stay on for very long.

      I'm sure Victor had planned to get a little rub and tug, but he wasn't going to get a happy ending this time. I pushed open the door and crept up behind Savanna. My movements were silent. Ninjas were jealous. There was a reason that Navy special warfare operators were called Reapers—silent death. Once a Reaper, always a Reaper. My hand was around Savanna's mouth, and Ramon’s gun was pressed against her temple before she knew what happened.

      "Don't stop," Victor mumbled, his face down into the donut-shaped head rest.

      Startled, Savanna had stopped the massage. I motioned for her to continue—though her hands were a little shaky now.

      I kept the pistol aimed at her pretty face as I switched it into my left hand. I drew my sidearm and placed it against Victor's head. I'm sure he knew exactly what it was. "Don't move,” I said. “I’ve had a lot of coffee today. I would hate for this thing to accidentally go off because my finger twitched.”

      Savanna took a step back, but she was too terrified to do anything that might upset me.

      "How can I help you, my friend?" Victor said in a calm, almost friendly voice.

      "You can start off by telling me where Jessica is, and why you had Isaac Finn killed."
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      "I don't know what you're talking about," Victor said.

      “I’m sure you don’t,” I replied in a sardonic tone. "I don't care who you are, I won't hesitate to put a bullet in your skull. You've got one opportunity to tell me where Jessica is. That's all I really care about."

      "I'm telling you the truth. I don't know where she is. I had nothing to do with her disappearance, or Isaac Finn’s murder." He paused. "You may find this hard to believe, but I'm equally as upset about his demise as you are."

      "I sincerely doubt it."

      "Isaac Finn worked for me. We had a very profitable arrangement. Whoever killed him did so without my permission. And, if you know anything about me, you know that no one does anything in this town without my approval."

      I wasn't sure what to think. A man in his position would say anything to stay alive.

      "You are either very brave, or very stupid, Mr.…?"

      "Jupiter. Jack Jupiter."

      The door burst open. Several goons flooded into the room with their weapons in the firing position. Ramon followed behind them, clutching a rag to his bloodied nose. He wasn't in a good mood.

      "Drop the weapons. Now!" Ramon shouted through the blood-soaked rag. His voice was muffled, and it looked like it hurt to vocalize anything—the sound resonating uncomfortably through his shattered nasal passageways.

      I grimaced. My heartbeat elevated. I carefully let the pistols go slack, dangling them from the trigger guards. I slowly knelt down and set them on the ground, then stood back up.

      The two goons approached cautiously and kicked the weapons aside. They clattered across the floor.

      Petrov sat up on the massage table and wrapped a towel around his waist. He looked me up and down and didn't seem nearly as upset as I would have expected. His gaze found Savanna, and he almost looked upon her with concern. "Are you okay?"

      The terrified girl nodded.

      "Savanna, why don't you wait for me in the study. I've got some business to attend to. We will resume this shortly." He flashed a comforting smile.

      She scurried out of the room. He didn't need to tell her twice.

      "So which is it, Mr. Jupiter? Brave, or stupid?"

      I hesitated for a moment. "Perhaps a little bit of both."

      Petrov chuckled. "To get this far you must possess exceptional skill. I will give you that. Not many make it past the perimeter fence. None have made it into my house, much less into my inner sanctum." His eyes narrowed as he surveyed me. "Former Special Ops, I suppose?"

      "Navy Reapers, and six years in the GIA."

      A wave of recognition washed over his face. “Ah, yes. You’re the agent accused of murdering the ambassador."

      I nodded.

      Petrov seemed to take some joy in that fact. "I suppose you're innocent?”

      I nodded.

      "See, we're all innocent." He smiled.

      I kept a stone gaze.

      "I could use a man like you, Mr. Jupiter. Ramon is the best in the business. And you seem to have bested him. It looks like I'm in the market for a new head of security.” He glared at Ramon, then his gaze returned to me. “I’m contemplating offering you the job."

      "I'm flattered. But I don't think I'd be a good fit within your organization. I don't play well with others. I've always had a problem with authority."

      “I never much cared for authority either. I suspect you and I have much in common.” Petrov pondered his next move. "Not many people have pointed a gun at my head and lived. Under normal circumstances, you'd already be dead by now. Or, at least, suffering."

      There was a diabolical glint in his eyes. He was the kind of man that liked to play with his victims before he killed them. More often than not he would torture his enemies, and make sure everyone knew about it. It was partly for pleasure, and partly to send a message. If you messed with Victor Petrov, there was going to be consequences.

      There was only one reason that I was still alive. He needed me for something.

      Victor proceeded to tell me exactly what he wanted. "I'm going to let you go, Mr. Jupiter. Ramon will escort you out. But you are going to do two things for me.“

      “I’m all ears."

      "As I mentioned, Isaac Finn worked for me. His demise has decreased my revenue. Although not a significant amount in the overall scheme of things—my empire is considerably large—it is a decrease nonetheless. I don't like it when people take money out of my pocket. I want you to find out who killed him. I have no doubt your skill and tenacity will lead you to the culprit. I can see in your eyes that you are a determined man. When you find the people responsible for his death, you are going to eliminate them."

      "I think I can easily accommodate your request." It was odd to be on the same page with a known criminal.

      "And you're going to do one more thing for me."

      "What's that?"

      "You are going to owe me an open favor. To be redeemed at a later date. Think of it as a gift card that never expires. And I can redeem it on demand. No questions asked."

      "That's a little too vague for my taste."

      "Take it, or leave it, Mr. Jupiter. Think carefully before you answer."

      I hesitated for a long moment. With two assault rifles aimed at my skull, I didn't have much choice. ”You're a generous and reasonable man, Mr. Petrov."

      Petrov smiled. "Ramon will escort you out."

      My eyes flicked to the big ogre. He was still glaring at me, and his eyes screamed with rage. He looked like he wanted to put a bullet into me at the first opportunity. He didn't look too bright, but he wasn't dumb enough to defy Petrov. At least, I hoped he wasn't.
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      I needed to make one stop before I returned to the hotel. The minibar was definitely calling my name, as well as the king-size bed. I had a fun evening with Mandy, but let’s just say we didn't get a lot of sleep. I was running on empty, had been for months. I was desperate to get into a comfortable location and unwind with a nice drink.

      Ramon turned out to be not so bad a guy. He was driving us back to the hotel, and indulged my request to stop off at Isaac’s place again. I couldn’t help but feel like I had missed something. Ramon pulled to the curb in front of Finn’s estate. Carl and I stepped out of the car. I leaned back into the window and flashed a hopeful smile. "No hard feelings?"

      “How about you let me punch you in the face?“

      “I don’t think that will really make you feel better.”

      “I think it will.”

      “How about we take a rain check on that?”

      Ramon glared at me and mumbled something to himself. “The boss says I’ve gotta take you wherever you want to go. You want me to wait for you?”

      “No. I got this. We’ll catch a cab from here. Thanks for the lift."

      He pulled away, and I watched the car disappear into the night.

      I strolled up the driveway with Carl. This time the gate was ajar. I couldn't remember if it had closed properly when we left before, or someone else had been on the property. I drew my pistol and flicked on the tac-light, sweeping the beam from side to side, illuminating shadowy places where someone could hide. I didn't expect anyone to be lurking in the shrubs, but one could never be too cautious.

      The chirp of crickets filled the air. The hum of the pool pump was considerably more noticeable at night than it was during the day. There was very little traffic on the street this time of night. There were no lights in the neighboring houses. It was past the bedtime of most decent folk. The back door swayed with the breeze. I pushed into the house and moved into the kitchen. I still didn't know what I was looking for.

      The beam of my flashlight played across the tile floor, then the refrigerator, the sink, the stove, and the dual stacked ovens. There were still dishes in the sink. Having been left unattended for several days, it wasn't a pretty sight. Mold and other substances were growing on the dishes. The smell wasn't pleasant either. I pushed back into the living room and made my way towards the stairs.

      "I really don't think there's anything here," Carl said. "I think we should go."

      "Don't tell me you're afraid of the dark?"

      "With my enhanced optics, there is no such thing as darkness for me. I have excellent night vision. This place just happens to give me the creeps."

      "You're getting soft in your old age. We've been in a lot worse places than this."

      "Yes, but there's something unsettling about rooting through a dead man's home."

      I reached the second floor landing and continued through the house. I cleared the spare bedrooms, then continued down the hall toward the office. As soon as I entered the room, someone lunged at me.

      I should have noticed the footprints in the carpet when I was in the hallway. It was dark, I was tired, and I wasn’t paying as much attention as I should. My mind was focused on putting the pieces of the puzzle together. All it takes is one slip up sometimes, and you find yourself going home in a box.

      The figure grabbed the barrel of my weapon and slammed me against the wall. The sheet rock cracked and dented. Bits of gypsum fell to the carpet.

      The attacker was a man in his early 30s. Short hair, brown eyes, muscular build. Maybe 5’9”. He knew how to fight. I figured he had some kind of military training. He tried to strip the pistol from me, but wasn’t effective. Instead, the handgun flew across the room and thudded against the floor.

      I elbowed him in the face, wrenching his jaw aside. Blood splattered from his split lip.

      I kneed him in the gut.

      He hunched over, clutching his abdomen.

      I planted another elbow in the back of his neck. The blow dropped him to the ground. I pounced on him, putting my knee into his spine and twisting his arm behind his back. With my free hand, I pulled my tactical knife from its sheath and put the blade to the man’s throat.

      “Start talking,” I demanded.

      The man said nothing.

      I pushed the point of my blade into his neck, breaking the skin. A trickle of blood ran down the knife blade and spilled onto the carpet. “I’d speak now, before you lose the ability.”

      “Fuck you.”

      I pushed the knife deeper into his neck. Not enough to kill him, but enough to let him know the end was near. “I’m about a millimeter from your external carotid artery. Once I sever that, you’ll be dead in less than three minutes.”
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      “The disk,” the man said. “I’m looking for the data disk.”

      “What data disk?” I asked, keeping my blade at his throat.

      “I don’t know!”

      “What’s on it?”

      “I don’t know. Look, man. I’m just a hired gun,” the man cried.

      “Who do you work for?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “It’s in an anonymous deal. The only time I’ll actually meet my employer is when I hand them the disk. The money will be transferred into my account.”

      I edged the tip of my knife deeper into his flesh.

      “I swear. I’m telling you the truth.”

      Carl analyzed his voice stress patterns. “I believe he is being honest.”

      I clenched my jaw. I wanted answers. “Tell me everything you know about this data disk.”

      He was about to answer when a commotion downstairs spoiled the moment. Someone entered through the back door. I heard multiple footsteps. I looked into the hall and over the banister. I could see flashlight beams dancing across the wall in the living room below.

      “Don’t move,” I whispered to the man.

      I reached for my pistol, barely able to grasp it with the tips of my fingers. I rose to my feet and sheathed the knife. I brought my pistol into the firing position and took aim at the doorway.

      My attacker was still face down on the floor.

      I could hear footsteps creeping down the hallway. Flashlight beams slashed the darkness. I had nowhere to go. Suddenly, brilliant beams were staring me in the face, blinding me.

      “Freeze! Police! Drop the weapon! Now!”

      I had no choice but to let the pistol go slack. It dangled on my finger from the trigger guard. I knelt down and slowly set it on the ground. Before I could stand back up, multiple cops pounced on me. They were dressed in black tactical gear and body armor. They had ballistic helmets and high-powered assault rifles. A boot stomped my back. Another found my rib cage.

      Pain shot through my chest, as the cop kicked me a few times for good measure. I felt my organs bounce around my thoracic cavity. It wasn't a pleasant sensation.

      An officer slapped cuffs on my wrists. The hard steel smacked against my wrist bone, and the dickhead ratcheted the cuffs too tight. They were practically cutting off the circulation to my hands.

      The officers yanked me to my feet. They had my attacker in cuffs as well.

      I could make out a familiar silhouette hovering behind the glare of flashlights. Detective Ferguson stepped into view. He had a smug grin on his face. "You're under arrest, Mr. Jupiter."

      "What for?"

      The murder of Amanda Jones, a.k.a. Mandy Starr."

      His words hung in the air like smoke.

      My  stomach twisted in knots. I felt hollow inside. A mix of rage and confusion washed through me. My face twisted up, perplexed. "What are you talking about? I didn't kill Mandy."

      "You spent last night with her, didn't you?"

      I knew better than to talk to cops without a lawyer. I wasn’t going to say a word.

      Ferguson wasn't surprised by my silence. "Take him down to the station and book him."

      "I'll work on your bail," Carl said as the officers dragged me out of the room.

      They brought me outside and stuffed me into the back of a patrol car. They weren’t too gentle about it either. Red and blue lights flickered across the lawn.

      I didn't see what happened to the man who attacked me. I wasn't sure if they arrested him, or if they let him go. Technically, we were both trespassing. But it wasn't like Isaac Finn was going to press charges.

      The patrol car pulled away from the scene and whisked me through the city to the station. The officers made a point to give me a screen test at every opportunity. With my hands cuffed behind my back, I had no way to brace myself. When the driver of the patrol car slammed on the brakes, I'd fly forward, and my face would smack the plexiglass barrier.

      It gave the officers a good laugh each time they did it. They’d wait until the last possible second to brake before a stoplight. I kept my mouth shut. Bitching was only going to make the situation worse. I was pissed, but threatening an officer was an offense. I didn't need to give the department anymore ammunition against me.

      I was taken to the processing area, photographed and bio-scanned, then transferred into an interrogation room. All of my personal belongings had been confiscated—my weapons, ammunition, wallet, and money. I was sure the cash was going to get split up between the arresting officers.

      I sat in a tiny room for about an hour before Ferguson appeared. It was an obnoxious little space—just a table and two chairs. The walls were covered with sound dampening materials. It was so quiet, you could hear your own heartbeat. Like a fun-house, there were no right angles. Everything was just a little bit off. Barely enough to be noticeable. Just enough to make you think you were crazy. They pumped in terrible easy-listening music that I was pretty sure had subliminal messages embedded within. Everything about the space was designed to elicit a confession. You’d do or say anything to get out of the room faster.

      Ferguson stepped into the room and sat across the table from me. "You thirsty? Want any water? Soda?"

      "I could use a little J&M."

      "Sorry."

      I guess he figured he'd start off with the good cop routine. I’m sure the bad would follow.

      "I can get you a sandwich if you’re hungry."

      "No thanks."

      "It might be a long time before your next meal. And the slop they serve in the housing units isn’t anything to write home about."

      "Let's cut the nonsense. We both know I didn't kill Mandy Starr."

      Ferguson shrugged. "I don't know anything. What I do know is that Mandy is dead, and you were the last person to see her alive."

      “How did it happen?"

      “You know.”

      “No, I don’t.” Ferguson was starting to piss me off.

      "Professional hit. Two in the back of the head while she slept."

      The muscles in my jaw flexed.

      "We're running ballistics now and comparing them to the weapon that was in your possession at the time of the arrest.”

      "They're not going to match."

      A sleazy smirk washed across Ferguson’s face. I had the distinct impression that he would make sure the ballistics matched. I didn't put anything past him, or this department.
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      “You’re going to be my lawyer?” I asked, highly skeptical.

      “Yes,” Carl replied. “I re-read the Federation Constitution, and downloaded all of the Federation and Provincial criminal statutes and case law. I’m relatively confident that I could do as good, or better, than the public defender.”

      Carl hovered across the table from me in the interrogation room. “I took the bar online, and got my provisional certification.” He grined, ecstatic about his accomplishment.

      “Congratulations,” I said, flatly. “Explain to me why this is better than hiring a qualified attorney?”

      “I am qualified,” he protested. “And, it’s cheaper. I’m not going to charge anything.”

      “Lucky me.” I grimaced. “Last I checked, the public defender was free.”

      “Yes, but no one’s going to be as devoted to your case as I will be.”

      He had a point.

      “You seem to be lacking sufficient funds to put down a retainer with one of the more notable attorneys. Bail was set at 25 million credits, and without collateral, I was unable to secure a bondsman.”

      My eyes widened with surprise. “25 million?”

      “The judge sees you as a flight risk.”

      I shook my head. This was absolute nonsense. “How can they set bail when I haven’t been arraigned yet?”

      “It’s all done automatically. The case is presented to the judge as soon as you are booked into custody. I must say, the system is very efficient and streamlined.” He seemed impressed.

      I, however, was not.

      “So, unless you have an extra 2,500,000 credits lying around for the bondsman, I don’t think you’re getting out of here anytime soon.”

      “Oh, believe me. I’m getting out of here.” I took a deep breath and exhaled. “Okay. Fine. You are my attorney of record.”

      Carl’s synthetic eyes lit up with glee. “Oh, goody! My first real case.” He placed his hands against the seat back and leaned in ominously. He had a stern look on his face plate and spoke in a commanding voice. “Where were you on the night of March 10th?”

      “You’re supposed to be a defense attorney, not a prosecutor, moron.”

      Carl dropped the tough guy act. He returned to his affable self. “Oh, right.” He paused for a moment, thinking about potential scenarios. He raised his finger in the air and shouted, “Objection! Leading the witness.”

      I sighed again. This was hopeless. The only way to get him to shut up was if I played along. “Sustained.”

      Carl smiled again. “How was that?”

      “Perfect. Now work on getting me the hell out of here.”

      “That’s a solid copy, sir.”

      An officer pulled open the door. “Time’s up.”

      “Hang tough,” Carl said as he glided out of the room. “Don’t drop the soap.”

      I scowled at him as he slipped into the hallway.

      Two guards came into the interrogation room and shackled my wrists and ankles. They escorted me to one of the housing pods. I was strip-searched by a rather handsy Flutanian guard with long tentacles, issued orange inmate attire, and interviewed by the intake guard.

      She was a blue-skinned Valvlador. She spoke in the flattest, most uninterested tone. I was just another inmate who was probably going to make her life miserable. She had three eyes, and none of them looked up from her computer screen. “Do you have any known diseases?”

      “No.”

      “Are you taking any medications?”

      “No.”

      “Have you recently traveled to the Zavtar, Elprocti, or Danuvati sectors?”

      “No.”

      “Have you been vaccinated for CDR, VSS, ACN, and EDBR?”

      “Yes.” Those were all standard vaccinations that I received when I entered the military. They protected against a wide range of bacteria and viruses one might encounter when traveling the galaxy.

      She clacked away at the keyboard, entering the data, then finally looked to one of the other guards. “Put this one in C-6.”

      Her eyes finally fell upon me. She looked me up and down and a devious glint sparkled in her eyes. “Oh, K-Rock is going to love you.”

      Her tone was ominous and foreboding. Obviously, I was going to be cellmates with someone named K-Rock. And that didn’t particularly sound like a good thing.

      The guards grabbed my arms and ushered me into the housing pod. It was a two-story, triangular unit with a common area in the center of it. The day room, as it was called, had fixed tables and chairs. The inmates could congregate in the open space for only four hours a day. The rest of the time, they were locked in their cells. That was if they behaved.

      If you stepped out of line, you were sent to administrative segregation—affectionately called the hole. There you were locked in solitary confinement for 23 hours a day in a 5x8 cell. Those inmates were given an hour of rec time a day in a cage that wasn’t much larger than the cell. The isolation was enough to make most people go mad. But most people in here were already mad to begin with.

      I was the new kid on the block. Fresh meat. All the inmates loitered in the day room, staring at me as guards marched me to my new home. They were sizing me up. Trying to see how tough I was.

      There were guys of all shapes, sizes, and planetary backgrounds. Humans and aliens were all housed together. Most of the inmates were covered with tattoos, marking themselves with gang affiliations. Everyone tended to stick with their own kind. There were some tough hombres in there, no doubt about it. But if anyone wanted to start trouble, I was happy to oblige. You couldn’t back down in a place like this. You couldn’t show weakness. You’d get eaten alive if you did.

      I wasn’t going to be anyone’s bitch. That was for sure.

      My face crinkled up, and I recoiled from the smell as I drew close to my cell. I dreaded what was on the inside.
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      K-Rock was carved out of stone. He was a thick, beefy guy, almost twice as wide as I was. And he had some serious body odor. Did this guy ever shower?

      He was reclining on the top bunk, reading a book—a romance novel, of all things.

      “Meet your new celly," the guard said.

      K-Rock peered over the top of his book and grunted at me.

      There wasn't a whole lot of room in the cell for the two of us. I glanced around and took in the accommodations. The walls were a dingy yellowish-green color. Several coats of paint had been slapped on over the cinderblocks, and a few layers had peeled away here and there. There was a stainless steel toilet and sink in the corner. K-Rock stuck pictures on the wall with gum. There was one of his wife and kid. He had a pinup stuck to the wall as well—Zoey Grey. She was a luscious blonde that was the subject of desire for many men across the galaxy. There was a small shelf with some of his books and personal items.

      There was a thin, stained mattress on the lower bunk. It looked 20 years old, and I doubt it had ever been cleaned. The guard handed me a pair of sheets and a pillow. At least the sheets were clean.

      The guard left us to get acquainted.

      "Let's get a few things straight,” K-Rock warned. “You don't fuck with my shit. And you stay out of my way.”

      I smiled. "Same goes for you."

      K-Rock scowled at me.

      I made my bunk and crawled in. The mattress was lumpy and didn't offer much cushion. My back hurt after 15 minutes of lying there. I couldn't imagine eight hours on the damn thing. I had missed breakfast. Lunch was going to be my next meal, and I was beginning to think I should have taken Ferguson up on the offer of a sandwich.

      By the time lunch rolled around, I was starving. My stomach rumbled and growled. Ferguson wasn’t lying—the slop they served was atrocious. It was a brown sludge that supposedly contained all of the essential nutrients. It looked, and tasted, like crap. I had eaten a lot of bad food in the military, but this was the worst I’d ever seen. My face crinkled up with disgust.

      "You get used to it," an inmate said.

      "Is this all they serve around here?”

      "Yep."

      "I guess it beats starving."

      "That's debatable."

      I chuckled.

      The inmate was a skinny guy with short dark hair, and a big nose. He didn't much look like a criminal. He extended his hand. "The name’s Reese."

      We shook.

      "Jack Jupiter."

      "First time in the can?”

      "I've broken a few laws here and there."

      "Well, it's pretty quiet around here for the most part. Keep to yourself, avoid the drama, and maybe you can make it out alive." He paused. “Of course, you can join a gang if you feel like you need protection. But that comes with its own troubles. Besides, you look like you can take care of yourself."

      "What about you?”

      "Nobody messes with me. I'm deceptively dangerous. I've already killed three guys in here."

      I arched an eyebrow at him. "Really?"

      "People are going to test your boundaries around here. It will happen pretty quick. But once you establish yourself and gain respect, they mostly leave you alone.” Then he added, “But I'd watch yourself tonight."

      "Thanks for the heads up."

      I forced the slop down. I figured I needed to keep my strength up. I wasn't planning on being in here for very long, but I was at the mercy of the system. And the system could be brutal.

      I went back to my cell after I finished eating. I stayed there for most of the day. I came back out for dinner, which was more of the same.

      I could feel the heavy gaze of the other inmates. They continued to watch me. I didn’t make it obvious, but I was sizing them up as well, trying to determine who was going to start trouble. I thought somebody might start something at dinner, but it turned out to be uneventful.

      I made my way back to my cell and prepared for lockdown. The stench was atrocious. It was the kind of smell that burned your nostrils. But after a few minutes, you grew oblivious to it—for the most part.

      I crawled into my bunk and tried to relax. There was nothing else to do. The cell door buzzed at lockdown, sealing us in for the rest of the night.

      K-Rock hardly said two words to me. He occupied his time by reading his book. He certainly wasn't a friendly fellow, but he didn't appear to be much of a threat. Nevertheless, I wasn't going to get any sleep. I lay in my bunk awake all night, cringing at the smells that floated down from above. The big ogre tossed and turned, grunting and groaning. Bad dreams made his body twist and jerk. He’d shout occasionally in a mumbled slur.

      If they managed to pin Mandy's murder on me, I was going to spend the rest of my life in a cell like this. That seemed like pure torture.

      Without a watch, or the ability to see outside, it was almost impossible to tell what time it was. It must have been somewhere around 2am when the door to the cell buzzed and unlocked.

      I rolled out of my bunk and sprang to my feet. I took a defensive posture. There was no way this was standard protocol. Something was up. An instant later, the door flung open and two inmates hovered in the doorway. One of them gripped a shiv in his hand. It was a small homemade knife. It had a makeshift handle wrapped with electrical tape. The blade was about 5 inches long and looked as sharp as anything you could buy in a store. It was made out of a rusty piece of metal that probably came from the frame of a door, or the bunks, or a chair. It had been ground to a fine edge by hand, scraped against the concrete.

      This was an inside job. The guard on duty had opened my cell for the inmates. Somebody in law-enforcement wanted me dead, and I had a pretty good idea who that was.
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      The inmate with a homemade knife lunged at me. He sliced horizontally with the blade. I leaned back, avoiding the sharp tip as it slashed the air in front of me.

      With lightening speed, I grabbed his forearm and twisted his wrist back beyond the point of pain. The blade dropped from his hand. It clattered against the concrete floor.

      I slammed his head against K-Rock’s bunk. The metal edge crushed his nose, spraying blood everywhere. The thug dropped to the floor, unconscious.

      I knelt down and scooped up the blade.

      The other inmate had second thoughts about continuing to attack. He backed away.

      K-Rock wasn't happy about the commotion. He didn’t like anything that cut into his sleep. He looked at me with a scowl, “What the fuck is going on?"

      "Looks like we got a new roommate.” I motioned to the thug on the floor.

      K-Rock followed my gaze and found the lifeless body on the ground. K-Rock’s face tensed. “We’re both going to end up in the hole for this!”

      The hole didn't sound like a bad idea to me. The less I was around the other inmates, the less trouble I could get into.

      “Get rid of that shiv, now!" K-Rock growled.

      I had nowhere to put it. It wasn't like I could flush it down the toilet. I was going to conveniently put it back in the man's hand that attacked me—it was his, after all. But an emergency response team stormed into the cell before I had the chance. They were dressed in tactical gear and had stun batons that could give you a hell of a charge.

      "Drop the weapon!"  the team leader shouted.

      I complied. I wasn't going to give them any trouble. I let the makeshift knife fall to the ground. It clattered next to the unconscious inmate.

      “Grab the wall!”

      I faced the wall and put my palms flat against the brick. Two officers rushed into the cell and secured me. They wrenched my arms behind my back and cuffed my wrists. A third officer kept K-Rock at bay while the other two shackled my ankles.

      They marched me out of the cell and took me to administrative segregation. That was where they kept the worst of the worst. It was like a zoo. I quickly realized I wasn't going to get a moment’s peace in the housing unit.

      One of the inmates was slamming his head against the door, repeatedly. The plexiglass viewport was coated with red blood. Another inmate was howling and barking. Yet another inmate was trying to flood the unit by overflowing his toilet. This kind of thing went on day and night.

      They un-cuffed my ankles, threw me into a cell, and slammed the door behind me. I was instructed to place my wrist through the food slot, which enabled the guards to remove the cuffs on my hands.

      This room was similar to the other cell except there was only one bunk. No mattress. No pillow. The cell was just a box with a stainless steel toilet and a sink. There wasn't even a piece of polished metal above the sink to serve as a mirror. If the food was bad in General Population, I wondered how bad it was going to be here?

      I felt relatively confident that there wasn't going to be another attempt on my life tonight. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe the next day. I crawled onto the bunk and tried to get a little sleep amid the chaos. By the morning, I felt like I hadn't slept a wink. The hazy half sleep left my eyes feeling heavy, and my brain feeling like someone had twirled my gray matter in a blender.

      I didn't get breakfast. They deliberately skipped me. The guards gave me some bullshit, saying something about not being on the roster yet since I was a new transfer. Withholding meals was just another way they could mess with the inmates. And I was getting the impression that the guards liked to mess with the inmates at every opportunity.

      About an hour later, a guard banged on the door. "Jupiter, you’ve got a visitor!”

      My brow crinkled, perplexed. You didn't just get visitors in the administrative segregation unit. It meant that someone in law-enforcement was coming to see me.

      Ferguson's face appeared in the plexiglass window. "I see you're adjusting to prison life well."

      I wanted to tell him to go fuck himself. But mouthing off wasn't going to improve my situation. "It's not so bad. I kind of like the peace and quiet."

      Ferguson laughed. He knew there was no such thing. "Well, I’ve got good news, and I've got bad news."

      I could only imagine what the bad news was. How could things get any worse?

      ”The ballistics of your weapon don’t match that of the slugs we found in Amanda Jones’s skull.”

      "So when do I get out of here?"

      "That's the bad news. You don't. There's the little matter of the dead inmate that was found in your cell.”

      “He’s dead?”

      “Yep.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “He’s stiff and stinking. You were also in possession of an illegal weapon."

      I clenched my jaw. My incredulous gaze burned into Ferguson's eyes. "That's not my weapon. Two goons attacked me last night. It was self defense. And somebody had to open my cell and let them in. One of your guys."

      "My officers say that they found you with a weapon in your possession and an inmate bleeding on the floor of your cell. Your roommate corroborates this."

      I felt like I was about to explode. "You know this is bullshit!”

      "I know you're being charged with murder. Again. And this time, it's going to stick. So, I would get used to these accommodations if I were you." A smug grin curled on his lips.

      If I could have ripped through the metal door, I'd have been charged with another count of murder.

      "Oh, and you're going to be transferred to a maximum security penitentiary. I'm afraid the conditions here are a little too comfortable for you."

      "Ferguson, you better make sure I never get out of here. I'm coming for you."

      "Are you threatening an officer?"

      "At this point, what have I got to lose?" My eyes blazed into him. I could see his lip quiver. Even behind the steel door, he was afraid of me.
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      Shearwater Bay was a super-max slam that housed the most violent criminals on Reticuli 9. It was where they sent the hard cases that were too troublesome to manage at the normal penitentiaries. The average lifespan for an inmate at Shearwater Bay was 3.6 years. The living conditions were deplorable. Inmate on inmate crime was high. It saved the government a lot of money. With the inmates killing each other off so quickly, housing, food, and medical costs were greatly decreased.

      I had put a few inmates behind bars at Shearwater Bay. I wasn't exactly looking forward to making the facility my new home.

      I was shackled about the wrists and ankles as usual, and I was chained to four other inmates that were making the transfer. Several guards marched us into a transport van at gunpoint. We piled into the cargo area, and the double doors sealed shut behind us—locked from the outside. There was a bench on either side of the van. A metal cage separated the cargo area from the driver's compartment. Two guards climbed into the cab and cranked the engine up.

      I caught a glimpse of the outside world through the front windshield. The driver put the van into gear and crept forward. A final inspection of the van was done at the gate. The gate guard confirmed that we were, indeed, the prisoners that were scheduled for transfer. Once we were cleared, the force shield deactivated, and the van drove through.

      We weaved through the city, heading toward Highway 9—it would take us up the coast to Shearwater Bay. It was about a 45 minute drive. The van creaked and groaned with each turn. It was old and had seen thousands of transfers.

      Sitting on a bench, chained to four other guys, didn't make for a comfortable drive. But nothing about my experience in the correctional facility had been comfortable. There was no air conditioning in the back of the van. I relished what little cool air trickled in from the cab.

      It was almost cruel and unusual punishment to be so close to freedom, yet so far away. I caught glimpses of the ocean and beach as we headed up Highway 9. The water was turquoise blue, and the white sand glimmered in the bright sun. There were girls in string bikinis. Guys were surfing the breaks. It looked amazing. I’d been in jail less than 24 hours, and I was craving the taste of freedom.

      The gentle rocking of the van, and the steady hum of the engine, were enough to make my head nod. I dozed slightly. It was one of those instances where I couldn't tell if I had fallen asleep for a fraction of a second, or for 15 minutes.

      I woke sharply to the sound of tires squealing. Before I had a chance to figure out what was going on, the van slammed into something—or something slammed into the van. I'm not sure which.

      Metal twisted and crumpled. Glass shattered, showering shards in all directions. A long pipe pierced the front windshield. It decapitated the driver, slammed into the cage, took out two inmates sitting on the opposite bench, and punctured the rear doors.

      The impact of the crash thrust me forward. Fortunately there were two inmates in front of me to cushion the blow. I heard bones crack and crumble. There were moans and groans. The inside of the van was painted with blood.

      The wind was knocked out of me. By the time the van stopped moving, my neck and back were throbbing. The engine popped and hissed. Steam billowed out from underneath the hood. My vision was slightly blurred. It took a moment before I could focus. I gazed at the carnage around me. My fellow inmates were dead, as were the guards upfront.

      I could smell smoke. Amber flames quickly engulfed the vehicle. It was time to get out, but I was handcuffed and chained to four other inmates.

      Some of the clamps that affixed the cage to the frame of the van had sheered during impact. I grabbed the metal cage and yanked with all my might. My biceps flexed. The veins in my neck bulged. I grunted and groaned as I twisted the cage back, creating an opening wide enough to squeeze my arm through.

      I reached for the guard and fumbled for his keys. I pulled them through the opening and un-cuffed my hands, then my legs, then released myself from the other inmates.

      I kept yanking on the cage until it ripped free from a few more clamps. I squeezed through the narrow opening and pushed the passenger door open. The guard in the passenger seat fell out. I climbed out behind him. His body lay motionless in the ditch on the side of the road.

      The drivers that had witnessed the accident had pulled to the shoulder of the road. People were getting out of their cars to lend a hand. Their horrified faces gazed at me. I must have looked like a crazy man, covered in blood in an orange prison uniform. I grabbed the officer’s pistol, comm link, wallet, and badge. I would have taken the officer’s uniform, but he was half my size.

      I dashed into the neighboring woods. I needed to get as far away from the accident as possible. As soon as the first responders arrived on the scene, the manhunt would be on. And I was going to be an easy target in a bright orange outfit.
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      I ran as fast as I could, weaving through trees, leaping over fallen logs, putting as much distance between me and the accident as possible. I pulled off my orange shirt and pants and buried them under a pile of leaves. I had on a pair of white boxers, and I figured that was better than advertising the fact that I was an escaped inmate.

      I put the officer’s comm link in my ear so I could monitor police chatter. It might help me evade detection.

      We weren't that far out of town. There were large houses up in the hills. Gated communities with sprawling estates that overlooked the ocean.

      I circled back around, dashed across the highway and hit the beach. I figured I'd hide in plain sight. My boxers looked close enough to swim trunks, and no one was going to notice. And if they did, fuck them.  I found a public restroom and ducked into one of the stalls. I took some cash out of the cop’s wallet and hid the gun behind the tank.

      I left the restroom and hit the beach. I decided to take a quick dip in the water and roll around in the sand. I figured it was best to look like I’d been frolicking in the sun all day. It might help to throw the dogs off my scent. A thought came to me while I was swimming in the ocean. A possible location where the data disc might be. It was a slim chance, but somehow the hunch felt solid.

      Zeta Vega may have been a shit-hole, but the beaches were beautiful. So were the women. Beautiful bombshells from all across the galaxy came here to make it big. It seemed like they were all strutting their stuff on the sand.

      I walked up the beach and found a gift shop. It had surf boards, shorts, T-shirts, bikinis, suntan lotion, sodas, candy, gum, and more. After a day in jail, it looked like paradise. With the dead cop’s money, I bought a pair of swim trunks, a touristy T-shirt, flip-flops, and some cheap sunglasses. I bought a candy bar and a bottle of water and devoured them both before the cashier could hand me my receipt. She was cute too. Had I not just escaped from prison, I might have hung around longer and flirted.

      I stepped back into the sunshine and took a breath of fresh air. It felt good to be free. I didn't know how long it was going to last. I made my way back to the public restroom and retrieved the gun and stuffed it in my waistband, hiding it in the small of my back. I stepped outside and saw a swarm of cop cars and emergency vehicles blaze down the highway toward the crash site. Red and blue lights flickered. Dropships roared over head. It wasn’t going to be long before they figured out I was missing.

      I pulled the comm link from my ear, popped off the cover, and programmed one of the open channels to Carl’s frequency. I put the cover back on, and place the device in my ear canal. I was able to twist the exterior knob and select channels.

      “Carl, do you copy?”

      “Affirmative. Where are you? I’ve been monitoring police transmissions. They are reporting that an inmate escaped. I take it that’s you?”

      “Yep.”

      “I heard there was an accident and are you okay?”

      “A little sore, but I’m fine.”

      “Whew! I was worried about you for a little bit.”

      “Meet me at Finn’s place.”

      “Haven’t we visited his estate enough already?”

      “I think we missed something.”

      “You got arrested last time you said that.”

      “I’ve got a hunch I need to follow up on. I think Finn’s house is the last place anyone is going to be looking for me now.”

      I strolled up the beach toward the pier. It was a popular tourist spot. A ferris wheel towered over the boardwalk. There were arcade games, restaurants, and a lot of activities for the kids. Cabs were always coming and going. It would be easy to catch a ride.

      I switched back to the police channel. There was a lot of chatter—frantic voices squawking at one another.

      “We got two officers down,” patrolman said. “One of the inmates escaped. Witnesses have him moving east toward Buena Verde Estates. Inmate is 6’3”, 230 pounds, blond hair, blue eyes, muscular build. Consider him armed and extremely dangerous. Lethal force is authorized.”

      I didn’t need to hear anymore. I switched back to Carl’s channel. It wouldn’t be long before my picture was all over the news. The cheap sunglasses that I wore interfered with automated facial recognition systems. I hoped they would be effective enough to ensure my anonymity as I moved through the city.

      Nobody at the pier seemed to pay me any attention. I called a cab, and before long, it dumped me off in front of Isaac Finn’s house. I strolled up the drive and drew my pistol. I pushed in through the back door and crept through the house, clearing each room. I made my way upstairs and down the hall to the master bedroom. The fish tank hummed and bubbled. They were all still alive and well and swimming around the tank without a care in the world. I stood in front of the aquarium and marveled at them for a moment. I was almost jealous. Their life seemed so simple and easy. Stress free. I was sure this fish tank held the key to this case.
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      I reached my hand into the tank and grabbed the treasure chest that was embedded into the colorful pebbles at the bottom of the aquarium. The fish swam around my hand, wondering what the hell was going on. I pulled the chest out of the water and let it drain into the aquarium. Then I set it on the counter. I dried my hand on my T-shirt.

      I put a pinch of food on the surface of the water. It was the least I could do after invading their space.

      This was the moment of truth. I almost didn’t want to open the treasure chest. If my hunch was wrong, I was out of leads. It seemed like as good a hiding place as any. I stared at the treasure chest for a long moment, then flipped open the lid. A wave of relief washed over me. Inside, there was a small piece of smart glass—the data disk.

      Carl flew into the room, startling me. I jumped, and my heart leapt in my throat. I exhaled a heavy breath. “Jesus, you scared the shit out of me!”

      “When did you get so skittish?”

      “I’ve had a rough few days. Cut me some slack.” I held up the data disk, beaming with pride. “Look what I’ve got.”

      “What is that?”

      “Hopefully something that will shed some light on the situation.” I inserted the tiny smart drive into one of Carl’s data ports.

      His eyes widened as he scanned the disk. “I think you need to see this. Grab some popcorn.”

      His faceplate went blank and he displayed the contents of the drive on the screen.

      A video from Jasmine Rose’s neural capture device played on the screen. It was time-stamped and embedded with her unique identifier. Jasmine had been implanted with a neural recorder, and the raw feed had been streamed to Isaac’s server. This particular clip was obviously a backup that had been saved to the disk.

      It didn’t take long for me to realize why certain people would want this, and why they’d kill to get it.

      The clip began as she entered an upscale hotel room. An armed security guard in a suit and tie answered the door. He had a comm device in his ear. He checked her for weapons, then led her into the living room.

      It was a nice suite with luxurious appointments—stylish furniture, large-screen display, full bar, and a kitchen. There were two adjoining bedrooms on opposite sides of the living room. Sliding glass doors led to a terrace that overlooked the city.

      A gray-haired man in a suit spoke with two aliens on the terrace. I couldn't hear what they were saying from Jasmine's viewpoint. The security guard had instructed her to sit on the couch until the meeting was over.

      She occupied her time by watching television.

      The two aliens were Ravturians. They were bipedal creatures that stood about 7 feet tall. They were thick with muscle and had spiky armored exoskeletons. They had reddish skin. They were born and bred for war. In all of my encounters with the species, they were dressed in battle armor, and were highly aggressive. These two, however, were wearing their traditional ceremonial garb. There was no doubt this was a diplomatic meeting. I began to wonder who the man on the balcony was.

      The meeting concluded and the man in the suit shook hands with the two aliens. They strolled off the terrace, through the living room, and exited the suite. The man turned and followed. I caught a glimpse of his face for the first time.

      It was Daniel Dixon. The presidential candidate who was now leading in the polls against the incumbent, Mitchell.

      At first I thought I knew where this was going. It was just a politician who wanted to have a little off the books fun with a budding starlet. It was surely enough to sink the man's campaign, but did it really require a murder as part of the cover-up?

      "Mr. Dixon, I'd like you to meet Jasmine Rose," the security agent said.

      Dixon flashed his trademark smile. He was a handsome man and had a charming way about him. He took Jasmine's hand and kissed it. "It's a pleasure to meet you, my dear. I’m a big fan.“

      That's about the point where his charm ended.

      He took her hand and pulled her into the bedroom. Jasmine stripped for him and put on a little bit of a show.

      Dixon's gaze was transfixed by her beauty. He undressed, and one thing led to another. Before long, the two were going at it.

      I, unfortunately, had to watch the whole thing from Jasmine's point of view. Dixon made some pretty silly faces. He grunted and groaned, looking like he was having some type of seizure. Let me tell you, if this was sold as a virtual reality experience, nobody would buy it.

      It was pretty boring.

      But then things got ugly. He smacked her once. Lightly at first. Then harder. Then he gave her the knuckles. Soon, his hands were around her throat, choking her.

      Jasmine gasped for breath. She tried to scream, but he crushed her windpipe. Things only got worse from there.

      Dixon looked like a crazed maniac. It was like he had been possessed. His eyes were that of a stone cold killer. All traces of his charming demeanor had long since vanished.

      It was difficult to watch. It dragged on and on. It takes a surprisingly long time to suffocate someone. It's not like in the movies where they die in 15 seconds. It can go on for 3 to 5 minutes. And sometimes, just when you think they’re gone, they take a breath.

      When he was finished, there was no doubt about the fact that Jasmine Rose was dead. Her eyes were fixed, gazing at a point on the ceiling. The video feed lasted another few moments. The brain typically receives impulses for up to five minutes after a person's death.

      I saw Dixon get dressed and leave the room. “Clean this up,” he muttered to his security officer. I got the impression this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened.

      The screen eventually went black.

      There was no doubt in my mind that Dixon and his people would do anything and everything to recover this data disk. This small little drive could change the course of history. It would largely determine whether or not the Federation went to war, and whether or not the executive branch had been corrupted by an alien power.

      I was no longer sitting on the fence politically. I knew how I was going to vote in the next election.
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      Carl made a copy of the disk. When he was finished, I took the original back from him and stuffed it into my pocket.

      I was about to leave when I thought of one more thing. Isaac Finn seemed like the kind of guy who would have a lot of cash on hand. He would have a few little expenses here and there—maybe a few big expenses here and there. Girls new to the business were probably asking for favors, like needing advances. Money for rent, groceries, lingerie, and high heels—the necessities. I know the place was tossed, and there probably wasn’t any cash lying around. If there ever was, it was probably long gone by now. But it couldn't hurt to look.

      I pushed into the closet. There were rows and rows of designer suits, a selection of silk ties, and a plethora of handcrafted Italian shoes. Say what you want about Isaac Finn, but it looked like he always dressed well.

      I started searching the pockets of the jackets. I had stashed money in a coat pocket on more than one occasion. If I didn't find anything, I was going to try the shoes next. As I reached my hand into the very last suit, I felt a wad of cash. I pulled out the fat roll. It had a rubber band around it. It was all hundreds, and there were easily 20,000 credits in the role. I didn't feel bad about slipping it into one of my cargo pockets. It wasn't like Isaac was going to need it.

      I grabbed the pistol that I had taken from the corrections officer. It was a König-Hass P-266 9mm. I brought it into the firing position and moved out of Isaac's bedroom. Knowing what was at stake, I felt like I had to be even more cautious now.

      Carl and I moved through the house and exited the back door. I stepped into the garage. It was loaded with exotic sports cars. There was an Alberghini SR7, a Drago Santo Cielo, a Farina Diavolo, and a Lamberti Velocità. At the far end, there was an old-fashioned Moretti 238 GTB. It had a V-12 mid-mounted combustion engine. The gasoline engine was a relic of the past. It had to be 300 years old.

      It looked brand-new.

      The keys to the cars were on pegboards. I thought long and hard about taking the 238 GTB. It was a work of art. Fire engine red, sleek lines, graceful curves. It had the smell of metal, oil, and leather.

      As a kid, I had dreamed of owning a car like that. They were ungodly expensive and impractical. I probably wouldn't get very far. The damn thing ran on gasoline, and you had to special order that.

      Instead, I grabbed the key to the Farina Diavolo and climbed into the driver’s seat. It was a two-seater. Fusion powered. Black with tan interior. Fast, elegant lines. The roof was so low, it barely reached my waist.

      I couldn't tell you the stats of the car. The 0 to 60 times were probably insane. The chassis oozed speed. It was a sensual beast. A magnet for the opposite sex. The interior of the car smelled brand-new. Hand stitched leather. Aluminum accents. Bolstered racing seats that fit like a glove.

      Carl glided inside and hovered in the passenger seat. "Don't tell me you're going to drive?"

      I glared at him. "I'm a good driver."

      "When was the last time you actually drove a car?”

      I had to think about it for a moment. I never drove. I just took automated cabs that drove themselves.

      I was sure this car was fully capable of automated driving. But why? A precision automobile like this deserved to be manually driven. That was the whole point. That was the fun of it.

      I switched on the ignition, and the car rumbled to life. I revved the engine and it roared like a race car. Fusion cars made very little noise. As a result, the driving experience was often less than satisfying. The designers of the Farina combated that issue by stuffing speakers all throughout the passenger compartment to give the sound and feel of an actual combustion engine. Of course, you could run the car in whisper silent mode. Or tune to the sport exhaust to rattle your skull.

      I clicked the remote, opened the garage door, and threw the car into reverse. I was a little shaky at first as I backed out of the garage. I swerved from side to side, trying to get the hang of actually using a steering wheel.

      Carl looked terrified.

      I clicked the remote, and the gate swung open. I almost swiped it on the way out, still not having a full mastery of the art of driving. I backed into the street, put the car in gear, and eased forward.

      "Take it easy for the first few hundred miles," Carl said dryly.

      I turned onto Norfolk Avenue. Tires squealed. Horns honked. Cars swerved. I had pulled out amidst the traffic and almost caused an accident. This whole driving thing was harder than it looked.

      I pressed the accelerator, and the rear tires spun, smoking the avenue. The force of acceleration thrust me, and Carl, against the seat. I could barely hold onto the steering wheel as we barreled down the road. I weaved through cars, narrowly missing quarter panels. It was like I had a rocket engine strapped to my back. I screamed with exhilaration. "Woo-hoo!"

      Carl didn’t share my enthusiasm.

      The light ahead was red, and I slammed on the brakes. Carl didn't have a safety belt, and he almost smashed into the windshield. He flashed an angry look on his display panel. "Maybe you should let me drive."

      "Are you kidding? This is way too much fun!"

      "For you, maybe."

      As a wanted felon, I figured it was probably not a good idea to draw attention to myself. When the stoplight turned green, I proceeded forward at a normal pace. I probably shouldn't have chosen such a flashy car, but I couldn't resist.

      I drove to an electronics store—I needed to get another phone. I had backed up all of my mobile data to Carl. All I needed was a new phone, and I could download my contact list, messages, and applications. I felt completely disconnected from the galaxy without my mobile device.

      I strolled into the store and bought a newer version of the same model I had before. Within a few minutes, it was functional, and the data restored. I paid for the transaction with Isaac’s cash. Modern phones were encrypted, and the data transmissions scrambled. It made them impossible to trace. We had ways at the GIA, but it was resource intensive—far beyond the capabilities of local law-enforcement.

      I strolled through the parking lot and climbed into the Farina. I fired up the engine and got back onto the road. I wasn't sure where I was going, but I didn't want to stay in any one place for too long. I was about to call an old friend at the GIA when I noticed I had picked up a tail. There was a black Rinaldi three cars back.

      I turned on 3rd Street, and then onto Olympic, just to be sure it was following me.

      The black Rinaldi hung with me. My foot grew heavy on the accelerator. I was anxious to see if they could keep up.
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      I mashed the accelerator to the floor. The engine howled. The Farina raced through the streets of Zeta Vega. I weaved in and out of traffic, making sharp turns, trying to get lost in the grid-work of streets downtown.

      Carl clutched the handgrip, trying to brace himself against the wild movements.

      Adrenaline coursed through my veins. This was every bit as fun as flying a Vanquish RX through an asteroid field. I began to feel that I missed my calling. Maybe I should have been a race-car driver? The Farina devoured the pavement. The black Rinaldi was a distant memory.

      A cocky smile tugged at my lips. I glanced to Carl. "This driving thing isn’t so hard."

      In the time it took to look at him and glance back to the roadway, the light had changed. I slammed on the brakes, and the nose of the car ate the pavement. I rear-ended the car in front of me. The hood crumpled like an accordion. Headlights shattered. Gel-bags deployed.

      The puffy barrier caught Carl before he smacked into the windshield. I felt the seatbelt dig into my shoulders and hips. The gel-bag that launched from the steering wheel kept my face from getting pulverized.

      The gel evaporated almost instantly after the accident. The bags retracted. The windshield was webbed with cracks.

      A big guy climbed out of the car in front of me. He wore a grimy white tank top, had a round belly, and curly brown hair. He was balding on top, and he hadn’t shaved in a few days. He stormed to the back of his car and surveyed the damage. Then his angry eyes blazed into me. "Where did you learn how to drive?"

      I unbuckled my safety harness and tried to push open the door. It was stuck, but a few thrusts of my shoulder popped it open. The frame was bent. The car was ruined. It seemed like such a shame.

      I stepped out of the vehicle and squared off against the angry guy. "Listen, man. I'm sorry. I took my eyes off the road for just a second."

      "What the hell are you doing driving anyway? You ought to let the computer drive. And what happened to the automatic safety measures? Let me guess, you disabled them so you could race your car through the city streets like a madman." He grunted. "You belong behind bars. People like you make me sick. You think you can do anything and get away with it. But not this time. I'm calling the cops!”

      That was the last thing I needed. "Look, I'll pay for the damages. I'm sure we don't need to involve the authorities." I pulled out the wad of cash.

      The man's eyes went wide at the size of it.

      The guy’s car wasn't in bad shape. The Farina got the worst of it. The sloped nose was so low that it missed his back bumper. There was barely a scratch on the guy’s car. He needed a new bumper, at most. "There's hardly any damage. A couple grand, tops.”

      He clutched his neck and over exaggerated his dubious injury. "I'm in such horrible pain. It could take years of physical therapy."

      I tossed him the fat wad of cash. "You think that will cover it?”

      He grimaced. "I don't know. My neck really hurts. It's gonna take a lot more.”

      I handed him the keys. "Take the car as well."

      The man seemed to be satisfied with that arrangement.

      Carl and I got the hell out of there. We moved to the sidewalk and tried to disappear into the crowd.

      As we reached the next block, my phone rang. I slipped the device from my pocket and looked at the screen. It was an unknown caller. I answered it. A clean-cut man with short dark hair and brown eyes appeared on the display. He wore a suit and tie. I recognized the face. It was Daniel Dixon's security agent.

      "Mr. Jupiter, I believe you have something that is of great interest to my client. I'd like to negotiate an exchange."

      “I bet you would. What’s in it for me?”

      “My client is prepared to  make you a very generous offer.”

      “I’m listening.” I wanted to hear what he had to say. But I wasn’t about to cut a deal with these scumbags.

      “You seem to be in a little bit of trouble right now. I believe we can make all of your worries disappear.”

      My eyes narrowed at him. “You mean, you could have the murder charges dropped?”

      “ Yes. Of course. My client is a very powerful man. I’m sure with a little bit of diplomacy we can make your problem with the Skelaxans disappear as well. Perhaps get you reinstated with the GIA. Mr. Dixon will need good people on his side when he wins the election.”

      It was an appealing offer, no doubt about it.

      “I’m sure we could bump you up to the next level in pay grade.” He had a smarmy grin. “As you can see, there are many benefits to playing on the right team.”
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      “And what if I refuse?” I asked.

      Pedestrians brushed past me on the sidewalk. The roar of traffic made it difficult to hear. The air was filled with the smell of ion exhaust. I figured it was best to get out of plain view. The black Rinaldi was probably still looking for us.

      I stepped into the first available store. It was an upscale clothing boutique. As soon as I was through the door, a sales rep offered assistance. I waved her off.

      Dixon’s security agent let me know exactly what was going to happen if I refused. “Your friend Jessica dies. And your life becomes a living hell.”

      I thought for a long moment. I knew there was no way they were ever going to let me, or Jessica, walk. It was too risky. Why leave loose ends?

      “I’ve got your word on this?”

      “Absolutely,” the agent replied.

      “I want to hear it from Dixon himself.”

      The security agent balked. “I’m afraid Mr. Dixon is a very busy man.”

      “I want to hear it from his mouth, or no deal.”

      The agent hesitated.

      “Put Dixon on the phone, or this little video is going to end up on every news network across the galaxy.”

      The agent fumbled for a response. “I’m going to have to call you back.”

      The transmission ended.

      "Please tell me you're not actually contemplating making a deal with these losers, are you?" Carl asked.

      I scoffed. "Please. I think you know better. But I need to get Jessica back. In one piece. Did you copy the disc when you accessed it?"

      "Of course. It's in my nature to make redundant copies of data."

      "Good. I want you to get a copy to Rick Nicholson."

      A curious look played over Carl’s face. "That guy is an asshole."

      "That guy will break a story like this and make sure everyone knows about it. He loves to expose government corruption."

      "I'm not going to let you meet these cretins alone."

      "You don't have a choice. It's too dangerous for you."

      "Nonsense."

      "We can't risk losing that data. Sorry, pal. But I'm going this one alone."

      Carl flashed a digital grimace. ”You’ll be walking into an ambush."

      "I know."

      Carl gazed at me with concerned eyes.

      My phone rang again. I answered it, and the security agent appeared on screen. "Hold for Mr. Dixon."

      A moment later, the slime-ball politician appeared on the display. He had a warm smile and sparkling eyes. He spoke like I was his best friend. "Hey there, buddy. Good to have you on the team."

      "I'm not on the team yet."

      "Mr. Jenkins appraised me of your situation. I can guarantee we stand behind each and every one of those promises.”

      "I want to hear it straight from your mouth."

      He hesitated a moment, trying to hide his frustration, but he continued to smile. He assured me of all the promises Jenkins had agreed to. “Have I left anything out?"

      "That seems to cover everything,” I said.

      "Excellent. We have a deal then?"

      “Yes, it seems we have a deal."

      “Excellent!" Dixon flashed his pearly whites. "I'm on my private yacht, the Equinox, orbiting Reticuli 9. Why don't you join me? We will transact our business, then you can relax and enjoy yourself aboard one of the finest private vessels in the galaxy. I have plenty of amenities and delights that may satisfy any desires that you have." He angled the phone to show a plethora of stunning women in skimpy bikinis by the onboard pool.

      I cringed at the thought of what their fate might eventually be.

      “Where are you now? I'll send someone to pick you up."

      “No need. I'll make my own way."

      "You're not a very trusting soul, are you?"

      "It's my lack of faith in humanity that's kept me alive this long."

      Dixon chuckled. "Understandable.Suit yourself.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Let me make this perfectly clear. Should you have a change of heart, or decide to go to the press, I can guarantee you that I will not stop until you, and everyone you care about, are wiped out of existence. I understand you have a lovely family. Have I made myself clear?"

      Rage boiled inside of me. Every muscle in my body tightened. I could feel my cheeks flush red. "Crystal."

      "Good. I'll await your arrival."

      I ended the transmission.

      "So, are you going to storm Dixon’s yacht wearing beach attire?"

      "You don't like my casual wear?"

      "It doesn't seem functional. How are you going to get to the yacht? And you certainly don't have enough weapons to take on his security force, which I'm assuming is rather large. You know these candidates are offered Secret Service protection."

      "He's not using Secret Service. These are private security force. That's the only way he could contain his activity."

      "Okay. If you say so." Carl didn't sound too enthusiastic. "Taking this guy on is going to be like taking on the Federation. If things go south, there's going to be nowhere in the galaxy that safe for you, and by default, me."

      "Relax. I've got a plan." I dialed my old friend Tucker. After a few rings, his puffy red eyes appeared on screen. I was about to find out if he was going to stand by his offer to help me, or if that was just the herb talking. “Buddy. I need to call in that favor.”
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      "You want to do what?" Tucker asked. His eyes were about as wide as he could make them, but they still looked like red puffy slits.

      "I understand if you don't think you've got what it takes." I was trying to play on his ego.

      Tucker puffed up mustering what was left of his pride. "I've got what it takes. But when I offered to do you a favor, I meant something simple, like give you a ride somewhere. Not commit a treasonous act."

      "It's not treason. He's not the president, yet."

      TD contemplated the situation. "Look, I've got an arsenal of weapons. You're welcome to them. I've got assault rifles, handguns, RPG's, thermal grenades, you name it. Hell, I've even got a space-worthy battle suit—a WarTek™ T-8000 that's fully pressurized and has navigational thrusters. Whatever I've got is yours. But I can't go with you on this little suicide mission of yours."

      I sighed. "I understand. I appreciate the help. You mind if I load up?”

      "Like I said. You can take whatever I've got." Tucker led me to a storage area that was loaded with weapons.

      "How did you come by all this stuff?"

      TD shrugged. "When you run guns and drugs for a living a lot of things fall into your lap, if you know what I mean."

      I was like a kid in a candy store. I had my eye on the T-8000 battle armor. The Navy Reapers used them on a regular basis. They were ideal for covert ship to ship insertions. They had a small radar cross-section, and were virtually undetectable on sensors. They provided enough oxygen to last a week. They had pretty decent range, but they weren’t the fastest things in the world. The T-8000 was essentially a personal space craft, built for one. They could be launched from any ship with an airlock. It might be a good way to infiltrate Dixon’s yacht. But there were too many variables. If I did manage to get on board, I’d still need to get both me and Jessica off the ship—and there wasn't room for two inside a T-8000.

      I grabbed an assault rifle and some extra magazines, as well as extra ammunition for the 9mm. Then I saw something that really intrigued me. Composition-9 plastic explosive. It came in small little bricks the size of a candy bar. It had the consistency of modeling clay. It was made of a secret formulation, SXT, along with a plasticizer and polyisobutylene.

      I grabbed several bars and stuffed them into my cargo pants, along with blasting caps and a remote detonator. I had enough explosives in my pocket to destroy a battleship. If the shit really hit the fan, I had no doubt I could take out Dixon’s Equinox.

      I thanked TD and left with the goods. My next stop was Petrov's mansion. The guards at the gate looked at me like I was crazy. I think they still couldn't believe that Petrov didn't kill me. Carl and I were escorted to the main house and we waited in the foyer for Ramon.

      "What do you want?" the big ogre grumbled.

      "I made progress with the case. If you recall, your boss requested that I find those responsible for Isaac’s death and eliminate them. I'm going to need a little assistance."

      Ramon smirked. "Is it too big a job for you?"

      "I need to borrow a vehicle. A Vanquish, Osprey, or Raven DX will do."

      "Well, you're not picky, are you?" He said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      "Why don't you tell me everything you know, and I’ll relay the information to Mr. Petrov. That way he can make a decision."

      "Sorry. Can’t do that. It could compromise the entire operation."

      Ramon rolled his eyes.

      I couldn't tell Petrov about the disk or my plan. He'd want to expose Dixon immediately. Jessica would surely be killed in retaliation. I couldn't risk that. I needed to do this on my own. My way. And I couldn't imagine that Petrov was willing to risk directly attacking a presidential candidate. It didn't matter how big a criminal he was, that was biting off more than he could chew. I was biting off more than I could chew, but at this point, I didn't have much to lose.

      Ramon tapped his earbud. "Mr. Petrov, the private investigator is here to see you. He needs to borrow a spacecraft."

      I waited patiently for Petrov’s reply.

      Ramon seemed a little agitated at the response. “But sir…” Ramon's attempted protest failed. After a brief moment, he acquiesced. ”Yes, sir. I will inform him."

      The big guy glared at me. I think he still wanted to punch me in the face.

      "Go to the IGH spaceport. There's an Osprey in Bay 19 waiting for you."

      I grinned, which made Ramon want to punch me even more.
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      "Get the disk to Nicholson," I commanded. "But you've got to make sure he doesn't release it until either Jessica and I are free, or dead."

      Carl had a worried look on his face. "I'm going to stick with the positive and believe that you guys are going to make it back okay."

      “Don't worry. I'll be fine.”

      He didn't look terribly confident.

      Carl and I went our separate ways. I caught a cab over to the spaceport and made my way to Bay 19. The Osprey perched on the tarmac was a work of art. A sleek, angular vehicle with predatory features. It was one of the finest gunships money could buy. Sure, it could be temperamental, like any other high-performance vehicle. But when she ran, she ran like a dream. The Navy almost picked up the Ospreys as their preferred combat space vehicle, but it lost out to the Hughes & Kessler Vantage by a narrow margin. Mainly due to reliability issues.

      The ship could hold a full platoon, with a pilot and copilot. It had two plasma cannons mounted on sub-wing pylons, and a plethora of Hellfire II rockets. It was complete with a quantum drive and electronic countermeasures. Advanced composite armor plating allowed the Osprey to take a beating and still keep flying.

      I climbed aboard and sealed the hatch behind me. Hydraulics whirred as the ramp closed. I climbed into the passenger seat and powered up the vehicle. I went through a series of preflight checks. All systems came back green. I looked over the dash to familiarize myself with the controls. It had been a while since I'd flown an Osprey, but it was like riding a bike.

      I activated the vertical thrusters and the craft lifted from the tarmac. I pulled on the controls, pitching and rolling the vehicle slightly, getting a sense for how much play there was in the control mechanism.

      It was tight.

      Almost twitchy.

      The slightest input moved the vehicle sharply. I nosed the craft toward the sky and engaged the rear thrusters. My head slammed against my seat-back, just like it had been in the Farina. I felt like my skin was gonna peel off my bones as we accelerated toward the stratosphere. The craft rumbled and shook as we hit a patch of turbulence. Things settled as I entered the weightlessness of space. My ass lifted from the seat, and the only thing holding me in place was my safety harness. The Osprey had an artificial gravity unit, but I didn't see the point in activating it at the moment.

      I rolled the vehicle around and glided into a low orbit. From where I was sitting, I could see Reticuli 9 on one side, and the vastness of space on the other. The planet looked peaceful and majestic from this orbit. There was no indication of the chaos and depravity below. I guess everything looks good from a distance.

      I glided through space until the Equinox appeared on the nav screen. I was certainly on edge. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. I wasn't nervous, per se. Just filled with that pre-combat anxiety. Back during my deployment on Proxima Omega, some of the guys used to take stimulants when going out on patrol at night. I never needed them. The mere anticipation of contact with the enemy was enough to kick my system into overdrive. I felt like I had ingested two pots of coffee.

      Before I could even get close to the Equinox, their landing signal officer was on comms, requesting to confirm my identity. The area around Dixon's yacht was officially a no-fly zone, for security purposes. No unauthorized personnel were allowed in the vicinity.

      I decided to have a little fun with the LSO. I spoke in a cheesy announcer voice “Equinox, this is Captain Jack Jupiter of the Osprey, tail sign 11295. Request permission to land."

      The LSO must have thought I was crazy. He hesitated for a long moment. "Permission granted. You’re clear to land on flight deck A.”

      I banked the Osprey around and aimed the vehicle toward the flight deck.

      As I drew close, the LSO crackled in my ear "Osprey 11295, call the ball."

      “Osprey 11295, Roger Ball." I was on glide for a perfect landing.

      Landing a vehicle on a flight deck in space could be a tricky proposition. You had to manage the transition from Zero G to full gravity carefully. If you didn't apply the vertical thrusters at precisely the right moment, you’d either crash to the deck, or overshoot the target and smash into the hull. Neither option was pleasant.

      I entered the bay, hit the vertical thrusters, and glided the vehicle to the deck. It felt like landing on a marshmallow, it was so smooth. But the landing was the least of my concerns.

      Through the windshield I could see a squad of armed guards surround the vehicle. They had their assault rifles in the firing position and were ready to blast a deadly hail of bullets in my direction at the slightest provocation. They wore tactical gear and body armor, and moved with expert precision.

      I powered down the Osprey, unbuckled my safety harness, and climbed out of the pilot’s seat. I made my way to the back ramp and paused for a moment. I took a deep breath. This was the moment of truth.

      I reached into my pocket and grabbed the remote detonator and clasped it in the palm of my hand. Then I pressed the button on the bulkhead. The hatch opened, and the ramp lowered. I stood there with my hands in the air, not wanting to draw fire from the security squad. I figured if they had any sense at all, they’d shoot me at the first opportunity. But I had an insurance policy.

      I clicked the button on the remote detonator. It was a dead man switch. The minute I let go, the three bricks of Composition-9 that I had strapped to my chest with duct tape would explode. It would cause everybody aboard the Equinox to have a real bad day.
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      Angry barrels of assault rifles stared at me. I had their full attention. "If you want the disc, you’ll release Jessica to me now!"

      The security squad didn't have the authority to do anything. They hesitated a moment, unsure of how to proceed. The squad leader tapped his earbud. “Um, sir. We have a problem. I think you better get down here."

      It wasn't long after that when security agent Jenkins appeared on the flight deck. He stared at me with a smug grin. "Really, Mr. Jupiter? I'm disappointed in you. I thought you were a reasonable man."

      "My ex-wife didn't seem to think so."

      Jenkins chuckled. "I can see you've made yet another tragic mistake."

      "I'll say it one more time. Release Jessica to me, or this entire ship goes boom. I've got enough composition-9 to destroy this vessel, and a few more like it. I lifted up my shirt so he could clearly see the bars of plastic explosive duct taped across my abdomen. "Not that there will be anything left of the ship if you refuse to comply, but I've ensured that a copy of the data disk will reach the major news networks if I don't return safely with Jessica to Reticuli 9.”

      Now I was the one with the smug grin.

      Mr. Jenkins chuckled again. "Mr. Jupiter, you insult me. You completely underestimate our capabilities."

      I wondered why he felt so confident. Why he didn't seem to be threatened by my explosive device. I was about to find out.

      He motioned to a security squad that was in the hallway. They stormed across the flight deck, holding their captive. My eyes went wide at the sight. Carl was restrained in a glowing orange blue containment beam that emanated from a device that looked like a flashlight. It kept him from escaping.

      My heart sank. I had hoped he transferred the data to Nicholson before he was captured, but that was wishful thinking.

      "There will be no leak to the press, I'm afraid," Jenkins said. "Now is the moment where I call your bluff. I don't doubt that you are fully capable of a great deal of destruction. But I don't think you are willing to sacrifice the lives of innocent people. And there are a few innocent people aboard this ship."

      I clenched my jaw. My muscles tensed. I wanted to blast this spaceship, and that scumbag politician, into a billion pieces. I could let the button spring free and blow us all to kingdom come. Or, I could press it down until it clicked, setting the device back to safety.

      I thought for a long moment.

      I just couldn't detonate the explosives.

      I almost regretted the decision the instant I surrendered. I couldn't help but feel weak for not having destroyed the Equinox, and Dixon along with it. If that dirt-ball won the election, he was going to sow corruption and chaos throughout the Federation. And I would feel responsible.

      As soon as the device was disarmed, I set the detonator on the deck, then kept my hands in the air. The security squad raced toward me and took me into custody. My hands were wrenched behind my back, and my wrists were cuffed.

      “Lock him in a stateroom until Mr. Dixon decides his fate."

      "What about the drone?" one of the guards asked.

      "Take him down to tech. Have him thoroughly scanned. I want to know if he's transferred the data to anyone else or made any additional copies. Once you've accessed his neural logs, wipe his memory, then destroy him."

      My stomach twisted in knots. Rage boiled under my skin. I clenched my fists and strained against my restraints. If I could have broken free, I’d have pummeled that jackass beyond recognition.

      Carl looked terrified.

      I know he was a robot, but Carl had feelings like anyone else. He had an advanced neural network. It was one of the things that allowed him to form a close bond with me. He had every bit as much anxiety about dying as any human.

      "Don't worry, buddy. I'm going to get us out of this." I tried to sound tough and confident, but even I wasn't sure how I was going to get out of this mess.

      My brave boast only made Jenkins chuckle louder. “My friend, you are surrounded by people loyal to Dixon. It’s time for change. We are going to usher in a new order. A new Federation. All of these men around you are willing to do anything for the cause.”

      “Like murder innocent people?”

      “There was nothing innocent about Isaac Finn. He was a threat that needed to be eliminated. I’d do it again without hesitation.”

      “So, you killed him?”

      “I like to make sure things get done right.” He smiled, proud of his handiwork. “A wave is coming, and you cannot stop it. Dixon will win the election. I can guarantee it.”

      He said it with such confidence that I was certain they weren’t going to leave the election to chance.

      A guard jammed the barrel of his rifle in between my shoulder blades, nudging me forward. It was the second time in less than 24 hours, I was in handcuffs. And I didn't like it one bit.

      The goons marched me into the corridor and escorted me through a maze of passageways to a stateroom on the lower level. A guard pressed a button on the bulkhead, and the hatch slid open. Another goon shoved me inside and sealed the hatch behind me.

      Jessica was sitting on a bunk.

      Her eyes widened with surprise. She almost couldn't believe it. She launched from the bunk and flung her arms around me. She squeezed me tight, and sobbed onto my shoulder. “My God, Jack. Are you okay?"

      “I’d be a lot better if I didn't have the handcuffs on.” I looked over her hairdo. "You don't have any bobby pins or clips in there, do you?”

      She shook her head.

      “How have they been treating you?"

      "Not bad. But I'm scared, Jack. Why is all this happening?"

      I filled her in on all the details. She had been completely in the dark. If she knew anything, she wasn’t letting on.

      I searched the compartment, looking for anything that might help me pick the lock on the handcuffs. I knew guys that could twist the linkage and sheer the metal off with just the right amount of torque. But with the cuffs behind my back, that was going to be difficult.

      The stateroom was small—a little bigger than a jail cell. There were two bunks, a storage area, a desk, and a private head. There was a view port on the exterior bulkhead that offered a glimpse of the cosmos. All things considered, it was a step up from a jail cell. But I knew this wasn't going to be home for long. We were loose ends, and we were going to be eliminated soon.
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      I didn't have time to spare. I needed to get the hell out of this compartment and get to Carl before they wiped his memory clean. Carl was my best friend. He'd been with me through thick and thin. I wasn't about to let all those memories we shared get wiped away.

      Jessica found a pen in the desk drawer. I instructed Jessica to break the metal clip off and hand it to me. I finagled the slim metal into the keyhole of the handcuffs. Within a few seconds, I was able to depress the latching mechanism and the cuff swung free. With my hands in front of me now, it was a lot easier to remove the remaining cuff.

      Now I needed to find a way out of the stateroom.

      I tried pressing the button on the bulkhead, but it was deactivated. If I could find a screwdriver, I might be able to rewire the mechanism. But a screwdriver was one thing they forgot to include with the stateroom.

      I moved to the hatch and tried to wedge it open, but it wouldn't budge. I thought that maybe if I could smash through the plexiglas viewport in the hatch that I might be able to reach my arm around to the access button in the corridor. But the diameter of the viewport was too small. I could make a ruckus and hope that one of the guards would come to see what the commotion was about. That was probably my best option. I wasn’t going to be able to open this hatch from the inside.

      Every second that ticked away was another second Carl was in jeopardy. It made my stomach twist in knots. I felt like I had guzzled acid. I was on edge with anxiety and dread. I pounded incessantly on the hatch, kicking and screaming. But nobody came. Nobody cared. I figured the next time we’d actually see another human was when they were going to finish us off for good.

      After 10 minutes I stopped pounding on the door.

      An explosion rocked the ship. The bulkheads rattled, and the deck quaked. I tumbled a few steps, off balance. I wondered what the hell was going on. It sounded like someone had fired upon the ship. But that didn't seem possible.

      Slam!

      Another impact rocked the bulkheads. It was possible that a meteor shower was peppering the hull.

      I moved to the portal in the exterior bulkhead and peered into the inky blackness of space. I didn't see meteors or space debris.

      Another impact slammed the hull.

      Alarms sounded.

      Klaxons blared.

      I caught a glimpse of a craft on the starboard side, making a strafing run. A wry smile curled on my lips. It was a Pacer.

      It had to be Tucker.

      It seemed the kooky pilot had a change of heart. I could almost hear him hooting and hollering as he pelted the Equinox with rockets and plasma cannons.

      I heard footsteps in the hallway outside. I moved beside the hatch and flattened my back against the bulkhead. The hatch slid open and a guard nosed his weapon into the compartment, probably trying to see if we had a connection to this brazen vehicle that was attacking a presidential candidate’s yacht.

      I lunged for the barrel and yanked the weapon forward, then slammed the butt of the rifle into the guard’s head, smashing his nose—just like I had done to Ramon. I stripped the weapon free, spun it around and popped off two rounds into the guard.

      Blood erupted from his chest, spewing geysers of crimson goo.

      Another impact rumbled the ship.

      I peered into the hallway and scanned in both directions. It was empty—for now. I craned my neck back to Jessica. "Come on. We're getting out of here."

      I shouldered the rifle and edged into the corridor. I had no idea where the tech lab was. I crept down the hallway to an info-terminal on the bulkhead. They were common on all large spacecraft. It was easy to get lost on anything larger than a cruiser. Corridors all tended to look the same. I knew people that had gotten lost for days on destroyers and super carriers. And, though this ship was no where near that size, it would be easy to take a few unnecessary detours.

      I pulled up a directory, scrolled through a few screens, and found the tech lab. I mapped a path.

      The snap of bullets down the corridor grabbed my attention. I flattened myself against the bulkhead, and Jessica did the same. The bullets tore through the air and pinged off the bulkheads, showering sparks. I hid behind a pilaster and angled my weapon around the corner, firing back. I lined the reticle of my sites up on one of the goons and sprayed a flurry of copper rounds in his direction.

      The sharp smell of gunpowder filled my nostrils. Muzzle flash and sparks illuminated the corridor. There were three goons at the end of the hall firing back at me. Actually, make that two, now.

      I blasted off a few more rounds and ducked behind the support brace for cover.

      Jessica's eyes were wide, and her face was tense with fear. She had her fingers plugged into her ears—the clatter of gunfire was deafening. "I think it was safer back in the stateroom."
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      These ass clowns were dressed in full tactical gear, and I was dressed like a beach bum in flip-flops. But I was still going to kick their ass.

      I angled my weapon around the corner and took aim at one of the goons. I put the reticle right between his eyes. My fingers squeezed the trigger, and the bullet raced down the corridor. Before the goon hit the deck, I had his partner lined up as well. I squeezed off another round. The blast hit his face and exited the back of his skull, knocking his helmet off. What was left of his face looked like ground hamburger. He flopped to the deck, oozing blood.

      I advanced down the corridor and pilfered the carcasses for extra magazines and grenades. I stuffed them in my cargo pockets.

      Two more goons rounded the corner at the next junction. I shouldered my rifle and pelted the first one in the face as he rounded the corner. The second one got off a shot that snapped past my ear and ricocheted off the bulkhead behind me. I could feel the breeze as it passed. I double tapped two rounds—one to the throat, and one to the mouth. Tooth fragments showered out, along with blood and bone.

      Jessica looked mortified. She trembled with fear. She’d never been exposed to combat before. She’d never seen anything like this. Jessica was a little messed up before this happened—she was gonna need years of therapy now. Hell, I was going to need years of therapy. And that still probably wouldn't help me.

      We weaved through the maze of passageways and found the tech lab. I readied my weapon, and Jessica mashed the button on the bulkhead. The hatch slid open, and I stormed the room. I moved with speed and precision. Three shots. Three kills. When the smoke cleared, three IT guys were bleeding on the deck.

      Carl was suspended in a containment beam, and he had cables plugged into his I/O ports that were connected to the ship's computer. He didn't have an expression on his face plate.

      I hoped that I had reached him in time.

      I raced to the control terminal. The computer was running a security erase program. It would go through Carl’s databanks, sector by sector, writing ones and zeros over the data so it couldn't be retrieved. It would make multiple passes to ensure that any recovery programs couldn’t be used to access the video of Dixon's crime.

      I yanked the cables out of Carl's I/O ports. Then I took him out of the containment beam. I turned him upside down and opened a protective covering that allowed me to access his controls. I wasn't a computer tech. But we had gotten extensive training on how to service our drones when I was in the military. We needed to be able to take care of them in the field and keep them functional. I knew Carl like I knew my rifle. Those two things were indispensable to a spec-war operator. I learned to assemble and disassemble both with speed and accuracy. During recruit training, we were timed and graded on our performance.

      The first thing I tried to do was a hard reboot. I depressed Carl's power button for 30 seconds. Then I waited, holding my breath to see if there were any signs of activity on his faceplate. My body trembled slightly, and the juices in my stomach rumbled. I was nervous. It was the longest 30 seconds of my life.

      Carl's faceplate flickered. A status bar appeared. It crawled along as he rebooted.

      I kept my fingers crossed. "Come on, come on, come on!” I muttered to myself.

      He went through the boot sequence, and his familiar face appeared on the screen.

      My eyes lit up, hopeful.

      "Are you still in there, buddy?"

      Carl didn’t respond.

      My heart sank for a moment. I was sure the worst had happened. He had been wiped clean, and all traces of his memory and personality were gone.

      "Carl? Buddy? Are you there?” I tapped his outer shell.

      There was still no response.

      I let out a solemn sigh. I was just about to lose hope when he finally spoke.

      “Sorry. I had a little bit of a brain fart. What's going on?"

      “What's the last thing you remember?"

      Carl thought about this a moment. "I remember being snared in a containment beam in Zeta Vega. I have no memory after that."

      I breathed a sigh of relief. "So, you know who I am?"

      "Of course."

      "And you remember everything before your capture?”

      "I believe so, yes."

      "What about the footage of Dixon? Do you still have that?"

      Carl paused a moment. "Those files are wiped clean. I can no longer access that data."

      I deflated. The goons had snagged my data disk when I surrendered. We no longer had a way to prove Dixon's crime. There was no way to let the Federation know they were about to elect a monster.
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      The hatch to the tech lab slid open, and a flurry of bullets flew into the compartment. They snapped through the air and pelted the control terminal behind me. Sparks showered. Glass and bits of plastic sprayed out. A guard had entered the compartment and opened fire.

      I shouldered my rifle and fired two rounds, dropping the thug instantly. But he didn't die right away. He moaned and groaned, writhing on the deck while oozing crimson blood.

      I felt a sharp burning sensation in my lower abdomen. I looked down to see my shirt blossoming red. I pulled my T-shirt up and looked at the wound. The bullet had entered just above my iliac crest. It pierced my external oblique and exited the other side.

      The bullet had passed completely through.

      I was lucky. No bone had been shattered. It was little more than a graze. The peritoneal cavity hadn't been punctured. At least, I didn’t think it had been.

      It hurt like a son-of-a-bitch.

      I hobbled to the wounded guard on the deck. It felt like someone had jammed a kitchen knife in my side when I knelt down beside him. He was still conscious. "Where's the data disk they took from me?"

      "It's gone." He could barely choke the words out.

      "What do you mean, gone?"

      "Jenkins smashed it and spaced it in the airlock."

      My eyes narrowed at him. "You wouldn't be lying to me, would you?"

      "I swear."

      I jammed my finger into one of his gunshot wounds.

      The goon screamed with agony. "I swear, I'm telling you the truth."

      "Where's Dixon?"

      "He's locked in his stateroom. It's security protocol."

      "What about Jenkins?"

      "He's in there with him."

      "How many more guards are on board?”

      "Four. Maybe five."

      Sweat was beading on his forehead. He was struggling to breathe. The man was dying, and there wasn't anything I could do about it.

      I took his sidearm and grabbed extra magazines from his tactical vest. By the time I was finished, he had stopped breathing.

      I staggered to my feet, clutching my side. I handed the pistol to Carl. He grasped it with his hand, and the weight tilted him to the side.

      "In case of emergency,” I said.

      Carl wasn't designed to be a shooter. But in a pinch, he might be able to get a shot off.

      I pushed into the hallway, and more bullets flew in my direction.

      I ducked back into the tech lab and angled my weapon around the hatchway taking aim down the corridor. I squeezed off a few rounds, then ducked back into the tech lab. Bullets pinged off the bulkhead around me as I took cover.

      I angled my weapon back around the corner and took aim. Before I could fire, the two goons at the end of the corridor were blown away—ambushed from their flank.

      Their bodies crashed to the deck, and shortly thereafter, Tucker appeared in the junction. He winked at me. He kept his weapon aimed at the goons as he hovered over them, making sure they were dead. He kicked their weapons aside, clattering them against the deck.

      I advanced to his position. "I thought you weren’t going to get involved?"

      He shrugged. "It was an opportunity to rebel against authority. I hate authority.” His eyes found my wound. "Are you okay?"

      "I've been better. How did you get on board?"

      "Hell, I just landed on the flight deck. They sent two fighters to shoot me down, but those dick weeds couldn't hang. I got rid of them in no time. It seems like you've done a pretty good job of tearing through their security forces.”

      “I’ve still got more to do."

      "Well, lead the way,” Tucker replied.

      "I need you to get Jessica and Carl out of here."

      "I'm not going anywhere," Carl protested.

      "Yes, you are. I need you to look after Jessica."

      Carl felt a little better knowing he had a mission objective and wasn't just being babied. But I really just wanted him out of harms way.

      "What are you going to do?" TD asked.

      "I'm going to finish this thing."

      "I recommend you get medical attention, ASAP,” Carl interjected.

      "It's nothing,” I said. “I’m fine. Besides, we're not going to get another opportunity to make this right. And you need to get out of here before the GIA and Secret Service arrive.”

      Carl reluctantly agreed.

      The trio disappeared down the hall, heading toward the flight deck. I weaved toward Dixon’s stateroom.

      Two guards were posted outside the hatch. I hid behind the corner at the end of the hallway. I reached into my cargo pocket and pulled out a thermal grenade. Before I could pull the pin, Carl cruised down the hallway and hovered beside me.

      I scowled at him. "I thought I told you to leave."

      "I'm not letting you go into battle without me! Tucker assured me he’d take good care of Jessica.”

      I pulled the pin on the grenade and held it for a few seconds, then tossed it down the corridor. It clinked against the deck and rolled to the feet of Dixon’s security guards. It exploded in a blinding fury. The bulkheads rumbled, and the deck shook. The corridor was filled with thick smoke. Body parts flew in all directions. Legs, fingers, arms. The boot of one of the goons smacked the deck near me. It still had a foot inside.

      I rounded the corner and pushed forward through the smoke and haze. I stormed into the stateroom. It was hard to see anything through the milky air.

      Dixon’s body lay on the ground. I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. Jenkins coughed and hacked as he tried to sit up. His eyes met mine, and he grabbed for his pistol. He had gotten a jump on me. Before I could fire, a loud bang rang in my ear.

      Jenkins’s chest exploded. Blood spurted from his torso. He flopped back against the deck, and the gun clattered from his hand.

      Carl had taken out the scumbag. But without legs to brace himself, the blast spun Carl like a top.

      Dixon staggered to his feet.

      The reticle of my sites found his skull.

      "Now, hang on a moment,” Dixon muttered. “I'm sure we can come to an amicable solution. After all, killing a presidential candidate is going to put you away for a long, long time."

      I grinned. "I'm not going to kill you. I'm going to make sure you face justice."

      Dixon flashed his trademark smarmy smile. "How are you going to do that? You’ve got no evidence. The data in your drone’s memory has been erased. You've got nothing. The girl I killed was a nobody. No one is going to miss that sleazy movie producer either."

      My grin widened. “Carl, did you get all that?"

      “Yes. That confession will certainly make an impact when released to the public."

      The smarmy smile on Dixon's face fell as he realized Carl had recorded everything. "Now, let's talk financial compensation. All the things I promised earlier will still hold, plus… pick a number…  any number."

      Before I could even speak, Dixon answered for me.

      “How about a million credits. Cash.”

      I shook my head.

      “Two million.”

      I shook my head again.

      “Ten million credits. That's a reasonable amount."

      I chuckled. "You don't have enough money to buy me."
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      Carl transmitted the confession to Nicholson. Before the GIA and Secret Service arrived on the Equinox, the video had played on news networks across the galaxy. You had to have been living under a rock not to have seen the transmission.

      Carl and I waited patiently on the flight deck for the GIA to arrive. I had  Dixon cuffed behind his back. I kept him at gunpoint, and made him kneel on the deck.

      A dropship entered the bay, landed, and a slew of special agents spilled down the back ramp. They had their weapons in the firing position and wore full battle armor. They quickly surrounded Carl and me.

      “Put the weapon on the ground and keep your hands in the air!” one of them shouted.

      I complied.

      Special Agent Chris Milford led the squad. He brought up the rear. “What have you got your self mixed up in this time, Jupiter?”

      I shrugged. “Just restoring law and order to the galaxy. Something you people don’t seem to be able to do so well.”

      That last remark ruffled a few feathers.

      Milford took it all in stride. We worked together when I was with the agency. I considered him a friend. I’m not sure how he considered me.

      “How many bodies am I going to find this time?”

      “I lost count.”

      Milford motioned to his squad to take Dixon into custody. Two goons pulled him from the deck and ushered him into their dropship.

      Milford waved off the rest of his squad, and they lowered their weapons. He commanded them to search the rest of the ship and secure the area. There were still several passengers on board that were guests of Dixon. Innocent civilians.

      “I don’t think there are any of Dixon’s security forces left on board, but it would be wise to do a full sweep,” I said.

      “I’ll take that under advisement.” He looked at me and shook his head. “You’re a mess, Jupiter. Let the EMTs take a look at you.”

      A medical vehicle had landed behind the GIA dropship on the deck. Milford waved them over, and two EMTs scurried toward me with a hover-gurney.

      “I’m fine, really,” I protested.

      “Let the professionals take a look.”

      I frowned at him and climbed onto the gurney. Every time I moved, it felt like someone was sticking a red hot poker in my abdomen.

      The EMTs scanned my body and triaged the wound. They seemed to be considerably more concerned about the situation than I was. “This is more than we can handle here. We’re going to need to get him to Vega General, ASAP.”

      “It’s not that bad, is it? Use a little disinfectant, a regenerative compound, and a band-aid. I’ll be fine.”

      “It’s a little more complex than that.” The EMT looked to Milford for permission to take me away.

      “Get him out of here.” Milford waved them off. He pointed at me. “I’m going to want a full debrief as soon as you’re able.”

      “Gotcha, chief!”

      The EMTs pushed me into the emergency vehicle and secured me. Carl followed along.

      “Hang in there buddy. You’re going to be just fine.”

      I looked at him like he was crazy. “I know I’m going to be fine. These people are overreacting.”

      “Better safe than sorry,” the EMT said.

      I had to admit, I was feeling a little woozy. My skin was cold and clammy, and I had lost a lot of blood. Maybe the injury was worse than I thought?

      The EMTs gave me a local anesthetic and a sedative. I don’t remember much after that. I woke up hours later in a hospital room with Carl, Jessica, and Tucker at my side. There were get well balloons on the nightstand.

      I assumed I was still alive.

      The heart monitor beeped, and all my vital signs looked good. I was groggy from the anesthesia, and my vision was slightly blurry. But I could make out the smiling faces of my friends.

      “I’m glad you pulled through,” Carl said.

      “Was there ever a question?”

      Carl shrugged. “You did lose a lot of blood.”

      Tucker read over my chart. “What kind of pain meds have they got you on?” He scanned the information and wasn’t impressed. “Oh, this is nonsense. If you need some real pain meds, let me know.”

      He winked as he pulled out a joint from his shirt pocket and sparked it up.

      “I can’t thank you enough. For everything,” Jessica said. She gazed at me with affection. “You saved my life.”

      She looked eager to repay me in any way she could. Her sultry eyes gazed into mine. I had been down that road before with Jessica, and it always ended badly. But, she was a hard woman to resist. I could feel my judgment lapsing already.

      I wasn’t too keen on staying in this hospital for very long. I was vulnerable, and there were a lot of people out there that wanted me dead. Namely, the Skelaxans. I had survived this little adventure. But if history was any guide, I was sure to find myself in a heap of trouble again soon. It seemed to find me, even when I wasn’t looking.

      I figured I’d take a moment to enjoy my friends, new and old. As soon as I felt better, I was going to get back to the business of clearing my name with the Skelaxans, and find out who set me up to take the fall for the ambassador’s muder.
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