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Chapter One

0600 Hours, Station Time. Space Station Frontera, a border station on the furthest reaches of Union space
Marshal Kalandri sipped her coffee and scanned her in-tray. A mess of a tray, teaming with printouts detailing new complaints or updating old ones.
Complaints the automated system had been unable to resolve on its own. Complaints she would need to dig into.
But, later. After coffee.
Now, she worked at organizing them by priority, using a system of her own. Highest priority were cases that involved actual injury. Next came threat of injury and property loss. General harassment, victimless crimes, and most misdemeanors fell into the third category. The final group, the lowest possible priority, she reserved for what she privately termed the Mayor’s Pension Fund.
These were infractions of station code that harmed not a living soul, but carried hefty pecuniary penalties. Infractions the mayor had recently started to invent. Things like fines for businesses whose signs were too large – or too small. Fines for people who paused for more than a minute in place on the promenade. Fines for shopkeepers who ran out of advertised items. Fines for cart vendors who failed to register with the station bureaucracy per the mayor’s latest regulations – even if they’d been selling day after day for the last decade.
That pile promptly went in the paper shredder, for follow-up at the recycling plant, where the shreds might be repurposed into something useful.
Kalandri felt the soul slowly escaping her body as this last pile grew larger and larger, and larger. Not that she wanted serious crimes. A quiet station was a rare luxury, but one she appreciated.
But nothing made her feel more useless than being expected to harass the station residents over non-issues, so the mayor could drive up station revenue without having to raise taxes.
That certainly hadn’t been the reason she’d put on the badge.
Still, even with the sorting duties, this was her favorite time of the morning. The whole station seemed to be asleep this early, leaving her to drink her coffee and organize her cases as she saw fit.
To that end, she drained what remained in her mug, and walked to the pot for a refill. She had just started to pour when the lights went out, plunging the entire office into darkness.
A quick glance at the door showed her that the issue extended beyond her own private kingdom: the promenade was as dark as the space surrounding their station.
She shook her head, making her way to the comm panel on the wall. Pressing a button, she waited for the quiet ding that confirmed she had a connection.
It didn’t come. Lights and comms were down.
“Great,” she grumbled into the darkness. Engineering was probably already on it, but she wouldn’t leave that to chance.
Gingerly picking her way back to her desk, she felt for the handle to the top drawer. Then, scouring the contents inside, her fingers seized on the flashlight she kept stashed therein.
Just in case.
Kalandri hadn’t always been a worst-case-scenario type of Esselian. But she hadn’t always worked on Frontera, either. Frontera had a way of changing a person. Of driving home the importance of back up plans and redundancies and triple redundancies.
Frontera was the Murphy’s Law of space stations: if something could go wrong, it would – and it did, on a semi-regular basis.
Flashlight in hand, she made her way out of the office, and into the darkened passages beyond. The corridors and units around her lay quiet as a tomb, the quiet background hum suddenly, abruptly gone.
But the fact that she wasn’t floating meant at least some of the station’s critical machinery survived the power blip. Artificial gravity, for one.
Engineering was situated at the core of the station, in theory anyway making it accessible from every direction. The fact that it was hidden behind half a dozen layers of security, plus the odd door here and there that had temporarily ceased to function half a decade ago but never quite made it onto the repair manifest, made it less accessible than the promise.
Especially with the power out.
With the power out, Kalandri’s badge wouldn’t work, nor would a scan of her biometric signs or the security code that gave her access to all points on the station. Nothing would work, except physically unlocking one of two emergency hatches with the station’s skeleton key.
The engineering supervisor on duty always had a copy of it. So did the mayor and the marshal.
Kalandri wove through a sequence of still passages, ignoring the eerie ring of her own footfalls in the absolute silence, and leaving the main promenade with its shops and eateries and now-dormant fountains behind.
The elegance of the public areas disappeared as she entered more functional spaces, where brightly colored banners and crisp paint made way for plain gray steel, where the only paints to be seen were the white and military green used in stenciled letters, and the reflective yellow used in hazard stripes.
She bypassed locked doors with their keycard readers and eyeball scanners and thumbprint readers, heading for a plain metal door marked with white stencils: Authorized Personnel Only.
Under this mild warning, some station jester had scrawled in red, “Violaters to be shot on site.”
Whoever had thus defaced the door had committed half a dozen misdemeanors, but it was the spelling mistakes that really annoyed Kalandri. She made a private note to review surveillance footage of the area to see if she could find the perpetrator.
She’d give them the option of paying their fine, which would be hefty considering the number of statutes violated; or repainting the door. Either way, they’d learn their lesson.
And when they’d finished, maybe she’d give them a dictionary to remember the incident by.
So thinking, she unlocked the door and made her way into engineering. At first, she could make out no sounds at all. Then a rapid-fire stream of curses in a language Kalandri only marginally understood echoed down from one of the maintenance tunnels.
Even if she hadn’t noticed the duty roster the day before – and she did, because Kalandri made it her business to know at all times who was on duty in critical areas – she would have known. The language had been Kudarian, and there was only one Kudarian in engineering: Rilka arn K’iyana.
Kalandri called to the other woman, and for a moment nothing but the sound of clanging metal answered her. Then Rilka’s head popped out of a hatchway. It was a big head, pale and full of razor-sharp teeth, all connected to an even bigger body. Like most Kudarians, Rilka stood head and shoulders above most humanoid species. Her huge frame was as wide as two Esselians, and all of it bone and lean muscle. The service tunnel, a standard, regulation-size passage, looked positively tiny with her inside.
“Kalandri? What are you doing here?”
“I came to tell you about the power outage,” she admitted. “But it looks like you’re already aware.”
Rilka snorted. “Unfortunately.”
Which didn’t surprise Kalandri. There were a few of the engineering folks she wouldn’t have been surprised to find asleep on the job. But not Rilka. “Well, is there anything I can do to help?”
“Get back up there and make sure people don’t panic,” Rilka said, disappearing once more into the passage.
Not exactly what Kalandri had in mind. She’d been thinking of following the other woman into the bowels of the station, trying to find – well, whatever it was Rilka thought might have caused the outage.
“Fine,” she said. She certainly wasn’t annoyed by the lack of response, just like she hadn’t been annoyed to be dismissed. That would have been petty, and beneath the dignity of a rational Esselian, which she prided herself on being.
On the other hand, she did find herself thinking as she returned to her office that two sets of eyes and two sets of hands might have gone a lot further than one. And maybe once or twice, the thought occurred to her though she had little training in engineering, as marshal of the station she’d shown herself more than capable of adapting to strange and changing circumstances, of rising to any challenge.
She was lost in these reflections when someone burst out of a hallway and collided with her. The flashlight went spinning away, and she went rolling. “What the hell?”
“Sorry. Sorry,” the erstwhile newcomer declared. “Is that you marshal? Oh, thank God. The power’s out!”
Kalandri groped about in the darkness for her flashlight, the beam having disappeared with the fall. Grasping it a moment later, she tried the button. Nothing happened.
“Dammit,” she cursed.
“Marshal? Where are you?” The tremulous voice, and the source of her current problem, she recognized as Albert Tuscanfreigh – a young man of dubious character and, apparently, courage. She’d arrested him a few times in the past for minor offenses, though usually she’d let him off with a stern warning in lieu of charges.
Sticky fingers were the chief mark against his character, although a propensity toward general dissipation accompanied the thieving habit.
“What are you doing out of your room?”
“The lights went out,” he said. “I couldn’t get through to anyone, either.”
“That’s because the power’s out.”
“I know.” His voice rose, taking on a sharp, wavering note. “That got me thinking about life support. Is that – is that out too? Are we – are we going to die, Marshal?”
Kalandri sighed inwardly. But aloud, she maintained a front of cool, reassuring calm. “No, we’re in no danger of that. I’ve just been to engineering.”
“Then – everything’s okay?”
And despite the fact that she’d learned next to nothing in engineering, Kalandri assured him, “It is. They’re on it. And our primary systems are still working. We’ve got gravity, and we’re breathing.”
“Oh,” Albert said. “That’s true. I didn’t even think of gravity. If that went out, would we – would we be floating?”
“Why don’t you go back to your room, Albert? I need to get back to my office.”
“Oh. I – I don’t have a flashlight.”
“Neither do I,” she said, confident she’d kept any hint of aggravation out of her tone.
Despite her confidence, the young man must have picked up on something. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “That was stupid. I just – I saw the light, and it was so dark. I came running…”
“It’s fine,” Kalandri said. “Now, let’s get you back to your rooms. How did you even get here, anyway?” They were a long way from the residential area.
“Where am I?”
“Halfway to engineering.”
A moment of silence followed. “Really? I thought I was going toward the promenade.”
She shook her head in the darkness. “Nope.”
“I guess I took a wrong turn somewhere.”
I’ll say. “Come on. I’ll get you back to your quarters.”
Kalandri guided them by monitoring the bulkheads for apertures. She knew the layout of the station well, so she knew exactly where they were by counting the passages they passed. This, she knew – and Albert evidenced – many of the other humanoids on the station could not do.
But she’d committed the layout to memory for just such an occasion. Just in case.
Consequently, she had Albert nearly at his rooms when the lights came back on. The young man’s eyes widened, and he laughed out loud, propelling himself into her arms. “Oh thank God. We’re safe.”
She shook her head as he scurried back to his room, feeling more useless than ever. Instead of aiding station recovery, she’d spent the crisis guiding a chicken-hearted youth back to his rooms.
Certainly not what she’d anticipated when she put on the badge. But on par for Station Frontera, she had to admit.
So, a little deflated, she made her way back to her office. By now, it was nearly eight in the morning. People spilled out of their residences on their way to work. Shopkeepers pulled back blinds and unlocked doors, and made ready for the day ahead. Cart vendors wheeled their carts into place and adjusted their signs.
Despite the fact that twice the lights flickered as she walked, life seemed to be going back to normal, as if the whole business of the power outage had never happened.
Kalandri settled into the chair behind her desk with a feeling of unease she couldn’t quite explain. Minimal impact was best case scenario for an outage like that one.
So what about the situation left her feeling things weren’t quite as they should be?
Brow furrowed, she fiddled absently with her flashlight. The bulb had shattered. She’d need to get another one. She hadn’t been that thorough in her backup plans as to have redundant bulbs lying around.
She was still thinking, still toying with the light, when her door burst open. Antiquities dealer and museum curator Taggert Grimald rushed into the room, his eyes wide, him copious mane of dark hair flying this way and that.
“Robbery,” he gasped. “I’ve been robbed. The Star of Anuga – it’s gone. Gone! Don’t just stare at me. You need to do something, Marshal.”




Chapter Two

0815 Hours, Station Time
The Star of Anuga was a diamond of immense proportions – one of the largest so far discovered in the cosmos. It had been part of a scepter held by the kings and queens of an ancient alien race.
The people had vanished millennia ago, and Union archeologists – and less scrupulous treasure hunters – had spent decades pouring over the planet, studying it.
Studying, and plundering.
The Star of Anuga was one such treasure that had been catalogued, studied, crated for shipment to a museum – and somehow, vanished into thin air.
The Ministry of Archeology had launched a full-scale investigation, but discovered nothing concrete. Their tentative findings pointed the finger of blame on unspecified rogue elements operating unlawfully on and in the vicinity of the planet.
A real-enough phenomenon, although popular belief always held that someone from the Ministry had been in on the theft.
Whatever the truth, sixty years later, after the statute of limitations for antiquities theft had passed, the Star had shown up here, on Station Frontera in the possession of Taggert Grimald.
Grimald claimed it had come to him via a private collector, who wished to remain anonymous. He said he had no backstory at all on how it had come to the collector.
Kalandri had her doubts about that, but she’d never dug too deep, either. The Star had been stolen, but not from its people. They were long extinct.
No, it had been taken from the Ministry of Archeology, which would have stuffed it in a case somewhere, on some important planet, where important people would pass it and a million other treasures by.
Where 99.9999% of sentient life would never see it.
Certainly, most of the residents of Frontera would never catch a glimpse of the rock. At least in Grimald’s keeping, it sat on display at the local museum, here in the backwater of the universe. A little glimpse of magnificence and history for the unimportant residents of the universe.
At least, that’s how she’d looked at it before.
Now, staring at the empty display case, she wondered if she’d been too lax. This would not have happened in a Ministry of Archeology Museum, where state of the art technology would evaporate a thief before they got close to the rock. But here on Frontera, in this backwater museum, it had been vulnerable.
Grimald gestured at the undamaged box. “You see? They just opened the case right up. How is that even possible?”
Kalandri stared at the glass box, unmarred by even a single fingerprint. It held a satin-covered pillow and a placard that read:
The Star of Anuga
On Generous Loan from Taggert Grimald
“It must have happened when the power was out,” Kalandri said.
Grimald stared at her. “When what?”
“There was a power outage. Didn’t you know?”
“What? No. When?”
“Just after six. Power came back on before eight.”
“I was asleep,” Grimald admitted. “Although that explains why my alarm didn’t go off, if there was no power.” He frowned. “How does that even happen?”
“Not accidentally, I’m starting to think.”
“You mean…” His eyes widened. “Someone took down the power so they could get into the museum? Into the case?”
She nodded. “I’m thinking so, yeah.”
“Oh my God,” Grimald groaned. “My star. You need to do something, Marshal. You need to put an immediate freeze on all ships leaving this station. You need to search everybody onboard, every residence, every shop.”
“You know I can’t do that. Even if I wanted to – and I don’t – that violates all kinds of privacy laws. I can’t just search people and their quarters.”
Grimald scowled at her, his dark blue eyes flashing. “So you’re going to let them get away with robbing me? To make off with the most beautiful gem in the cosmos?”
“I didn’t say that. Now, I’m going to have a deputy dust this place for fingerprints. Not that I expect to find any, but just in case. I’m going to need you to stay out of the room. And the museum can’t open today, obviously.”
“A deputy? You mean, you’re not handling this yourself?”
“I am going to go interview a suspect.”
He blinked at that. “You mean, you know who did it?”
Kalandri nodded. “I know exactly who did it. But I need to prove it.”
0840 Hours, Station Time
The office of the marshal had no permanent deputies, thanks to Mayor Cecil Belcher’s budget cuts. In response to Kalandri’s protests that he had hamstrung her office, Belcher had allowed her limited discretionary power to deputize officers on an as-needed basis.
Kalandri figured this qualified, for two reasons. First, there was a lot of money on the line, and if anything could make Belcher reasonable, money could. Second, the investigation would require a lot of busy work. The kind of busy work one person couldn’t do on their own.
So before anything else, she’d paid Mattie MacQuoid a visit. Mattie had once been her right hand, her oldest and most trusted deputy. He’d been on the station as long as anyone, and probably could have applied for the job of marshal if he’d wanted it.
But Mattie had enjoyed his job, right up until the day Belcher axed it anyway. Since then, he’d spent his retirement working in the communal gardens and reading every book he could get his hands on.
Which explained his eagerness to get back in the saddle. He hadn’t even needed to hear the details of the case before agreeing. Kalandri got it. She figured she’d have jumped at the opportunity to do literally anything other than endless days of gardening.
She’d left him with directions to photograph and print the scene of the crime, and the old man had grinned with delight. “Just like old times, Boss.”
As for Kalandri herself, she was on her way to face the culprit behind the jewel heist. The one woman on Station Frontera with the guts to try anything so damned brazen: Dani ‘Dusty’ Agincourt.
Agincourt had been a rancher before settling on Frontera, until something made her sell up. Kalandri didn’t know the whole story there, but she knew the important part – what came next.
Agincourt set up shop on the station, opening The Court, the seediest bar and gambling joint in the sector. There was nothing illegal about a bar or a casino, of course. But this particular bar and casino served as cover for a number of criminal enterprises.
The Court was where smugglers went to unload their merchandise, where fugitives found passage to friendlier worlds, and where thieves went to hawk their merchandise. All for a fee, or for a favor owed to the patroness, of course.
The problem was, Kalandri had never been able to prove any of it. Agincourt had an uncanny sense for which jobs to take, and which to reject, which crimes to sanction, and which to pass on. She never did anything serious enough to warrant more manpower, or outside aid. She never aided anyone dangerous or vicious.
And she always contributed to the mayor’s election fund, she always pitched in for the community fundraisers and she always donated food and money to the station events.
So no one ever took notice. Not the Union, not the mayor, not her neighbors.
Only the marshal of Frontera.
In stealing the Star of Anuga, Agincourt had finally gone too far. This wasn’t importing wines from planets without trade agreements, or bypassing tariffs. This was the big leagues.
Agincourt had gotten too big for her britches, and if Kalandri played her cards right, she could finally, finally, knock her nemesis down a peg.
Which is why she contacted engineering as she walked: because she wanted to do this right. She wanted to be one hundred percent certain of everything she said, one hundred percent prepared with no room for surprises.
Rilka’s exhausted voice reached her. “Marshal? What’d you need?”
“I need to know how the power went down.”
“Easy: sabotage.”
“You’re sure?”
“No doubt about it. Someone tampered with the central relay control system. And by tampered, I mean basically put a bomb on it.”
“A bomb?”
“A tiny bomb, on one of the nodules. It powers a function out of your office, actually.”
“My office?”
“Yeah. Some kind of automated system or hotline or something.”
Kalandri knew exactly what Rilka was talking about: the automated complaint hotline, that handled all the complaints her office fielded on a daily basis. The source of most of the printouts in her in-tray.
“It was set to a timer. When it went off, the surge kicked the system into lockdown mode. Basically, it dropped everything non-critical as a protective measure. Which includes lights. But gravity and life support kept running.”
“So the system shut down the rest of the power to protect itself from the bomb?”
“Exactly. Whoever did it, they either knew a hell of a lot about the system, or they got real damned lucky.”
“But you’ve got everything running again?”
“Almost everything. I’m going to need replacement parts to get your automated system running again. I put in a requisition order.”
“You don’t have parts on hand?”
“No. I asked for them last budget, but they were –”
“Denied,” Kalandri finished for her.
“That’s right. Mayor’s budget office said we didn’t need it.”
“Son of a…I’ll get Mattie over to fingerprint everything as soon as he’s done at the museum.” A thought occurred to Kalandri. “What about security cameras? There should be footage of whoever planted that bomb, right?”
“There should be,” Rilka agreed. “First thing I did, once everything was working. But the logs were deleted.”
Kalandri stopped short. “What? That’s impossible. They’re only accessible –”
“From your office,” Rilka put in. “I know. And what’s more, they wiped the backup. Not just wiped it, but ran a data scrubber. The real deal, too, very thorough: it wrote and rewrote so much junk on that drive, I don’t think we’re even going to find fragments to recover.
“Look, Marshal, I don’t want to jump to conclusions. I have no idea why someone would do it. But it’s looking to me like someone went through a lot of trouble to knock the lights out, and then cover up their tracks afterwards.”
“It wasn’t the lights they were after,” Kalandri said, her tone grim. “But you’re right about the rest. Thanks Rilka.”
Fuming, she ended the call. The whole thing had been planned, down to the minutest detail. Agincourt had anticipated her movements at every turn. She had timed the bomb to six AM, when Kalandri would be in her office, enjoying the solitude.
She’d known Kalandri would head to engineering when the lights went out, because she wasn’t one to sit back and hope things would work out. No, Kalandri would be first on the scene, helping in any way she could.
Everyone knew her job was her life. Which also meant, anyone might have guessed she’d leave the office – and leave the security footage unprotected.
Agincourt had planted Albert Tuscanfreigh in the corridor too, to intercept the marshal if she started to head back before the power came back on – before Dani had a chance to access and wipe the security footage.
Kalandri gritted her teeth in anger as she walked. This time, Agincourt had crossed a line. She’d attacked the station’s security grid, deleted security footage, and manipulated her.
Dani Agincourt had to pay.
But if she had any inkling of the impending reckoning, Agincourt certainly didn’t let on when Kalandri entered The Court.
A cross between a pun on her own name and a replica old Earth medieval court, the bar and casino were laid out like a drawing from a history book – with neon layered over the top of everything.
Visitors entered via a grand hall, with simulated marble flooring and stone walls. Lights behind the faux stained-glass windows gave the impression of sunlight streaming in.
The hall housed an attendant’s booth to check valuables or coats – and a bouncer, to turn away undesirable elements. Beyond the entry, dining and gaming tables lay, spread out like the feast hall of some great king’s court. Brightly clad entertainers juggled balls, dancers flitted between tables, and musicians circled the room playing lutes and lyres. At the far end of the room, overlooking it all was a dais upon which sat a throne.
And perched on the throne was Dani Agincourt, her long red curls streaming about her shoulders, her garb a stylized tunic and trouser set evocative of old Earth medieval garb, albeit decidedly more functional.
She was waiting for the marshal. Kalandri had no doubt of that. Her expression was too satisfied, too smug as their eyes met. Still, she affected surprise when they spoke.
“Well Marshal, this is an unexpected pleasure. Business or pleasure?”
The woman’s confidence, her unfathomable beauty, always made Kalandri feel mildly insecure.
The marshal was pretty in her own right, with solid features, smooth green Esselian skin, and deep violet eyes. But somehow next to this woman, with her very human skin tones, and her emerald eyes, Kalandri felt small and uncertain. Like she was in reality some ancient peasant approaching the throne of a great queen.
Still, anger could not be so easily shaken, and she remembered her nerve. “Business.”
“Pity.”
“Ms. Agincourt, I’m here on official business.”
“Really? What official business could you possibly have with me, Marshal?”
“There’s been a robbery at the museum.”
“A robbery? How shocking.” Dani opened her eyes wide in an utterly unconvincing show of surprise. A show so forced, so cartoonish, Kalandri could only conclude that it had not been meant to convince at all.
Dani was laughing at her.
Kalandri could feel blood rushing to her cheeks, and her temper rising. “A very ancient artifact was stolen.”
“An artifact? You mean, someone stole some of that dusty old junk Grimald charges the station to display? What was it? The clay urn – you know the one, where some warlord buried a traitor’s intestines?”
“The Star of Anuga,” Kalandri said. “As I have no doubt, you’re well aware.”
“Me?” Dani batted her eyelashes. “But how would I know that, Marshal?”
“Because you stole it.”




Chapter Three

This time, Dani really did laugh. “Don’t look so angry, Kalandri. Only – you can’t be serious? Well, I see from your expression that you are.” She cleared her throat and composed her features into a more sober façade. “The thing is, I couldn’t possibly have stolen it. I’ve been here all night and all morning. I have dozens of witnesses to the fact.”
“I didn’t specify when the theft occurred,” Kalandri observed.
Dani blinked, but otherwise didn’t miss a beat. “No, you didn’t. But it had to be sometime overnight, didn’t it? If it was yesterday, you would have been here to wrongly accuse me eons ago. Wouldn’t you?”
This last bit she followed up with a smile and a brisk nod. “No, it had to happen sometime after the museum closed yesterday, and before you barged in here. In fact…” Dani sat forward, her eyes sparkling. “If I was a betting woman – and we both know I am – I’d wager it had something to do with that power outage earlier. Am I right?”
“This isn’t a joke, Agincourt. Now, are we going to do this out here, or do you want to do it in private?”
“That depends on what we’re doing, I suppose. But come on: follow me, Marshal. We’ll go to my office.”
Kalandri followed her to a corridor behind the dais, concealed from view behind a heavy tapestry. They walked down a short passage, to a locked door. Agincourt pressed her palm against a bio scanner, and a light beep answered. The door opened, and the pair stepped inside.
Unlike the space outside, the office bore no hint of faux medieval adornments or architecture. It was the same steel gray of Kalandri’s own office.
“Take a seat, please,” Agincourt said. “Can I offer you anything? Tea? Coffee? Or is that too strong for you? I could get warm milk.”
“Enough,” Kalandri said. “No more games. I came back here to save you the embarrassment of being arrested in front of your staff and patrons.”
“Arrested?” Agincourt clasped a well-manicured hand to her bosom in a theatrical fashion, like the heroine in some kind of medieval drama. “My dear Marshal, what are you talking about?”
“The robbery, Agincourt. You think I don’t know you were behind it?”
Sinking into her own chair, Dani Agincourt crossed her legs. “You really think I had something to do with the Star?”
“I know you did.”
“Far be it from me to contradict you, of course, but I need to remind you of what I said earlier: I have dozens of witnesses who can attest that I never left the premises.”
Kalandri sat across from her, leaning over the desk. “You sabotaged the power network.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“You knew I’d head straight to engineering.”
“Now how would I know that?”
Kalandri, feeling obscurely self-conscious about the lack of other commitments that might prevent a less devoted public servant from leaping into action at the slightest hesitation, ignored the question. “And you had Albert Tuscanfreigh waiting for me.”
“Who?”
“He probably watched me pass in the first place, didn’t he?”
“Well how should I know?”
“And as soon as he saw me heading back, he jumped me with that whole sob story about being scared, and getting turned around in the dark. All the while, giving you time to erase the footage. You must have thought you were so smart.”
Dani steepled her fingers in front of her. “Kalandri, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“You even put the bomb –”
“Bomb?” Again, another theatrical gesture, this one a hand to the mouth. “Good gods, someone had a bomb?”
“You put the bomb on the relay to my automated complaint system. So the one system on the entire station that’s out of commission is mine.”
“Well surely that’s a good thing? I mean, compared to the alternatives? What if this madman had bombed life support? We’d all be dead.”
“You won’t be laughing when I arrest you, Agincourt.”
“I’m not laughing now, my dear Marshal. But, even if you were right, even if I’d gone through all these elaborate steps – which, of course, I did not – you need proof to arrest me.”
Kalandri said nothing.
“And, by your own admission, you have no footage. Nothing but theories. Whereas I’ve got witnesses – dozens of witnesses – who will tell you I never left The Court. I’m sorry, but you’re barking up the wrong tree here.
“I hope you find your villain, of course. I wish you all luck with that. But if there’s nothing further, I really should get back to my bar.”
0930 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri returned to her office with nothing but a list of witnesses who could verify that her chief suspect couldn’t possibly have committed the crime. Not that she believed that.
Dani was behind the theft. Even if the marshal had had doubts before, their interview settled them.
No, Dani had covered her tracks. She’d made certain to establish a thorough alibi because she had a brazen crime planned.
The trouble, as always, was proving it.
Kalandri could – and would – follow up with the witnesses, of course. She’d scour the surveillance footage that remained. But she didn’t expect to find that the witnesses lied, or that the cameras had caught Dani sneaking out of a backdoor. That would be careless.
And you didn’t get to be as successful as Dani Agincourt by being careless.
She needed another line of attack, another way to poke holes in her story. Kalandri absently stared daggers at her door as she thought over the problem.
To pull this off, Dani would need multiple accomplices. She’d need someone to steal the jewel, someone to wipe the footage, and, of course, Albert Tuscanfreigh.
Kalandri’s scowl lifted. Albert Tuscanfreigh. Now that young man could certainly be a loose link in an otherwise sturdy chain of corruption. His propensity for crime notwithstanding, he’d never been one to face up to questioning.
He’d always cracked under pressure.
By now, Kalandri was grinning ear to ear, visions dancing through her head of returning to The Court and slapping cuffs on Dani Agincourt. She reached for the desk communicator to call Tuscanfreigh in for an interview.
But before her hand even touched it, it rang – a loud, shrill sound, like an old school telephone. Kalandri hated it, but she’d never been able to figure out how to permanently change the ringtone. Every time the system’s software updated, it reset to the default ring.
Grimacing, she lifted the receiver. “Marshal’s office. Marshal speaking.”
“Hello, Marshal?” an excited voice on the other end of the line asked.
“Yes,” Kalandri said, not bothering to point out that she’d literally identified herself as the marshal a breath ago. “Can I help you?”
“Yes. This is Dorothy Ovalken.”
If that was supposed to explain the nature of her call, well, it didn’t. Kalandri knew Dorothy to be a station resident, but that was about it. “What can I do for you, Ms. Ovalken?”
“I tried to get through to the automated system,” Dorothy explained, “but it didn’t work.”
Kalandri groaned inwardly, realizing another impact of the sabotage: until Rilka’s requisition came through, the automated system would remain down.
Meaning, she would have to deal with these kinds of complaints.
“So I thought I’d better contact you directly,” Dorothy went on. “It’s my neighbor again. You know, the one with the dog? Anyway, it happened this morning, not ten minutes ago. I caught him on my security cameras.”
Kalandri frowned at the almost breathless glee in Ovalken’s voice. Something told her they weren’t talking about a serious crime here. “Caught who doing what?”
“My neighbor,” Dorothy repeated, a hint of annoyance breaking into her tone. “That Hericks or Heinrich or whatever he calls himself. The one I’ve reported before.”
Kalandri glanced absently at her waste bin, at the shredded complaints there-in. Dorothy’s previous reports were probably in there, marked low priority by the automated system and so tossed without review by the marshal. “Ah. Right. Okay, so why don’t you describe, in your own words, exactly what happened.”
“Well, it was just like before. He was walking that awful little dog of his by my flat, and it stopped by my hydrangeas, lifted its leg, and peed all over them.”
“I’m not sure that’s a crime –”
“Destruction of private property,” Dorothy interrupted. “That’s what it is. Do you have any idea how delicate hydrangeas are? Or how damaging dog urine is?”
“No,” Kalandri admitted. “I guess I don’t.”
“Well, I do. That little mongrel is killing them. Which is property damage. And is a crime.”
“Okay. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Good. And he can’t deny it’s his dog this time – I have it on video.”
With a few words of goodbye, and the uncomfortable feeling of a migraine settling in, Kalandri terminated the call and again reached for the dial pad. She paused to remember who she’d been about to call. But before she could organize her thoughts, the ringtone sounded again.
“Marshal’s office. Marshal speaking.”
Mayor Belcher’s voice came over the line. “Kalandri? It’s the mayor.”
Adopting a tone of enthusiasm quite at odds with her expression, she said, “Good morning, Mr. Mayor. How can I help you?”
“First of all, you can tell me what the hell’s going on on this station. Power outages? Sabotage? Theft? Were you asleep on the job this morning?”
“I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, Mayor, that my shift doesn’t officially begin until 7 AM. And it was at your office’s direction that we cut overnight staff.”
“Yes, yes. But you’re on call, aren’t you?”
“Twenty-four-seven,” she said, making no effort to disguise her feelings on that score. “And I was first on the scene after the power outage.”
“And meanwhile, the museum was being robbed.”
Kalandri didn’t bother to acknowledge the statement. No one, not even the mayor, could be unreasonable enough to seriously fault her for not being able to read minds, or anticipate a crime that no one had any inkling would occur.
She knew him well enough to know that Belcher was lashing out in a crisis situation, as per his standard response; and as per the standard, he’d forget any unreasonable or absurd statements he’d made as soon as he hung up the phone.
“So what are you doing to retrieve it?”
“The scene is secure and being analyzed. I’m pursuing a lead related to the sabotage –”
“What lead?”
“Someone seen in the vicinity.”
“Good,” Belcher said. “That’s something anyway. Keep me apprised, you hear?”
“Yes sir.”
“And have you deputized anyone to help?”
“Yes sir,” she said.
“Good. The sooner we find that star, the better. Grimald’s already hinting about lawyers.”
“Understood,” Kalandri said. She hoped the finality in her tone would prompt him to terminate the call.
It didn’t. “And another thing. I’m going to need you at my office later today.”
“Sir?”
“There’s a meeting this afternoon, fourteen-hundred hours. There may be – unpleasantness.”
“What kind of unpleasantness?”
“Hopefully none. But I want the law on hand just in case. In fact, I want you to deputize a few people. The bigger the better.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
“Deterrent purposes, Marshal. I don’t want anyone to even think of starting trouble. You show up with a bunch of big guys in tow, hopefully everyone behaves themselves.”
“Sir, with all due respect, with the ongoing investigation –”
“You can take a break for an hour. Hire more deputies if you need to.” And with that, Belcher terminated the call.
Kalandri stared at her door. Conversations with the mayor were always unnerving, but this one more than usual. Belcher had not just allowed her, but ordered her, to spend money.
Under normal circumstances, she’d have expected the heat death of the universe before that.
Forgetting Tuscanfreigh altogether, Kalandri logged into her computer terminal. Browsing to the mayor’s schedule, she saw a block of time marked Private between 1400 and 1500 hours – but no further details.
What the hell is he up to?
The loud trill of her ringtone sounded in the otherwise still room, and she started. Lifting the receiver, she identified herself for the third time in a row.
A deep voice on the other end barked out, “Marshal? It’s about time I reached someone. That damned system of yours is just ringing.”
She started to explain that it had gone down in the power outage, but the voice interrupted.
“This is Jared McNolty.” McNolty was the owner of The Slamdunk, a sports betting bar situated on the eastern promenade.
“What can I do for you, Mr. –”
“I need you to check a vendor license for me.”
“What?”
“That damned pretzel seller’s cart is back in front of my bar. Now, I’m willing to bet he still hasn’t got his paperwork in order. And if that’s the case, I want that son-of-a-bitch arrested, you hear me? Everyone knows my pretzels are legendary. It’s no coincidence he’s parked outside my bar before we open. Maybe some time in the cooler will convince him to peddle his garbage elsewhere.”
“Mr. McNolty, I can’t arrest –”
“He doesn’t have a permit to sell on the promenade, dammit.”
“If that’s the case, I can issue a fine, but I can’t put him in jail.”
“Your job is to stop scum like him,” McNolty barked. “I’m an upstanding businessman, Marshal. I pay my fees. I get my licenses. I pay my taxes, that pay your damned salary. And you’re going to let some dirtbag with a cart cut into my bottom line?”




Chapter Four

1310 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri spent the rest of the morning fielding complaint calls and trying to track Albert Tuscanfreigh down. When she finally reached him, he declared he would be in for an interview directly.
“Well, here’s a first, isn’t it? Me being on your side in an investigation, I mean.”
Kalandri hadn’t believed him then, and she didn’t believe him now, forty-five minutes later when he showed up with William Le Goix by his side.
Le Goix was the station’s top lawyer. Not a high bar, since there were only three on Frontera – and one of the trio, a raging alcoholic. But Le Goix’s prices would be out of Tuscanfreigh’s range.
Especially if he really believed this was a friendly chat to help the marshal solve a case.
Le Goix extended his hand, shaking Kalandri’s briskly. “Pleasure to see you, Marshal. I understand you need to speak to my client in relation to the incident this morning?”
“That’s right.”
“Is my client being charged with anything?”
“No, not at this time.”
“Is he a person of interest?”
Kalandri hesitated. A lie here could mean an eventual acquittal for Tuscanfreigh. It was one thing for an investigation to change course as more information came to light, but the law prohibited an investigator from lying to a possible suspect.
“I need not remind you that it’s illegal to withhold or misrepresent my client’s status in your investigation,” Le Goix continued.
“At the moment, yes, I do have questions about his behavior.”
“So he is a person of interest?”
“Yes,” she admitted. As a person of interest, Tuscanfreigh could legally refuse to answer questions without explanation. Which, of course, was why Le Goix wanted to establish his status – and why the law prohibited her from hiding it.
“Very well. Thank you, Marshal. We can proceed with the interview.”
They moved into a private room, behind her office, with fully integrated video and sound recording. Kalandri took her seat on one side of the table, and Tuscanfreigh and Le Goix took theirs on the other.
For the sake of the recording, they established the basics – name, reason for the interview, etc.
Tuscanfreigh looked nothing like his normally jittery self as they proceeded. He was cool and confident, smiling smugly when she met his gaze.
Even when she moved to questions, he remained calm and collected.
“Mr. Tuscanfreigh, you were in the hallways near engineering following the power outage. Is that correct?”
He shrugged. “If you say so.”
“You bumped into me there,” she reminded him.
“I told you, Marshal, I got all turned around. I have no idea where I was.”
“I led you back to your room.”
“Yes,” he said.
“So you know the route we took.”
“No. I mean, it was dark. I just know I followed you, and you got me back. Which I’m grateful for, by the way. Even if you do think I had something to do with all this.”
She ignored his smarmy smile and decided to pursue a separate line of inquiry. “Mr. Tuscanfreigh –”
“Call me Albert,” he said. “You don’t need the Mr. stuff for me.”
“Albert,” she corrected, “are you acquainted with a Dani Agincourt.”
“Dusty? Sure. Everyone knows her.”
“How well-acquainted?”
He shrugged. “I mean, I know her. I’ve been to The Court. They make a wicked plum margarita. You ever tried that thing?” He smacked his lips. “Unreal.”
“Have you ever worked for Ms. Agincourt?”
Albert laughed. “Me, put on tights and juggle balls? Not likely.”
“So that’s a ‘no’?”
“Sure.”
“You haven’t had any business dealings with her?”
Albert glanced at Le Goix, who nodded. “Well, I mean, I bought drinks and gambled at The Court. I guess that’s a business dealing, right?”
“Has she ever employed you – in any capacity – to do anything for her?”
“Course not. I already told you, I’m no juggler. And I don’t have the stamina to wait tables.”
“So you were not, for instance, working for her this morning when you accosted me in the hallway?”
“My client has already – repeatedly – answered your question, Marshal,” Le Goix put in.
Kalandri offered a tight-lipped smile. “So he has. Alright, let’s try this. Why did you accost me this morning?”
“Accost?” Albert repeated. “I didn’t accost you.”
“You barreled into me and knocked me off my feet.”
“On accident.”
“So you did not deliberately smash my flashlight?”
“Of course not.”
“Let the record show,” Le Goix said with a glance at the nearest camera, “that my client has already clearly stated that their encounter was an accident.”
“I know your client says that,” Kalandri shot back. “But I’m having a hard time believing it. You hit me hard, Albert. Knocked me right off my feet. You must have been moving fast.”
Albert shrugged.
“You want to explain why?”
Albert glanced at Le Goix, and Le Goix spoke. “I understand this question was answered during your encounter, Marshal. My client was very turned around, and frightened. He saw the light, he ran for it. It was, as we’ve already said, an accident.”
Kalandri went at it doggedly for another half hour, but she got nothing further out of either the lawyer or the suspect. Le Goix shut her down at every turn, and Albert smirked his way through the entire encounter.
When she asked who was paying for his representation, Le Goix interposed, “My client declines to answer.”
Which, as a suspect, he had every right to do. The business left Kalandri furious, and her fury didn’t abate when she returned to her desk to find three missed calls, and three waiting messages.
She was glad as she listened to the messages that she’d put her mobile comm unit on silent for the interview. The first was from McNolty, demanding a status update. The second and third were from a pair of neighbors, each filing complaints about the other and an argument they’d had earlier that day, each accusing the other of raising their voices and wearing threatening facial expressions.
Whatever the hell a threatening facial expression is…
With a jolt, Kalandri realized she had ten minutes to get to the mayor’s meeting – and she hadn’t yet deputized anyone.
Well, whatever it was, she’d have to handle it alone.
Racing through the promenade, skirting crowds and dodging pedestrians, she reached Belcher’s office with two minutes to spare.
It was a newly refurbished space – one of the few budgetary requests the mayor’s office had approved. A brass placard by the door announced:
Office of the Mayor
Cecil Belcher
Beyond the door, marble floors – and not the simulated variety that adorned The Court – echoed with the sound of her footsteps. Dark wood paneled walls and a crystal chandelier balanced light and dark, and leather chairs conveyed an Old World sense of style and sophistication.
A prim, pretty secretary with impeccable hair smiled a greeting from behind a large, wooden desk. “The mayor’s expecting you, Marshal. Go right in.”
Kalandri stepped past the admin’s desk, and through a set of double doors into an office so huge it dwarfed the entry way and waiting room combined.
Cecil Belcher sat behind a carved wood desk. In front of him was assembled a row of people, some of them in work coveralls. Their backs faced Kalandri, but she recognized the hulking form of Rilka’s shoulders and head. The uniforms made sense, then. This was the engineering crew.
At least, most of them were the engineering crew. One outlier wore a suit – a suit that probably cost half the salary of anyone in engineering.
Belcher scowled at Kalandri as she entered, maybe for her near-tardiness, and maybe because she’d shown up alone. Or maybe because the mayor had the personality of a week-old ham sandwich.
Whatever the reason, he didn’t address her. Instead, he turned to the line of chairs in front of him. “First of all, I want to say thank you to all of you for making time for me in your schedules. I know you’re all busy.”
“Mayor, we really do need to get back. We’re still working on the power outage,” Rilka piped up. “There’s a lot of cleanup.”
Belcher smiled, a thin-lipped smile. He was a handsome man, or he might have been, if not for the dead look in his eyes. Right now, he looked like a cobra poised to strike as he turned his eerie smile Rilka’s way.
“Of course. This will only take a minute, but I’m afraid it can’t be put off. I’ve called you all here to share some news about the future of your department.
“But first, I want to thank Marshal Kalandri for joining us today.”
This was said with a gesture Kalandri’s way. Several confused heads turned to stare at her, and someone asked, “The marshal? What’s going on?”
“Now, before we get started, let me just say everyone on this station appreciates the work you folks do – but no one as much as me. We wouldn’t be where we are today without your efforts.”
Kalandri frowned. That was the kind of managerial BS that inevitably proved a prelude to bad news.
“But as you know,” he went on, “I was elected to be a good steward of our station’s resources. Of which, of course, is budget. Engineering currently consumes about a quarter of the stationery budget.”
“Probably because without engineering, we all die in the vacuum of space,” Rilka murmured.
Belcher fixed his serpentine smile on her again. “Quite so, Ms. K’iyana. Still, it’s my duty to look for efficiencies. Aside from equipment, labor makes up our number one cost in engineering.”
“So that would be the number two cost?” Rilka asked.
“Yes. I’m no engineer myself, but I do believe that is the linear progression of whole numbers.”
“So not number one.”
Belcher ignored her. “In our efforts to identify efficiencies, we determined that if we could cut our labor budget in half –”
“Who is we?” someone piped up.
“By half?” someone else asked. “Are you firing us?”
Belcher raised his palms in a placating gesture. “Of course not. We’re not firing anyone.”
A momentary silence followed, and he drew a breath.
“We’re introducing a voluntary redundancy termination program. Now, it’s completely voluntary at this point, and we’re offering a very generous incentive for anyone who opts to take the termination package.”
“We already run lean,” Rilka said. “We barely have enough hands to cover any given shift.”
“That’s right,” someone agreed. “How’re we supposed to get our work done when there’s less of us?”
“Fewer,” Belcher said, almost absently.
“How many ‘volunteers’ are you looking for?” Rilka asked.
Belcher fixed the entire group, one after the other, with his snake stare. “Well, the fact is, our goal is to reduce the workforce by 95%.”
A chorus of voices answered this proclamation – most of them outraged. Rilka’s rose above the rest, however. “Ninety-five percent? There’s only twenty of us. You’re planning to fire all of us except for one person?”
“I’m not firing anyone. This is a voluntary program.”
“‘For now,’” she reminded him. “What happens if we don’t voluntarily terminate?”
“How the hell is one person supposed to keep this station running by himself anyway?” a man in coveralls demanded.
At this, the man in the suit rose to his feet. “Ladies, gentlemen, please. I know you all have questions –”
“Damned right we do.”
“Who the hell are you?”
“But the mayor has a comprehensive plan. No one is being fired. And whoever assumes the role of overseer will not be expected to run the entire department by themselves. In fact, they won’t be expected to do too much of anything – their role will literally be overseeing the work of a robotic service unit.”
Again, silence fell over the assembly. It lasted for a full, agonizing five seconds before someone sputtered, “Robotic? You mean, you’re replacing us with robots?”
The man in the suit smiled. “Not robots. A single unit: it can accomplish the work of your entire department. They’re far more efficient than their biological counterparts.”
The words that followed were largely incoherent as people shouted over each other, but the little that was distinguishable was all profane.
Belcher tried to reclaim control of the meeting, first pleading, then shouting, and even slapping his hand on the desktop. When that failed, leaving him wincing for his efforts, he seized his coffee mug and, wielding it like a gavel, commanded order.
“Mr. Delengari has traveled all the way from Via Robotics headquarters to help us get set up.”
“To steal our jobs, you mean,” someone interjected.
Belcher’s cheeks went red, and his eyes blazed. “Now you listen to me: I’ve tried to be sensitive about all of this. I’m offering you a generous – a very generous – severance package. You can take it or leave it. That’s up to you. But make no mistake: this deal is going forward.
“While I respect the contribution you all have made to this station, if you think I’m going to sacrifice our financial well-being out of some kind of misguided sentiment, you are sadly mistaken. My job is to protect this station, to see to its best interests.
“And saving almost a quarter of our budget every year is in our best interests. Now, you’ll be receiving an email with the details of the severance package shortly. For the sake of your prior service, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear the outbursts that happened here, so I won’t be rescinding the terms. Read them, think about it, and send your response.”
Rising to his feet, he finished with, “Well, I think that’s all. Thank you for coming here. I won’t keep you from your work any longer.”




Chapter Five

1430 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri tried to leave with the rest of the crowd, but Belcher stopped her. “A word, Marshal.”
The word had been an entire lecture full of words. She should have been there earlier. She should have come with deputies. She should have stepped in when the crowd started getting rowdy.
It didn’t matter that she was on time – technically, early, as she’d been in her seat a minute to the hour. It didn’t matter that she’d been too busy with the case to round a posse, and they hadn’t needed one anyway. And it didn’t matter that the engineering crew hadn’t done anything to warrant intervention.
Belcher wouldn’t hear a word she said. He ranted and raged, and then dismissed her with a curt, “I expect to have a report on my desk by end of day, detailing what exactly you’ve found about the Star. That will be all.”
Kalandri left his office with a vague feeling that after this afternoon, theft might be the least of anyone’s problems: it’d be murder next, and the mayor’s at that.
Maybe one of the engineers. Or maybe me.
She was in a particularly unsavory mood, then, as she stalked her way back toward her office. The scent of food wafted up to her from one of the promenade eateries, and her stomach growled. Kalandri paused some twenty yards from her destination, realizing that she hadn’t eaten all day.
In fact, she’d had nothing but a few sips of coffee.
Well, the case would have to wait. She needed food. Diverting her steps to a chippy – a small fish and chips shop – Kalandri put in an order and took a seat. Then, she checked her comm unit.
With a groan, she saw she had eight missed calls and six messages – two from Jared McNolty and one from Dorothy Ovalken, each requesting updates, and three from station residents lodging new complaints.
Someone who didn’t leave a name or number reported that one of the jewelry shops had placed a sidewalk sign two inches over their station allotment. Another caller informed Kalandri that he’d witnessed a large group of “rough, angry looking people,” in the administrative wing of the station, and requested that she investigate immediately. Someone else was certain her neighbor was using telepathic suggestion to influence her decision making.
I should see if those Via Robotics bastards have a robot that can take my job, she thought. Then I won’t have to deal with this shit anymore.
A few minutes later, with a plate of starchy fried tuber strips and deep-fried fish – the kind of food that only marginally qualified as food, but somehow tasted even better than real food – she found her mood slowly improving.
She’d pushed the case out of her thoughts, determining not to consider it again until after lunch. So at the moment, she was wondering why her tuber strips were called chips when, if anywhere but a chippy, they’d be called fries.
Originally, they’d been a human food she knew, and the tubers used had been potatoes. Nowadays, there were as many variants as there were types of tubers. So maybe the etymological history had been lost in the shuffle of time.
She was happily occupying herself with these irrelevant thoughts when someone plopped heavily into a chair beside her. “There you are.”
She glanced up, though not to confirm the identity of the speaker. It was Rilka.
“Did you know that was happening?”
“What?”
“Belcher. The meeting: did you know about it beforehand?”
Kalandri shook her head. “No. He told me he needed me at 1400 hundred hours, but wouldn’t say why.”
Rilka nodded. “He did the same thing to us. Bastard. Can you believe it? He’s going to replace an entire department with robots? Robots!”
Kalandri shoveled chips into her mouth and murmured sympathetically.
“Listen,” Rilka said, “I don’t know how to say this diplomatically. But we need to know, are you going to be a problem?”
Choking down the last of her mouthful, Kalandri asked, “A problem? What are you talking about?”
Rilka shrugged. “You were there, backing Belcher up.”
“I wasn’t backing him up.”
“He seemed to think you were. I mean, you showed up.”
“Yeah, but that’s only because he didn’t tell me what was going on.”
“Okay. So I need to know: if anything was to come of this, if we were to say, take action, would you be on our side, or his?”
Kalandri stared at the Kudarian. “For the sake of clarity…what kind of action are we talking?”
Rilka said nothing.
“Look, if someone stuffs fecal matter through his letterbox, I’m not going to get bent out of shape about it. If someone shoots him…” She shrugged. “I can’t look the other way.”
Rilka studied her for a moment, and then grinned. “Only you would say ‘fecal matter’ when you mean shit. But we’re not going to kill him.”
“Good.”
“We’re going to go on strike.”
Kalandri blinked. “All of you?”
Rilka nodded. “Every damned one of us.”
“Okay. What happens if something goes wrong?”
“Sounds like negotiations are in order then, doesn’t it?”
“If the power goes out, people could die.”
“We won’t let it get that far. And the power’s not going to go out. Whoever sabotaged the station was after the Star. If they wanted to kill people, they could have.”
Kalandri nodded. Rilka’s assessment matched her own. “That’s still a pretty big deal, the whole team going on strike.”
“So is firing the whole team. Look, we’ve already talked about it. We’re going to have contingency plans. Conditions we’ll absolutely go back for. Not that Belcher gets to know that. But between me and you – we’re not monsters, Kalandri. We just want to protect our jobs.”
Working her way through a few more chips, she mulled over the other woman’s words. “It’s not illegal to strike, right? So I don’t see how it involves me.”
“Belcher will try to make it involve you.”
“Yeah, but the law’s the law. I can’t harass strikers just because the mayor wants me to.”
Rilka clapped a massive hand on her shoulder, and grinned ear to ear. “I knew we could count on you. Which is why I didn’t cancel the requisition for your part.”
“What?”
“For your automated complaint line. There’s a ship that picked up the commission. Black Flag. They’re already en route. They should be here within a day and a half.”
“Thank the gods for that. You have no idea how much crap I’ve already had to deal with. Signs that are out of place. Unlicensed cart vendors. Peeing dogs.”
“I do, actually. That system fields a lot of calls in a day.”
“Yes, it does.”
“I’ll tell you what: you keep your end of the bargain, and don’t interfere with us, and I’ll keep mine. I’ll install that thing for you, so you don’t have to worry about the peeing dogs.”
“This is sounding a lot like quid pro quo. As marshal, I shouldn’t be having this conversation.”
Rilka winked, asking, “What conversation?”
“That’s better. Hey, how did you find me, by the way?”
“Oh, that’s easy. I just tracked your communicator.”
“Pretty sure that’s against the rules too.”
Rilka nodded. “Sure is. Well, I’ll let you finish your lunch, Marshal. Have a good day – and, thank you.”
1515 Hours, Station Time
Deputy Mattie was waiting in her office when she returned. He’d finished his forensic sweep of the museum and relay control box, and turned up a deluge of DNA samples, fingerprints, and particle residues from the former, and practically none from the latter. Unsurprising, since the museum was public, and attracted plenty of visitors, and the relay control was tightly locked down.
The issue was that he’d found nothing at all in the Star of Anuga’s case: no fingerprints, no hair or skin flakes, no unexplained substances. As much as Kalandri hated to admit it, that didn’t surprise her either.
Agincourt was smart and careful, and anyone she worked with would be at least as smart and careful.
So Kalandri thanked him for his time and told him to forward the samples to the lab.
“You got anything else for me?” he asked, with an eagerness that didn’t escape her notice.
“As a matter of fact, yes. I need someone to go over any and all security footage we have for The Court, starting, let’s say, twelve hours before the power outage. I want to know who showed up, who they were with, when they left.”
“The Court? So you’re thinking this has something to do with Agincourt.”
Kalandri nodded grimly, declaring she knew it did.
Mattie nodded too. “I’ll get right on it, then.”
Kalandri reactivated his old system account and password, and he headed back to his own home. With the mayor’s budget cuts, the marshal’s office had been drastically cut in size.
She no longer had offices for her deputies, as she no longer had deputies. Belcher had deemed the office space an injudicious expense, and rented it out. Most of the old office was now a nail salon and tanning parlor. Her own office, an interrogation room, a bathroom, and the cells remained.
Which meant that deputies, when she had them, had to work remotely these days.
So Mattie trailed off to his own residence, and Kalandri tried to ignore the oppressive silence of her office.
A sharp trilling from her phone abruptly ended that silence. Jared McNolty’s name flashed across the display, and she groaned.
She’d need to do something about him. Without an automated system to manage callers while she focused on serious crimes, the managing would fall on her.
But not now. She let it ring through to voicemail.
Now, she turned her focus back to the theft of the Star. Tuscanfreigh was the weak link in Agincourt’s chain. Kalandri was sure of it.
She just needed to figure out a way that she could put pressure on him. Now that he’d lawyered up, she’d need something solid. Something that not even Le Goix could help him wriggle out of.
She pulled up the surveillance footage of the halls surrounding Tuscanfreigh’s low rent flat, for the proceeding twelve hours before the power outage – and settled in for a long, slow wait.
Even watching at triple speed, time crawled for Kalandri. People came and went onscreen, sometimes in groups of racing figures, sometimes one or two at a time. The timestamp in the lower righthand corner blitzed forward.
Shortly after ten, Tuscanfreigh sauntered past the camera. On and on she watched, waiting to see him emerge. But he never did – not until after the power outage.
So he really did leave his room after the power outage.
It made sense. He’d know there were cameras all over the station. If he left while they were recording, it would blow his story that he only emerged after the lights went out.
The old Tuscanfreigh probably wouldn’t have thought that far ahead. But the Tuscanfreigh on Agincourt’s payroll would have been coached, probably down to the minutest details.
She watched the video of the young man returning to his room at normal speed. He walked by the camera casually, throwing a glance over his shoulder at some point in the distance and grinning to himself. Then he disappeared from view.
Kalandri had the uneasy feeling that she had been the distant point, the source of Tuscanfreigh’s amusement. He’d fooled her, and then laughed about it.
Dammit.
She had just pulled up the footage of the museum itself when her door opened. Jared McNolty stomped into the room, his face flaming, his eyes blazing. “There you are.”
“Mr. McNolty, I –”
“That son-of-a-bitch hasn’t so much as budged from in front of my shop. And no one’s been down to check on him all day.”
“No, not yet. We had higher priorities –”
“And I come up here, and find you sitting on your ass, while there’s people out there breaking the law. Maybe you don’t remember who pays your salary, Marshal. Maybe you don’t remember that We the People are your damned boss. But I don’t pay taxes so you can sit there, taking a paycheck for doing nothing. Maybe that’s how they do things on your planet, but it’s sure as hell not how we do them here.”
Kalandri fixed him with an icy stare. “Are you finished?”
McNolty’s face turned a shade of crimson so dark it was almost purple. He sputtered for half a second. “Done? Done?! I haven’t even begun, Missy.”
Getting to her feet, she said, “Listen, McNolty, we had a burglary at the museum. Now, I know you think there’s nothing more important than someone and their pretzels potentially undercutting your bottom line, but I have real work to do.”
His eyes bulged. “Real work?” He took a step forward, jabbing a finger toward her. “Real work?”
“I wouldn’t do that,” she cautioned. “Your finger crosses this desk, and I will arrest you.”
He hesitated for a moment, as if considering calling her bluff. She half wished he would, because she wasn’t bluffing. Instead, he took a step backwards. “You just wait until the mayor hears about this, Missy. You won’t be laughing then.”




Chapter Six

1700 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri had a report in by 1700 sharp. It was more a summary of all they didn’t know than anything useful, but Belcher had insisted, and so she’d delivered.
Then she’d gone back to surveillance footage. So far, she hadn’t seen anyone behaving oddly: no one disappearing into the bathroom, or vanishing into the janitorial closet, or eyeing the Star suspiciously.
Eventually, she’d need to review the footage going back weeks or months – as long as it took. Someone, at some point or another, would have dropped in to case the joint. But the day preceding the crime were as good a starting point as any.
Still, she didn’t get lucky. Agincourt didn’t make an appearance. Neither did any of her known associates. People came and went, all without a glimmer of suspicious behavior.
When she wrapped up the museum, she moved to the power control system, where the bomb had been planted. She had even lower expectations for this footage – expectations a full viewing only served to validate, by turning up exactly nothing.
No unauthorized personnel passed by. A few techs passed the spot during the day, but no one lingered or stared or otherwise behaved strangely.
She pulled up the station’s departure logs. There’d been no scheduled departures for the day, but she knew there were ships heading out on the morrow. She could search any vessel if she had cause to suspect they might be carrying contraband. And as marshal, she had fairly broad leeway in defining those terms – whatever the law might have intended originally.
In the circumstance, with something as valuable as the Star in the wind, she could certainly count on the mayor’s backing if she chose to make searches. In fact, he’d insist on it. That wasn’t the problem.
Kalandri’s problem was one of conscience. Indiscriminate searches might not violate the letter of the law, but they surely violated the spirit of it.
That, and they were impractical. Even if Agincourt had managed to smuggle the diamond onto a ship – and she doubted she’d move that fast – her partner in crime wouldn’t be stupid enough to have it anywhere a simple search could find it.
So short of turning every ship leaving port upside down on the off chance that they might be criminals, searches would be fruitless anyway.
And yet, Belcher would expect her to perform them all the same.
She stared at the manifest. Crimson Kris would leave at 0400 hours, and Poseidon’s Wake nineteen hundred hours. Both listed their business at the station as passing. She didn’t know the Wake, but the Kris she knew by reputation – and not the most savory of reputations, either.
The captain of the ship, Danny Dukakis, was reported to be a mercenary general who operated just outside the borders of Union space, taking orders for anyone and everyone who would pay. His crew were soldiers, many of them Union veterans, and some ex-convicts.
Nothing in their history hinted at thievery, though. Picking up a gem theft commission would be an unusual change of pace for the outfit.
Then there was the Poseidon’s
Wake. Its listing declared it a transport ship under command of Ki’Ta ark Yurari. The name was Kudarian, and as she pulled up the captain’s listing, so was the face staring out of the headshot.
A sixty-something year old Kudarian male, he had a few citations on record for docking and cargo dumping offenses. Hardly the stuff of a master criminal, but not the record of a particularly conscientious law-abider, either.
She sighed. There’d be no getting around it. Belcher would be furious if she didn’t search those vessels. She would have to go through the motions.
Which meant, she needed deputies. She couldn’t catch Agincourt and harass every ship leaving port at the same time.
The next several hours were spent tracking down former employees and offering them temporary jobs – and occasionally, being laughed at into the bargain.
Still, by 2100 hours, she’d added three new deputies to the team: a Krithan octopod name Jurdanti, and two humans, Absko Mwangi and Kaitlin Fitzherbert. None of them were available to search the Crimson Kris. Not a big surprise, considering the notice.
Kalandri took that search for herself, but assigned Mwangi and Fitzherbert the Wake. Then, with only a handful of hours before she’d need to search the Kris, she retired.
Waking at 0300 hours the next morning, an early hour even by her standards, she headed blearily to the Crimson Kris.
Captain Dukakis met her with a grin. “I expected you.”
“Did you?”
He nodded. “Sure. We all heard about the big diamond that went missing. I suppose you have some very official sounding reason for searching us?”
She scrutinized him for a second. He was a tall man, handsome in a roguish way, with dark hair, bright eyes, and a mischievous smile. “As a matter of fact, I do.”
The smile widened. “Course you do. Well, you might as well get to it. I want to get out on time.”
“Don’t you want to hear the reason?”
He shook his head. “Nope. We both know it’s bullshit anyway.”
Kalandri didn’t argue with him, mainly because it was bullshit. She’d decided to go with a standard anonymous tip, but of course, no such anonymous tip had come in.
The search proceeded exactly as she expected it would.
She wandered through the ship, checking for all the standard smuggling spots – false wall panels, secret compartments under fixed furniture, caches behind ventilation panels, and so on – turning up nothing worse than a few bottles of booze, a stack of dirty magazines, and an unoccupied room belonging to a crewmate, Henry Lorz, who had opted to stay on the station.
“We’ll be swinging back in a month, and we’ll pick Lorz up then,” Dukakis explained.
“He have family on the station?”
Dukakis scratched the back of his neck. “Not exactly.”
“Girlfriend?”
“I guess you could say that. More like a hookup he’s not ready to leave yet.”
“And they say romance is dead.”
Dukakis grinned. “True love: isn’t it grand? But, what do you say, Marshal? Are we clear to leave?”
Kalandri took a final look around the unoccupied room and nodded. “You are.”
“Thanks. And good luck to you. Hope you find your thief.”
She snorted. “You and me both. Have a good flight, Captain. See you in a month.”
0600 Hours, Station Time, One Day Later
Kalandri had spent the past twenty-six hours juggling missing dogs, peeing dogs, barking dogs, unlicensed vendors, sign etiquette, and so on. With a newly deputized workforce supporting her, she could hand most of these cases off. But the calls still came to her, and sometimes her deputies deferred to her for decisions.
But the biggest thing on her plate – besides the missing star – turned out to be the strike.
Rilka and the entire engineering team had gone on strike as promised. Belcher had blown his top as expected.
The paperwork had been signed, but Mr. Delengari, the Via Robotics representative, didn’t have a bot with him. It was in the process of being assembled and programmed. Even after it arrived, the engineering crew was supposed to train it before their departure.
Which meant that engineering, and all their service tickets, had come to a crashing halt.
A room too warm? Too bad.
Comms flakey? Too bad.
Visiting ships requesting aid? Also, too bad.
A blackhole forming outside the station couldn’t have been a bigger threat, the way Belcher told it. So when Kalandri refused to arrest the strikers, when she refused to compel them back to their stations by force, the mayor’s wrath turned her way.
She was sabotaging his station. She was putting ships behind schedule, imperiling people’s livelihoods, causing chaos and discomfort.
It didn’t matter that the right to strike was legally protected, and that the strikers hadn’t put anyone’s lives in danger. Belcher declared them all enemies of Frontera, and implied that Kalandri was herself no better.
She let him rant as he saw fit until he got to the part about dismissing her. Then, she had to remind him that he had no authority to do so. She had been elected to her post the same as him, and only the voters could remove her.
“You know your station regulations, Marshal. Well, perhaps you’ll remember that disciplinary reviews do fall under the purview of the mayor’s office.”
She hadn’t backed down. Maybe it had been an empty threat, and maybe it hadn’t. But her office security system had recorded the entire conversation, so if it came to that, she could prove the review was purely retaliatory. It would be Belcher who ended up with egg on his face, and possibly facing a recall, and not her.
All of which, of course, took time and mental energy away from the business of finding the missing Star.
Still, there’d been some progress.
The lab reports had come in detailing Mattie’s findings. He’d picked up DNA from half the residents, and plenty of non-residents too.
Agincourt’s was among the results, thanks to a piece of hair that had been recovered on the opposite side of the room. Not exactly a smoking gun, but Kalandri could at least place her in the same room as the Star, at some point.
Among the other names that came up were two known thieves, one a rumored dealer in stolen antiquities, and another with a record of petty thefts. Neither were on the station at the moment, however.
Mwangi and Fitzherbert had searched the Wake too, and turned up nothing. Which wasn’t progress exactly, but at least another box was checked in the investigation.
Kalandri had otherwise spent her time reviewing security footage and cross referencing the names of everyone whose DNA came up near the display for any hint of illegal activity or connections to Agincourt.
And though she’d flagged nothing of interest, she nonetheless had high hopes for the day. Because today, the Black Flag was supposed to arrive, carrying the replacement parts needed to get her automated reporting system running again.
Meaning, no more personally handling the hundred and one mundane issues the system could process on its own. No more fielding calls and lengthy explanations. No more hand transcribing details. The system would handle it all.
She’d still have to sort by priority, to file and follow up the important cases, to assign work to her deputies, and so on. But at least the slog would be reduced.
The Black Flag was due in two hours, and Kalandri meant to meet it. In the meantime, she sipped her morning coffee and planned her day.
They were entering the third day following the theft, with no real clues. Not a good sign. The colder a case got, the trickier it became to solve without material evidence. Witness recollections faded. People contradicted themselves, rumor and popular belief infusing with memory.
Of course, there was a flip side to that. Sometimes, criminal elements and their confidantes grew a conscience, or got cold feet.
But Kalandri didn’t figure that’d be a factor here. Agincourt wouldn’t chicken out, and she didn’t have a conscience. Nor would she let any of her associates make the mistake of finding one.
No. If she had any hope of breaking this case, it was in tripping someone up now, before they could claim they forgot, or got confused.
She worked her way through her coffee, and then rose. She’d have another go at Agincourt. She could bring up the hair linking the other woman to the scene, and lean hard on that.
If nothing else, it would be good to make Agincourt sweat a little.




Chapter Seven

0630 Hours, Station Time
Dani Agincourt kept Kalandri waiting in her office for ten minutes, showing up at the half-hour mark precisely.
But Kalandri knew better than to use that time to snoop. She figured that was the reason Agincourt’s second in command had escorted her to the back office and left her unchaperoned. There’d be hidden cameras here, and of course they’d be recording.
Should the marshal poke through her desk or try to log onto her terminal, Agincourt had a slam dunk case of illegal search. An illegal search would lay the groundwork for a harassment case, and the possibility of a hefty payout.
All of which would play into Belcher’s hands right now, and none of which would help get the Star back.
So Kalandri crossed her legs and uncrossed them, shifted in her seat, tried not to sigh, and waited. Finally, Agincourt breezed in in a flowing, mid-thigh green tunic and matching blue leggings and cowl.
Kalandri stared at her. “A cowl? Really?”
Agincourt shrugged and settled into her seat, crossing her long legs. “Image is part of the attraction.”
“Well, if the whole Friar Tuck thing works for you, who am I to criticize?”
Agincourt smiled. “Always such a pleasure to see you, of course, Marshal. But is there anything in particular I can do for you?” Almost as an afterthought, she added, “Friaries don’t run themselves, you know.”
She wouldn’t launch directly to her point. She decided to approach it sideways. “Yes. I wanted to ask you if you were paying for Albert Tuscanfreigh’s lawyer.”
“Tuscanfreigh,” Agincourt repeated. “Now, I’ve heard that name before. Oh, it was from you, wasn’t it? You mentioned it the last time you were here.”
“So you deny paying for his legal representation?” Kalandri tried to maintain a neutral tone, but she was optimistic on the inside. If she could get Agincourt to commit to a lie, that would be a starting point.
The other woman pursed her lips. “I don’t think…who did you say is representing him?”
“I didn’t. But it’s William Le Goix.”
“Le Goix? Oh, well then, maybe I am.”
“Maybe? How can you not know if you’re paying for his lawyer?”
“Well, I’m not directly. But as you know, Marshal, I’m something of a philanthropist. And a huge proponent of due process, of course. One of my several endeavors pays for legal representation for residents of the station who otherwise couldn’t afford a lawyer.”
“We have a public defender for that.”
She snorted. “Yes, Maubenc: a bumbling alcoholic. Come, Marshal, where’s your sense of fair play? Why is that the wealthy and guilty can afford counsel to spare them the consequences of their crimes, but the poor and innocent must rely on the likes of the public defender?”
Kalandri squirmed in her seat. “I didn’t say it was a good system. But I didn’t vote for Maubenc.”
“Neither did I. But that’s immaterial: he’s still in office, and he’s still incompetent.”
“And I don’t charge innocent people.”
Dani Agincourt surveyed Kalandri, a delicate eyebrow raising slightly. “Well, it must be nice to be perfect. I suppose we may as well do away with our entire system of due process, since we’re fortunate enough to have you onboard.”
Cheeks blazing, Kalandri tried to regain control of the conversation. “Are you or are you not paying Le Goix to represent Albert Tuscanfreigh?”
“I’m not sure. I’ll have to check with the director of my Project Defenders. But I can do that, if you like.”
She nodded, but despite the minor victory, nonetheless felt deflated. Dani had several charities and philanthropic endeavors, all of which existed to serve her own interests in some way or another.
But they all operated within the bounds of legality. Kalandri knew because she’d checked.
As for Project Defenders, Tuscanfreigh, someone who could barely manage station rent month to month, was exactly the demographic it aimed to help.
So confirming that it covered his legal expenses proved nothing except that the charity was doing what it claimed to do.
“Of course. Anything for you, Marshal. Now, was that all?”
“Actually, I did have one more thing.”
“Oh?”
“We collected DNA from the crime scene. A lot of it, actually: stray hairs, nail clippings, skin flakes.”
“I’m not surprised. I’d imagine the museum gets a lot of foot traffic.”
“Yes. But yours was among the DNA we pulled.”
“I’m not surprised by that either,” Dani said. “I mean, I’ve been to the museum.”
“You didn’t mention that before.”
“You didn’t ask before. But I wasn’t trying to hide it from you, Marshal. In fact, I’m sure there’s surveillance footage of me visiting. There was a particularly fascinating display of a funerary urn –”
“You mentioned that before,” Kalandri said. “The one with the intestines.”
“I guess I did.” Dani smiled, a dazzling smile. “Well, was that all?”
“Do you remember when you visited the museum?”
“Hmm.” She leaned back in her seat, a furrow crossing her brow. “Now let’s see. It must have been two…maybe three months ago.”
“You don’t have a date?”
She laughed. “No, I’m afraid not. My schedule is rather too full to permit me to remember that level of detail months later.”
“I see,” Kalandri said, doing her best to make it sound suspicious.
“But, as I say, I’m sure I’m in the security footage somewhere.”
“I’m sure you are.” Then, before she could be dismissed, she declared, “Well, I’ll take my leave. Thank you for your time, Ms. Agincourt. I’ll be in touch.”
Dani’s eyes twinkled. “I’m sure you will, Marshal. You know where to find me.”
Kalandri left feeling as if she’d gotten the worst of that conversation too. Not that she should have been surprised, she chided herself. Did she really expect to outfox the fox herself?
She fielded two calls on the way to her office, one from Belcher who had apparently just heard from Jared McNolty.
The conversation wasn’t the sort of thing Kalandri would bother committing to memory, but the gist was simple enough: just because she had a big case, she could not expect to neglect her other duties, much less treat an upstanding citizen and business owner like McNolty with disrespect.
“The law is the law. You don’t get to pick and choose which ones you’re going to enforce.”
Mayor Belcher didn’t pause long enough for her to get a word in, much less advise him that the situation had already been handled – Deputy Jurdanti having spoken with the cart vendor and advised him on the process to acquire the appropriate permits.
The second call was only just more promising at the onset. A youngish sounding woman identifying herself only as a concerned citizen declared she had information about the stolen jewel.
As a rule, anonymous concerned citizens tended to be about as reliable as scrawls found bathroom stalls: as often as not, people with vendettas, people who imagined themselves detectives, or people who suffered from delusions. Kalandri had fielded as many calls about spirits and demons as flesh and blood people over the years.
So she braced for the worst.
The anonymous citizen said, “I can tell you right now who all is involved. Albert Tuscanfreigh, that’s who.”
At the mention of Tuscanfreigh’s name, Kalandri’s ears perked up. “Mr. Tuscanfreigh?”
“That’s right.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Well, he as good as told me, didn’t he?”
“Did he?”
“Damned right he did.”
“Can you remember what he said?”
“I just told you: that he was going to steal that diamond.”
“Can you remember his words, or as close to them as possible?”
The woman paused. “Sure. He said he didn’t have to worry about money no more. ‘I’m about to be a very rich man.’ And I asked him what he meant, and he said, ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’”
“When was this?”
“Two days before the break-in.”
“But he didn’t mention the diamond specifically?”
Another moment of hesitation.
“He might have been talking about something else?”
“No.” The woman was adamant. “No, it weren’t nothing else.”
“But he didn’t say –”
“He did.”
“You said –”
“That was before. You didn’t let me finish.” She sounded harried, and guilty. “I asked him what he meant, and he told me, ‘I’m going to take that diamond.’”
“Those were his exact words?”
“Exact words.”
Kalandri sighed. The woman was lying. No doubt about that. She hadn’t been at first. The bit about hitting it big was legit. But her source’s tone had changed when she mentioned the line about the diamond.
Still, accusing her of lying was a great way to end the call with nothing to show for it. So she said instead, “Excellent. Where was he when he told you this?”
“What?” The woman sounded confused.
“Were you at his place?”
“No, we were at dinner.”
“Where?”
“Never mind that. You know who took the diamond. Go on and arrest him.”
And with that, the line went dead. But Kalandri wasn’t worried. She had gotten what she needed. Tuscanfreigh and her source had been at dinner.
That narrowed things down. Tuscanfreigh didn’t throw business dinners or fancy socials. Chances were, if he was out with a young woman, it was because he wanted to get into her pants.
She was looking for a girlfriend – or, more accurately, an ex-girlfriend. Someone who had sat on the news of his involvement for two days, but who now had a reason to call the marshal.
Someone who wanted revenge.
With a little over an hour to go before the Black Flag arrived at port, Kalandri set her steps for Tuscanfreigh’s tenement block. She wasn’t looking for him, but rather his neighbors – anyone who might have seen a woman entering or exiting his building.
The first few doors she tried turned up nothing. The residents of one flat refused to answer the door, though she could hear them talking inside. At the next, she had barely identified herself before the door slammed in her face.
But she kept at it, and finally found herself facing an elderly lady whose pale blue eyes sparkled as she explained what she was after. “Information about that young man next door? Well, I can give you plenty. Trouble, that’s what he is. Nothing but. Why don’t you come in, Marshal, and I’ll put on some tea.
“I’m Mrs. Durjardin, by the way. But you can call me Olive. Everyone does. Anyway, here, take a seat over there.”
The old woman bustled around her small flat, putting a tea kettle on one of the kitchenette burners and pulling two porcelain mugs from a cupboard. She prepared tea leaves as she spoke.
“Let me tell you, this neighborhood has certainly gone downhill lately. He’s not the worst of the lot, but he’s certainly not the kind of company you used to find here. No manners – no manners whatsoever.”
Kalandri listened as the old woman poured through a litany of affronts, from a drunken 0200 hours stumble into Olive’s flat, mistaking it for his own, to loud parties, foul language and banned substances use.
“Now, he’s never sworn at me, but I hear him talking with those friends of his. And I tell you, the language they use – I’ve never heard anything like it.”
Once the tea was poured, Kalandri asked, “As far as girlfriends – have you seen any?”
The old woman snorted. “Have I ever. What women see in that young man, I’ll never know. But he’s got a new one over every other week. The morals of a tom cat, that’s what.”
Kalandri had to intervene before Olive launched onto this new topic. “I’m specifically wondering about a girl you might have seen recently? Maybe in the last few days or week?”
She was fishing, but Olive’s grimace told her she’d guessed right. “You mean that Gibard creature. Horrible woman. There’s not many people I’d say Albert was too good for, but when it comes to her – well, I’ll make an exception.”
“Gibard?”
“Loretta Gibard.”
“She’s new to the station, isn’t she?” Kalandri asked. She vaguely remembered the woman’s name on a new resident manifest some months prior.
“Moved here eight months ago. She was working in the senior center back at the beginning, but I couldn’t stand her. No manners at all. Pretended not to hear a word anyone was saying. Would look right through you. And she’d get angry – so angry – when you asked her to do something.
“So I looked her up. And you know what I found?”
Kalandri shook her head.
“She’s a jailbird,” Olive declared with an emphatic nod of her head. “She served three years in a Union prison for attacking an ex with a cricket bat. Almost knocked his head in.”
“Wow. That’s – not what I expected.”
Her reaction seemed to please Olive, for the old woman bobbed her head again, more briskly than before. “No more did I, Marshal, I can tell you. But not even he deserves that.”
“No, I suppose not,” Kalandri said. “But you said she was working at the senior center. What happened there?”
“They fired her. She got into an argument with one of her bosses. I was glad to see her go, I can tell you. All I could think was if I looked at her wrong, it’d be my head and the cricket bat.”
“Was there any trouble with that?”
“Oh no. She had a few choice words for her bosses, but that was it. She took her things and left. Where she worked after that, I don’t know. But she had to be working. She always seemed to have money for liquor and drugs.”
“You said you saw her recently?”
“You’re asking about the fight?”
Kalandri nodded. “That’s right.”
“Well, they fought, all right, like cats and dogs. They were screaming for hours.”
“Did you hear what about?”
Olive shifted in her seat. “Well, I didn’t mean to. But the walls aren’t that thick around here.”
“Of course.”
Olive leaned forward, her pale eyes sparkling and her tone low. “There was another woman. She found out about it and called him every name under the book. Not that I blame her for that. But she sounded fit to be tied.
“Was there any physical altercation, do you know?”
“No. Lucky for him, he didn’t have a cricket bat, I guess.”




Chapter Eight

0810 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri was waiting as the Black Flag docked, and she met Captain Landon-Ellis as she disembarked.
The captain was a tall woman with intelligent eyes and a mass of curly hair pulled into a bun. She paused on the gangplank for a moment, and then a second woman emerged – dark haired and light eyes, carrying a case and seemingly absorbed in some inner puzzle.
“Ready?” Landon-Ellis asked.
The other woman glanced up from the case. “Huh?”
“Everything ready?”
“Oh, yes.”
The captain smiled at her, and the furrow of concentration on the brunette’s brow eased. “Alright then.”
“I’ll be glad when we get this thing off the ship,” the brunette was saying. “I’m terrified I’ll drop it.”
Landon-Ellis laughed and started to respond when her eyes rested on Kalandri. She paused for a moment, and then redirected her steps, heading toward the marshal.
Kalandri greeted, “Captain Landon-Ellis?”
“I am,” she replied, extending her hand. “You must be Marshal Kalandri?”
Gripping the offered hand in a shake, she said, “I am. Welcome to Station Frontera, Captain Landon-Ellis.”
“Call me Maggie, please. And it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Landon-Ellis gestured to the other woman. “This is my chief engineer – and my wife – Kay.”
After greetings and handshakes were made all around, Kalandri got right to business. “You have the piece we requisitioned?”
“We do,” Maggie said.
“Excellent. You have no idea what a favor you’ve done us, getting this here.”
“Really? I thought it was just a minor system down?” Kay answered.
“That,” Kalandri answered, “is very much a matter of perspective. “Come on. We need to get this to engineering. Technically, they’re on strike. But they’re going to take care of this as a personal favor.”
Kalandri gestured for them to proceed in the direction of the engineering department, and they fell in step with her.
“I was just telling Maggie, I’ll be glad to hand it over to someone else,” Kay said. “These things are incredibly fragile.”
“Well, we appreciate you taking good care of it,” Kalandri told them. “And picking it up in such a timely fashion.”
“That was luck,” Maggie admitted. “When the station’s requisition request went out, the supply depot on Mulikar Tanshier responded that they had the piece on planet. We happened to be a few hours from that world, so we diverted.”
Kalandri glanced back at the two women, and her confusion must have been apparent, as Magdalene laughed.
“Oh, I know all about Mulikar Tanshier. We stayed on the ship. So did our non-human crewmembers.”
“Ah.” Kalandri nodded. Mulikar Tanshier was a planet outside of Union space, and so its colony was not bound by Union laws – nor its citizens or visitors guaranteed the rights and protections of Union citizens.
Homosexuality was a felony crime on the planet, and while non-human off-worlders were technically allowed in Mulikar Tanshier airspace, exiting their ships and stepping foot on the planet was a crime, with trespassers subject to arrest and hard labor. Some years prior, there had been a considerable diplomatic incident when a pair of Kudarians were arrested and sentenced to ten years in a labor camp for exiting their docked vessel after it had caught fire in the night.
“If it wasn’t a power issue, we probably wouldn’t have gone,” Maggie admitted. “But we were in and out in an hour, without any problems.”
“That’s good,” Kalandri said. She pointed to the hall leading to engineering. “It’s this way.”
At the same time, Kay yelped, and Maggie exclaimed, “What the-!”
Kalandri spun around to find Kay sprawled on the ground, and a large man floundering a few feet away, beside the relay case.
Maggie moved for Kay, helping her to her feet. Kalandri went for the case. It had opened in the impact, and a palm-sized piece of equipment lay on the metal deck. Presumably, the relay control.
It looked to be in one piece, but Kay’s words rang in her ears. These things are incredibly fragile.
The man, meanwhile grunted out a, “Look where you’re going,” and dragged himself up to his knees, blocking her view of the control.
“Be careful with that,” Kalandri shouted.
“The relay,” Kay gasped at the same time.
The man seized the relay control, lifting it over his head. “What, this?”
“Put it down,” Kay said.
“Leave it alone,” Kalandri ordered. “Before you break it?”
“Break it?” the man slurred. “Not going to break it.”
Kalandri reached him first, a wall of alcoholic fumes hitting her as she neared. “Surrender the relay control.”
“Surrender…control.”
“Now.”
Kay, meanwhile, had joined them, and she snatched it out of the man’s hands.
“Hey now,” he said. “No call…for that.”
“Is it okay?” Maggie asked.
Kay turned the equipment over in her hands. “It looks okay. But the impact might have knocked something out of alignment inside.”
“Not my fault,” the drunk inserted.
Kalandri turned a furious gaze at the man, thinking of all the calls she’d fielded these last days – and all the calls she might yet have to deal with, waiting for another ship to bring another unit.
“What’s your name?”
“Why do you care?”
“Because public drunkenness is a crime.”
“I’m not drunk.”
“Name,” she repeated.
“Mom,” the man said. “Your Mom.”
“If you prefer to come down to the station, we can do that too.”
This seemed to sober him a little, anyway. “It’s Lorz.”
“Henry Lorz?”
He frowned at her. “Do I know you?”
“No, but I talked to your boss the other day. He said you were staying for a girl. But I guess he was wrong: you seem more interested in the taverns.”
“Dumped me,” Lorz said. “Yesterday.”
“She dumped you?”
He nodded, and his whole body wobbled at the same time. “I’m heart broken.”
“I can see that,” Kalandri said.
Maggie tried, and failed, to hide a smile.
“Alright, Mr. Lorz, let’s get you home.”
“Home? You’re not going to arrest me?”
“I probably should. Charge you with negligent damage of station property. But no. Not as long as you go straight home – wherever that is.”
He shrugged despondently.
“Do you know where you’re staying?” Kay ventured.
He waved an arm through the air in a wide motion. “Somewhere…upstairs.”
“Great. That’s very helpful,” Kalandri said. Then, to Maggie and Kay, “I’m sorry, I need to deal with this.”
“No worries,” Maggie said. “I can follow the station map.”
Kalandri nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate it. Look for Rilka – you can’t miss her, she’s the tallest of the group. Tell her we talked.”
0855 Hours, Station Time
After making several calls to hostels and short-term rentals to locate Henry Lorz’s accommodations, Kalandri finally found where he was staying: a rent-by-the-week place in the cheapest section of the station.
His flat was cramped, with a tiny bedroom, kitchen and bathroom all crammed into less space than a normal room. The whole thing reeked of old smoke and body odor.
Whatever his romantic aspirations, he hadn’t sprung for fancy digs. That was for sure.
Nor had he proven himself much of an organizer during his short stay. Piles of clothes and old pizza boxes had been stacked against the wall, and half a dozen pop bottles lay strewn across the floor.
Still, Kalandri guided him to his bed. He mumbled a few words about being heartbroken, declared she was very pretty “for an Esselian,” and stumbled face first onto the creaking mattress.
She left with a shake of her head and a sigh, locking the door after herself.
She hadn’t heard from Rilka yet, but she figured she wouldn’t worry about that. If they’d tried it and the control didn’t work, Kalandri would know by now. So either Rilka hadn’t gotten to it yet, or she had, and everything had gone well.
Instead, she’d focus on the Star. Loretta Gibard was her most promising lead so far. She needed to interview her and get the full story – the real story.
Gibard’s address was listed as being in a mid-grade block of flats, and Kalandri headed directly to it, knocking briskly when she reached the number in question.
Her plan was to come at this head on, to shock the truth out of Gibard. But it was she who wound up shocked when an old man wearing nothing but his boxers opened the door. “What you want?” he demanded.
“I’m, uh, looking for Loretta.”
“Who?”
“Loretta Gibard.”
“Never heard of her.”
“She lives here.”
The old man scowled at her. “I live here.”
A woman’s voice sounded behind him, “Who is it, dear?”
“Don’t know,” he shouted back. “Some weirdo.”
“I’m not a weirdo.” The old man raised an eyebrow, as if to call her claim into question. “I’m Marshal Kalandri.”
An elderly woman, meanwhile, moved into view. She wore sweats and gardening gloves. “Who?” she demanded.
“Marshall Somebody-or-other,” he repeated in loud tones.
“Not Marshall – the marshal,” Kalandri corrected.
“You’re a cop?”
“Yes.”
The old man’s expression didn’t brighten. “Well then, what are you doing here? We haven’t done anything wrong.”
“I told you: I’m looking for Loretta Gibard.”
“And I told you, I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
The elderly woman had by now reached the pair, and she shook her head. “Course you do. She was the girl who rented this place before us.”
He frowned at his wife. “I don’t think so.”
“She was. I remember, because she called asking if we found her blender. Remember?”
He grunted, but whether that signified agreement or not, Kalandri couldn’t tell.
“How long ago was this?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Six months, I guess? It would have been right after we moved in.”
“Six months, and two weeks,” the man declared. “And two days.”
“Do you know where Loretta was living at that time?”
The old woman shook her head. “No idea. Moved in with a boyfriend, but I don’t know where.”
“What about the boyfriend? You know his name?”
Both shook their heads. “No idea.”
Kalandri thanked them for their time and took her leave. Finding Loretta wasn’t going to be as easy as it seemed, then.
Whatever boyfriend she’d been living with six months ago, it hadn’t been Albert. A roommate or live-in girlfriend, especially one she detested as much as Loretta, would have been exactly the kind of detail Olive would have mentioned.
And it probably didn’t matter who he was anyway, since that relationship must not have worked out – not if she was with Albert six months later. It was unlikely she’d still be living in her ex’s flat while dating someone else.
Nor would the station directory be any help. She had never updated her address when she’d left her original flat.
No Kalandri would have to figure this out through good, old-fashioned detective work. She started by contacting the temporary boarding houses and low-rent tenement blocks, just like she’d done to locate Lorz’s lodgings.
Those turned up nothing. She wasn’t a tenant, and none of the tenants had claimed her as a resident.
Of course, that didn’t mean she wasn’t there. Claiming a second resident usually came with additional fees, so it was hardly uncommon for a tenant to neglect to add a guest or roommate.
To really be sure, she’d need to canvass the areas, and ask the residents if they’d seen Loretta. But that would come later, if other leads didn’t pan out.
Kalandri turned her focus to workplaces. Loretta might have left the senior center, but she would have had to find employment somewhere else.
If she could figure out where Loretta worked, she could find her that way.
And she knew just who to call for that. Dialing a central Union number, she waited. And after a brief pause, the line connected her with an office light years away.
A brisk voice announced, “Internal Revenue Service, Mikandri speaking.”




Chapter Nine

0940 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri identified herself, and a momentary silence followed. Then the voice demanded, “What do you want?”
“A pleasure to hear your voice too, brother.”
“What do you want?” he repeated.
“I need information. I need to know where someone is currently employed. Name is Loretta Gibard, she’s a resident of Space Station Frontera.”
“Why do you need to know that?”
“I’m trying to locate her.”
“Is she missing?”
“Something like that.”
Her brother grunted.
“Can you do that?”
“Probably.”
“Okay.” She paused for a moment. “How are you?”
“I’m fine. So are mom and dad. We’re all fine. Not that that matters to you.”
“I didn’t call to argue.”
“No. You called because you needed something. Which is typical, I might add.”
Another pause settled on them, and this time, she felt no compunction to end it.
“Dad’s retiring next month, by the way.”
“Really? Good for him.” Like most of the rest of their family, their father was a civil servant with a lengthy and distinguished career, a man who had spent his entire life climbing the ladder of midlevel bureaucracy.
More silence.
“I’ll have to send him a card,” she said. “Is there a party?”
“Yes. Mom sent out invitations a month ago.”
“Ah,” she said. She hadn’t got one, but that didn’t surprise her.
“We assumed you wouldn’t be able to make it,” he added.
“Probably not. Not with things on the station the way they are.”
A quiet snort sounded on the other end of the line, but she pretended not to notice, and he didn’t press further.
“Any luck on that search?”
“Give me a minute. These things take time.”
It was in fact two minutes of near absolute silence before he spoke again. “Here we are: Loretta Gibard, 29 years old. Oh.” His tone took on a more interested note. Or, a less bored one. “Hm. She sounds like a savory one. Multiple drunk and disorderlies, driving under the influence – and attempted murder.”
“Yeah.”
“Withholdings are currently being filed by an establishment called ‘The Slamdunk.’ Looks like some kind of bar and gambling joint.”
“I know the place,” she said with a sigh, thinking of Jared McNolty, and imagining just how uncooperative he’d be after their recent encounters.
“What’s this about, Kalandri?” Mikandri asked, and for the first time in their conversation so far, she heard something like genuine interest in his voice.
She hesitated for a moment, but then shrugged. No reason not to tell him. It was already news, and he had done her a favor. “You heard of the Star of Anuga?”
“Maybe. It sounds familiar.”
“It’s a diamond.”
“Ohhh, that’s right. Part of an ancient scepter, wasn’t it?”
“Yes. It was stolen from the museum here.”
“Really?” Mikandri’s surprise carried across the line loud and clear. “A heist on Frontera?”
“Yes,” she said, trying to keep annoyance out of her own tone. As far as her brother was concerned – her brother, and the rest of their family – she had wasted any potential she might have had taking the job on Frontera. Wasted her potential and disgraced her family in the process.
In their eyes, only the dregs of society, those who couldn’t cut it elsewhere, wound up way out at the edges of the Union. She had thrown away a perfectly promising career in the civil service, to squander her time and her life in the armpit of the universe.
And they’d never forgiven her for it.
“That sounds – interesting. Still, I suppose it’s straightforward enough. I don’t imagine you get any master criminals out there, eh?” He laughed as if the idea was absurd.
“Yeah,” she said, failing this time to maintain a neutral tone. “Piece of cake. Anyway, I should get going. Talk to you later.”
“Yeah. Hey, tell me how that case goes, yeah?”
“Sure. Thanks for the info.”
“Right. Well, later I guess.”
“Later.”
She hung up with a grimace. There was nothing – no crime she could solve, no feat she could perform – that would ever convince her family that she’d made the right call in coming out here. She knew that. She’d accepted it long ago.
Still, the blatant reminders that they considered her job easy and her career useless couldn’t help but grate.
Kalandri took a deep, meditative breath, and released it slowly. Her brother was light years away. She didn’t need to worry about him, or the rest of the family. She had problems much closer to home.
Problems like McNolty. Handling him was going to be a challenge. She couldn’t barge in and demand to know where Gibard lived. She couldn’t even demand to speak to her. The woman wasn’t a suspect in a crime, and she wasn’t about to be arrested.
That would be a different story.
But all Kalandri wanted to do was talk to her – specifically, to find out where she lived, so she could talk to her outside of her workplace.
McNolty could and certainly would tell her to take a flying leap if she showed up asking to know where one of his employees might be. Not without a warrant in hand, anyway.
No, she’d need to come at this a different way…subtly: scope the place out, mention Gibard’s name, see if any of the servers or bartenders took the bait.
Kalandri couldn’t do it herself. Even if she somehow got past McNolty, too many people knew the marshal. She’d need to delegate. And not to Mwangi or Jurdanti, either.
In the case of the former, an unknown man asking about where a woman lived would set off all kinds of warning bells. As for Jurdanti, humans tended to be a tribal species, and McNolty perhaps more so than most. He employed mostly all humans on his staff, and if they shared his outlook, they’d view questions about a coworker from a Krithan with suspicion too.
It had to be Fitzherbert. Her inquiry and interest would raise fewer eyebrows than anyone else in the marshal’s office.
Kalandri radioed the other woman to relay her instructions, and the reason for them. “Find out where she lives, but don’t confront her. I’m sending you a photo from her file. It’s a mugshot, but it’s clearer than her ID photo. If you see her, don’t ask any questions. Stick around until she leaves and follow her instead.
“If you don’t spot her, see what you can find out.”
“Copy that,” Fitzherbert said.
After she ended the call, Kalandri tried to counsel patience for herself. Gibard was their most promising lead so far, but it didn’t matter as far as the wait ahead.
Best case scenario, it would still take Fitzherbert a decent interval to arrive and casually drop her questions. Worst case scenario, Gibard wouldn’t be in today, and no one would be willing to talk about her.
The only thing for it was to keep herself occupied until she heard more. So she went back over what she knew of Gibard. She found her mind lingering on the senior center.
Yes, she’d been fired months ago. But it had been Gibard’s first job on reaching the station. Maybe she’d made a friend or two there.
And maybe one of those friendships lasted longer than the job.
Telling herself that this was a real and worthwhile line of inquiry, and not busywork to keep from pacing the office like a madwoman, Kalandri left her desk, and set out for the senior center.
She’d taken half a dozen steps when her communicator rang. Why is it as soon as I leave my desk, this damned thing goes off?
The call was a report of a heated exchange overheard on the promenade. A man, described as “large and hairy,” had told a woman, described as, “wearing too much makeup and perfume,” that he’d ring her neck. The woman threatened to remove certain features of his anatomy if he didn’t amend his behavior.
The caller said the pair seemed to be a couple, but he didn’t know their names, and he hadn’t watched to see where they went after this exchange.
Nor could he give a better description. He thought the man might have red hair, but it might also have been brunette. He couldn’t tell the woman’s age due to the makeup, but he was sure “she’s no spring chicken.”
Kalandri promised to follow up on the tip, with no intention whatever of doing so, and thanked the caller.
“Good. Thank you, Marshal,” he said, and terminated the call.
How he expected her to identify people he couldn’t even remember, who hadn’t committed a crime, and who didn’t pose a credible threat to anyone, was beyond her.
She shook her head and moved on.
She walked past the museum, still cordoned off with police tape. She could have chosen an alternate route to go around it, but she hadn’t considered the possibility that Taggert Grimald might spot her and run out.
That, however, was precisely what happened. The doors opened, and the man ducked under the tape and sprinted out to her. “Marshal, I was wondering when you’d be back. Have you found it yet?”
Dammit. Plastering a smile on her face, she said, “Good morning, Mr. Grimald. I’m afraid not. I was – just on my way to let you know that we do have a lead, however.”
“You do?”
“Yes. I’m afraid I can’t divulge any more than that at the moment, but you’ll be the first to know when we have more.”
“Good, good. But what about your suspect? You said you had one.”
“Yes. But unfortunately, they haven’t confessed yet, so I have to pursue other leads.”
He made no sign of recognizing the joke. Instead, he frowned at her. “It’s not likely that they’ll confess, is it?”
“No. I was being facetious.”
His frown deepened. “Really, Marshal, this isn’t the time for humor. The Star is missing – still missing – and you have nothing. Nothing except a ‘lead’ that may or may not pan out.”
“My apologies, Mr. Grimald. I –”
“You should apologize. I’m not one to tell people how to do their jobs, but honestly, I would have expected more by now. Certainly, I don’t expect you to be making light of the matter.”
It was at that precise moment that Kalandri’s communicator went off again. She’d never been more grateful to hear the wretched device sound, either.
“Excuse me. I have to take this.”
Grimald sputtered and stared daggers after her, but she walked away all the same. When she’d put sufficient distance between herself and the museum director, she answered with, “Marshal Kalandri speaking.”
And all her relief disappeared as a trembling voice said, “Thank God I reached you, Marshal. There’s been a murder.”




Chapter Ten

1030 Hours, Station Time
The victim was Whittaker Beauchamp, a forty-two-year-old clothier and wigmaker. Whitaker had had a reputation for being something of a recluse, seeing no one outside of work and having no social life at all.
He had no criminal history, no known next of kin, and no dependents or pets. He lived by himself in a mid-range flat, earning a modest living tailoring expensive clothes and faux hair for the moneyed set.
His work was in fact so good that he had several off-station customers who made semi-regular visits to the station purely for the benefit of his craft.
He was, in short, a man without an enemy to his name.
And yet someone had slit his throat ear-to-ear and left his corpse bleeding out on the shop floor.
The woman who had found his body was a food stall vendor. “He paid me to bring him lunch. I’d drop it off early, before the lunch rush starts. Only – well, I never expected to find this.”
She started to sob, and it was some minutes before Kalandri could get another coherent word out of her.
But even when she could speak, her witness had little more to offer: she’d arrived at her usual time and found the place unlocked, as per the norm. She’d been on her way to put the lunch in the back fridge when she stepped in a puddle – the puddle being blood, and the blood leading to Mr. Beauchamp’s corpse.
Cue another round of bawling, and questions as to who could possibly do such a thing. Kalandri waited them out, answering what she could, and gently steering the conversation back to the discovery of the body.
No, there hadn’t been anything unusual about the shop when she got there. No, she hadn’t noticed anyone leaving before her. No, she didn’t know if Mr. Beauchamp had any enemies.
“But how could he? He was always so nice. He always paid in advance, and always tipped so generously. Best tipper I have. Such a nice man.”
Kalandri thanked the woman for her time and let her leave.
“Well, I guess we can rule out the sandwich lady,” Mwangi said. She’d radioed him on her way to the scene, and he’d arrived just after she did.
“I guess so.”
“She’s not going to off her best tipper.”
“Probably not.”
“If you two clowns are done joking,” the medical examiner said, “I could use some help moving the body.”
Jasper de Burgh, Station Frontera’s medical examiner and surgeon, was a thirty-something-year-old with the soul of a ninety-year-old man. If he’d ever had a sunny personality, the job had long ago cured him of that.
At the moment, he stood with arms crossed, and an impatient scowl on his brow. He’d already photographed Beauchamp and performed a preliminary examination. Now, he needed to get the body back to the morgue.
“You got it,” Mwangi said. “But only because you asked so nicely.”
Dr. de Burgh snorted and started rattling off instructions. “Take him by the shoulders. Move your hands. Down. Down more. There. No, don’t move. Stay put.”
In a moment, they’d hoisted Beauchamp onto the waiting motorized stretcher. “I’ll take it from here,” Dr. de Burgh said.
“You need any help?” Kalandri asked. Motorized or not, those stretchers tended to be awkward to move – and they always attracted morbid attention. Especially with a covered corpse along for the ride.
“Not from you.”
“A spot of sunshine, that one,” Mwangi said after Dr. de Burgh and the stretcher disappeared through the shop’s doors.
“I guess we wouldn’t be too happy in his job either,” Kalandri said, making an effort to empathize as much for herself as her deputy. The truth was, the doctor annoyed the hell out of her. But a lot had been annoying the hell out of her lately, and she had the uncomfortable feeling that she wasn’t too far off from being a de Burgh herself.
For his part, Mwangi grunted. “Maybe. Still, it is not as if we killed the man.”
Kalandri smiled at that. “You wouldn’t be able to tell from him, would you?”
“Not at all.”
They worked their way through the room. Initial photos had been taken, but they still needed to sweep the place for evidence.
“Do we bag any tissue or hair samples we find?” Mwangi asked.
“Yes, but it’s doubtful Belcher will approve the lab expenditure. It’s one thing when money’s on the line, but this is just human life.’
“A man of priorities.”
“Right. If there’s anything that stands out, we’ll make note of it, and press those pieces as the priority. If we get to the rest, we do. But I wouldn’t count on it.”
“Understood.”
Aside from the obvious mess of blood, the shop had been well-maintained. No layers of dust, no dust bunnies under cupboards, no build up in crevices. Everything sparkled and shone as if it had been recently cleaned.
Probably, because it had.
Even so, they found plenty to work with – stray hairs, a drop of blood behind a countertop some ways from where the body had been found, and even a fragment of molted reptilian skin. It all went in bags, with those pieces nearest the corpse labeled as higher priority than the rest.
Kalandri hoped something would turn up, but didn’t bank on it. Beauchamp ran a shop. He had clients that visited, and at least one food vendor who regularly dropped by with lunch.
Plenty of opportunity for foreign DNA to show up in his shop for perfectly legitimate reasons.
When they’d finalized their work, Kalandri called it in to the mayor. Belcher’s reaction was pretty much exactly what she expected: annoyance.
He was annoyed by the circumstance of two ongoing cases at once.
He was annoyed by the prospect of the expenses this second case would entail.
He was annoyed that Kalandri had another excuse to avoid getting involved in the strike.
And he was annoyed by the prospect of press attention, and two negative stories about his station in one week.
Unlike Dr. de Burgh, Kalandri reserved no sympathy for her boss. She managed not to display her contempt, but even that came at a cost of considerable willpower.
The man was insufferable. He saw only dollar signs and political goals. He didn’t seem to remember – or care – that a murder case involved a victim. All he could focus on was inconvenience to himself, how it would reflect on his leadership and damage his political brand.
After she got off the line, she shook her head grimly.
“That bad, eh?” Mwangi asked.
“One of these days, someone’s going to murder that man.”
“And it’ll be you?”
She grinned. “I think there’ll be plenty of contenders for the honor. But I’m not ruling it out, at this point.”
A thorough examination of the scene offered no hint of the killer’s motives. Nothing seemed to be missing. There was no sign of a search, or even a struggle: no ransacked back office with desk drawers turned out and couch cushions slashed, no violent upheaval of overturned shelves and shattered glass near the corpse.
The register still contained credit chips. The victim’s wallet had been on his person, along with an expensive watch and ring.
Someone had walked in, cut Whittaker Beauchamp’s throat, and left again without touching or taking a thing for no apparent reason.
Kalandri didn’t believe in motiveless crimes. Random killings might have nothing to do with a specific victim, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t motive at play all the same. It was just more general than specific: the killer wanted to kill someone, and the victim happened to be an accessible someone.
Beauchamp’s killing might well prove to be such a case. He would make an attractive target for a psychopath who wanted to experience the thrill of murder while minimizing the risk of being caught afterwards.
The same social isolation that left him without enemies afforded him few of the protections that more social residents naturally amassed: there were no concerned loved ones who would notice his absence, no friends who might drop by unannounced, no regular stream of people to come and go.
It would be easy enough to plan a murder around the occasional client and the lunch lady. But while untargeted killings happened, in Kalandri’s experience, few crimes were truly that sterile. There was usually some connection that linked victim and criminal.
So she carted off the contents of Beauchamp’s desk as well as his computer and personal communicator, and then, once the last biological remains had been removed and the area sanitized, locked the shop.
She might need to come back for a further search, and she didn’t want anyone interfering with her crime scene in the meantime.
Beauchamp’s residence was her next stop. Mwangi had headed there shortly after they removed the body, and photographed the flat. He’d found no signs of attempted entry, and no interference.
Now, the pair searched for anything that might indicate why someone would cut a reclusive clothier’s throat. Searched, and found nothing of interest.
The dead man’s style decorating could best be described as austere. He worked with steel greys, jet blacks, and snow whites. It looked like a greyscale nightmare, lacking any hint of color or life.
And here even more than at his shop, cleanliness was on full display. Not a speck of dust could be seen anywhere. Not a single item sat out of place. There were no stray remotes or newspapers on the coffee tables, no mugs on the counters, no dishes in the sink, no clothes in the hamper.
And everything was aligned to the perfect degree, at perfect angles, at equal distances from everything else.
“So did this guy actually live here,” Mwangi asked, “or was he obsessive about cleaning?”
“Good question. I mean, there’s clothes in the drawers, fresh food in the fridge. So he must have spent time here.”
“But how is it possible to keep a place this clean? How is it possible to live somewhere and make it look like you don’t?”
She shook her head. “No idea.”
And yet, that’s exactly how it seemed to her. For all the evidence of residence – all of it neatly tucked out of sight, hidden from anything but the most intrusive snooping – she couldn’t find a single creased sofa seat, or flat pillow, or disorganized closet to indicate the kind of disorder that normally accompanied living in a space.
“He was eccentric,” she volunteered after a space. “Maybe this was part of it. Maybe he liked things to look – perfect.”
“Sterile, more like.”
She nodded. “Come on: if there’s anything here, it’s well hidden.”
They spent the next two hours pulling out every article of immaculate clothing hanging on evenly spaced hangers, every neatly folded sheet tucked in concealed storage so as not to mar the aseptic emptiness of the space.
Kaldrina figured Beauchamp must be rolling in his grave at the desecration, as they piled clothing on his bed, then pulled the duvet, sheets and pillows away; as they pulled cushions off the couch, the cupboards onto the table, and pulled the trash out of the bin.
For all of that, though, they found nothing – nothing wedged behind sofa cushions, nothing taped to the underside of dresser drawers, no false bottoms in the office desk.
They set about returning everything to its original place, Mwangi declaring, “I’m glad I took pictures of this before we got started. I don’t think a team of people could make it look as weird as it did when we got here.”
Shifting a pile of hatboxes onto a top shelf in the closet of a spare room, Kalandri grunted agreement. “I think these ones were organized by color,” she said.
“The boxes? No, they’re color in his room. It’s size in here.”
“You sure?”
“Positive.”
Kalandri sighed, stacking several of the dozen containers on one arm, and reorganizing several others at the same time. “Does it really matter? I mean, he’s dead. It’s not like he’s going to come home and – shit.”
One of the boxes had slipped from her stack. It landed with a clatter, the cover popping off and a hat rolling out.
“You okay in there?” Mwangi asked.
“Fine. Just dropping everything,” she grumbled. Laying the rest of her pile on the shelf, Kalandri stooped to retrieve the hat – an old Earth style lady’s musketeer hat, complete with faux feathers.
She paused as she lifted the piece. There, concealed by a massive feather, was a small paper notebook.
Abandoning the hat, she grabbed the notebook. “I may have something.”
“Oh?”
Mwangi’s footsteps preceded him into the room. She had already opened the notebook, and was now flipping through pages of handwritten notes – all of them extremely cryptic.
The entries had been arranged under headings for year. Each line consisted of a date, a set of two or three letters, and a brief description, in the form:
May 11th. T. K. P. Hair and cut.
July 29th. L.L. Suit.
“Dammit,” she said. “It looks like it’s just a list of jobs he’s done. You know, clients and what he’s made them.”
Mwangi watched over her shoulder as she flipped through the pages. “No, that can’t be right. Those entries go back years. Look.” He tapped a page denoting that the transactions occurred five years prior. “There’s only three people on the page. There’s no way he only sold a suit, two pairs of business casual clothes and two wigs in a whole year.”
Kalandri frowned – not at him, but at herself, for having missed that. He was right. Of course he was right. Beauchamp served a select, even exclusive, clientele base. But not that small.
“Good point. So what do you think these entries signify?”
“Maybe these are clients who didn’t pay. Like a tailor’s black book, if you will. People who owed him money. People he wouldn’t do business with again.”
At his words, something clicked in her thoughts. She flipped back to the front of the notebook, going back some eighteen years to a page bearing a single entry. She moved through them again, scanning the initials.
When she reached the last page, the entries for the current year, she let out a short exclamation. “I think you’re right, Mwangi. These initials – there are no duplicates. These aren’t repeat customers. These are people who came through once, and never again.”
Then, creasing her brow, she asked, “But does it make sense to file them like this? I mean, wouldn’t they be in his computer records – in a database, or a digital file? Why pencil them into a notebook, and then hide that notebook in a hatbox in your closet?”
Mwangi had no answer to that, acknowledging with a wry grin, “It does sound strange, when you put it like that. Thanks for blowing my theory up, boss.”
She missed the amusement in his tone, so focused on the problem as she was, and shook her head. “You’re on the right track. You have to be. There’s something unique about these clients. Only, I don’t think these are no-pays.”
He nodded, stooping to retrieve the hat she’d discarded. “I think you’re right. Look.” He turned the hat over, pulling at a bit of lining to reveal a kind of pocket inside. “He didn’t just hide it in the hatbox. We searched that. He hid it in the hat itself.”
“I didn’t even think to examine the hats,” Kalandri admitted.
“Me either. But that’s a lot of trouble to hide a list of initials – not even names. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
“Blackmail list?” she ventured.
He nodded. “Tailors are like hairdressers. I mean, I’ve never been to one myself – tailor or hairdresser.” He ran a hand over his dark, shiny head, his hand hovering an inch above the scalp to demonstrate the lack of hair without contaminating his gloves with tissue samples. “But I imagine people talk as freely around one as the other.”
“Right,” Kalandri nodded. “You’re there for a while. Fittings, re-fittings, measurements. Maybe he picked up dirt on these clients. Maybe the notes – ‘suit,’ ‘wig,’ whatever – are what he was making at the time.”
A twinge of caution pinged her brain. “But he was reclusive. Would people have really opened up around him?”
Mwangi shrugged. “He has many repeat customers. He may have been reclusive in his personal life, but apparently he was social enough in his work life to keep people returning.”
“And he wouldn’t have had to be a galaxy class talker anyway. Quiet interest can be as disarming as a chatterbox.”
Mwangi surveyed her with a bemused smile. “You are picking up our colloquialisms, Marshal.”
“What?”
“‘Chatterbox.’ ‘Galaxy class talker.’”
She shuddered, thinking of what her family would make of such language, and he laughed at the sight.
“It’s a vast improvement, if I say so myself. The last time I worked with you, you sounded like one of those Via Robotics bots: so stiff and formal.”
“Formality is important to Esselians.”
“Perhaps,” he conceded. “But balance can be important too. You seem happier now than before: you allow yourself to smile and laugh.” He gestured to the room around them. “Even when we are investigating a murder.”
Kalandri wasn’t sure that was the positive he seemed to think. Nor did she particularly like the implications of his comment about happiness; if her current dour self was the cheerful version, what in the name of the gods had she been before?
“Yes, well, I suppose we should get back to it…”
“Ah yes. I forgot how uncomfortable you got talking about yourself,” he said, black eyes twinkling. “Some things never change, do they?”




Chapter Eleven

1450 Hours, Station Time
The first item on Kalandri’s agenda when returning to her office was cross-referencing the initials in the little brown notebook with names in Beauchamp’s records.
That required accessing his computer, which was password protected. This, in turn, meant an application to the station’s IT department.
Kalandri put through a call and listened to the standard greeting. Her jaw dropped when she reached the second – and new – part of the message.
“In solidarity with our brothers and sisters in Engineering, Frontera’s Information Technology Department is currently on strike. We thank you for your patience and encourage you to contact Mayor Belcher’s office to remind him that Frontera’s laborers are critical to the operations of this station. Press 1 to be connected with the mayor’s office. We look forward to serving you when this situation is resolved.”
So Kalandri dialed Rilka instead.
The Kudarian woman picked up after the fourth ring, and a wave of background noises carried along with her voice. “Well, if it isn’t my favorite marshal.”
“Afternoon,” Kalandri said.
“I suppose you’re calling about the relay control?”
“Actually, no. But – speaking of that, any progress?”
“I got it installed, but it’s not working.”
“Dammit.”
“I think I can fix it. It’s not like it’s burned out like the other one. But it’ll take me some time – and we’re marching in front of Belcher’s office right now.”
“Well, that sounds like fun.”
“Barrels of it. He’s holed up in there, and every once in a while he comes out to scowl at us from a window.”
“Joy. Hey, I actually called because I need something else.”
“You’re lucky I like you, Marshal.”
“Yeah, yeah. Listen, what I’m about to say isn’t public yet, so I need you to keep it quiet.”
“Ohh, now you’ve got my attention.”
“There’s been a murder.”
“A what?”
“Keep your voice down. A murder. I need to get into the victim’s terminal, but it’s password protected.”
“So you need someone from IT.”
“Exactly.”
“Right. Sit tight, let me see what I can do.”
With that, the line went dead, and the waiting process began. Not that Kalandri sat by twiddling her thumbs as she waited.
On the contrary, she and Mwangi got to work. First, she set her line to Do Not Disturb. Emergency calls would still come through – there was no getting around those – but she had a murder to investigate. She didn’t have time for ill-mannered mutts and property line disputes.
Then they set to work cataloguing everything they’d taken from the scene of the crime and from the flat.
They were still at work when the door opened, and Deputy Fitzherbert burst in, cheeks glowing and eyes gleaming.
Kalandri forgot all about the tedium of her current occupation. She grinned ear-to-ear. “You got the address.”
“I did better than that,” Fitzherbert countered. “I talked to Gibard herself. I know you told me not to, and it wasn’t on purpose. But I got talking to one of the girls, told her I was looking for Loretta. Made out like we were old chums. Turns out, Loretta was scheduled to work this afternoon.
“Which the waitress didn’t mention. She pretends she’s waiting for someone else, some ‘friend’ of Loretta’s who might know where she lives, to get in. Of course, turns out it’s Loretta herself.”
Mwangi’s lips twitched. “Rather awkward, I should say.”
“You have no idea. Loretta gets it in her head I’m the new woman – some chick this Albert bloke is banging. Anyway, she starts letting into me. So to calm her down, I tell her I’m a deputy.
“Not my go-to, but it actually worked. She totally blanked. ‘A cop? What’s a cop want with me?’
“Which I also tell her. At this point, I figure why not? The cat’s out of the bag, and I’ve rattled her. Maybe I can get something out of her.”
Kalandri was not a particular favorite of the human predilection toward narrative style in such tellings. She would much rather have known the outcome and such relevant facts as necessary, with the long version supplied only on request.
But her familiarity with humans had long ago inured her to this unfortunate behavior, so she forced herself to remain silent rather than prodding her deputy toward a conclusion.
“I tell her point blank we know it was her who sent the message, and we know she embellished. That unless she tells us what really happened – no exaggeration – Albert’s big shot lawyer will be able to throw her tip out, and he’ll get away.”
Her impatience finally getting the better of her, Kalandri prompted, “And that worked?”
“Sure did. She told me the whole story. Didn’t cop to making things up, of course. Said she might have ‘got flustered’ on the phone with you.”
“So what’d he really say?”
Fitzherbert tapped a button on her communicator, and the tinny sounds of an audio recording filled the room.
Gibard voice said, “We went out for dinner. He took me to Galaxy View. You know, that place up on the top floor of the station? Anyway, I told him I can’t afford that. And he says he’s paying. Which would be a first, you know, since he never pays for nothing. Biggest parasite you ever seen.
“I said since when, and he said since his ‘circumstances have changed.’ I asked him what he meant but he didn’t say. We go to dinner, and he’s ordering all these things that cost an arm and a leg. I ask him again.
“He says he got an advance on a job. But he won’t tell me what and he won’t tell me where, except it’s big.”
At this point in the tape, Fitzherbert interrupted. “Those were his exact words?”
“Or something like that. He might not have said job. He might have said employment. He was acting all upper crust, putting on airs. Anyway, I says to him, ‘you’re not doing something stupid are, you Al?’
“And he says, ‘I’m about to be a very rich man.’
“I asks, ‘Oh yeah, how’s that?’
“And he goes, ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’”
In the recording, Fitzherbert asked, “And did he say anything else about it?”
“Not a word. He was all smug. A cat that got the cream. I half didn’t believe him until we got the bill, and he had the credits to pay. Never seen that happen before.”
Switching off the recording, Fitzherbert grinned. “Well?”
“Well, that’s very interesting. Very interesting indeed. Two days before the Star goes missing, our boy ends up with money to take his girlfriend to the most expensive restaurant on the station.”
“Is it enough to bring him in?”
Kalandri shook her head. “Not with Le Goix representing him. He won’t answer any questions, and we’ll tip them off that we know about the windfall. No. We’ll keep it to ourselves for now and build on it.”
Fitzherbert nodded. “Sounds good. I was thinking…” She paused, seeming to focus for the first time on the stacks of goods around her. “What’s all this?”
Kalandri realized that she hadn’t had a chance to fill either of her other two deputies in on the murder, so she brought Fitzherbert up to speed. The other woman listened with undisguised surprise.
Murder happened on Frontera, but not often. And not in people’s homes or offices. Even when the victims were residents of the station, the unnatural deaths Kalandri had investigated always involved crews docked at the station.
Drunken travelers brawling with jealous boyfriends, deals gone wrong, and spacefarers who refused to take no for an answer: those were the kinds of cases she’d seen before.
So she understood Fitzherbert’s surprise only too well.
“Any idea who did it, or why?”
“No, but based on the notebook, our very tentative guess at this point is blackmail might have been involved.”
Fitzherbert nodded. “What can I do to help?”
“I’m still waiting on IT to get into the laptop. You could pull the surveillance footage for the promenade. See if the cameras picked up anyone heading toward the shop.”
“What about the shop cameras?”
“That’s where things get interesting,” Mwangi put in. “He didn’t have any.”
Fitzherbert frowned. “Really? Isn’t that a station requirement?”
“No. It’s a requirement if you have insurance against theft, but either Beauchamp waived that coverage, or he lied to his insurance.”
“So we might not see who entered the shop or didn’t. Interesting. Okay, I’ll get right to it.”
While Kalandri and Mwangi worked, Fitzherbert started her scan of the footage in reverse order – from the time that the lunch lady walked in to view, backwards.
A good plan, in Kalandri’s estimation. Beauchamp had already been dead when his lunch arrived, and while Dr. de Burgh hadn’t given an official time of death yet, it would be within a few hours of discovery, if that.
Cataloguing every face that passed the promenade cameras in the area of the clothier’s shop would give them a pool of suspects. The difficulty would be determining how far back they had to go.
Before the time of death, obviously. But how long before? Would the killer have slipped in the day before, and waited overnight? There had been no signs of forced entry, and no one had triggered the alarm, so either they’d known the code to disarm the security system, or they’d come in during open hours.
Kalandri made a mental note to check with the security company, to see if anyone had disabled the alarm during the night.
Mwangi, meanwhile, theorized on who the killer might be. They weren’t serious suggestions. On the contrary, they got more absurd as time progressed.
“My money’s still on blackmail but thinking outside the box here…he sees all these people in various states of undress, remember. I’ll bet someone has a very embarrassing mole. Beauchamp saw it and threatened to tell people about it.”
“So someone killed him over a mole?”
“A very embarrassing mole.” Mwangi waggled his eyebrows, to signify what, Kalandri wasn’t quite sure.
But she laughed at the comic expression, and so did Fitzherbert. “This is just like old times, boss.”
Kalandri started to agree when Fitzherbert continued, “Me working, and you two clowning around.”
“Joke if you will,” Mwangi said. “But someone has to do the thinking around here.”
1700 Hours, Station Time
Shortly before 1700 hours, one of the IT techs showed up at the station. “You’ll need to temporarily deputize me,” he said. “So I’m not here in my official capacity, but as a member of your staff.”
Kalandri agreed to his terms, and the young man got to work.
Not ten minutes later, the doctor radioed with an official time of death. “He had been dead for about an hour at the time of discovery. Shortly after oh-nine hundred, but no later than oh-nine-thirty.”
Fitzherbert was pleased to hear it. “That narrows things down a lot. We still don’t know when the killer arrived, but we do know when he left – sometime between nine to nine-thirty. So, expanding the parameters by say fifteen minutes in either direction, we’ve got…”
She tapped away at the console for a few moments, and then said, “Aha. Here we are. Fifty-eight people.”
“Bloody hell,” Mwangi said. “Is that all?”
Fitzherbert snorted. “You have no idea. I’m over a thousand people total between this morning and last night. Half of them I can only see blurry glimpses of.”
“Show me,” Kalandri said. “The fifty-eight, I mean.”
The deputy nodded, tapped a few more buttons, and then waved the pair over. Six rows of thumbnail images lined the screen, ten to a row except the last, which contained only eight.
“Should I get a magnifying glass?” Mwangi needled. “Like Sherlock Holmes? Or are you going to enlarge them?”
“I can do better than that, wise guy,” Fitzherbert said, tapping on the first image, a picture of a middle-aged Kusarian. It immediately expanded, filling the screen – and started to move.
She’d isolated a video of each subject. First, the red-skinned, spottled Kusarian crossed the screen, his antennae twitching as he surveyed the promenade. He remained in the frame for less than five seconds, crossing at the outer periphery of the camera’s view.
Fitzherbert tapped the keyboard, and a second subject appeared: human male, in his mid-twenties or early-thirties, pale skin, brown hair and beard, maybe two hundred pounds. He walked into full view of the camera, paused at a bakery window for four seconds, and then sauntered past.
One after another, Deputy Fitzherbert ran through her fifty-eight videos. People of every species passed by, some fully visible, some nothing more than blurs. And of those fifty-eight, not a single one leaped out as an obvious suspect.
There were no furtive glances over shoulders, no hunched necks and hurried walks, no hoods or cowls to hide anyone’s face. No one’s path pinpointed them as likely to have come directly from the clothier’s shop.
They were just people, going to and from their daily business.
Except, of course, one of those people casually strolling the promenade had presumably slit Mr. Beauchamp’s throat a few minutes earlier.




Chapter Twelve

0400 Hours, Station Time, One Day Later
Kalandri had stumbled into bed shortly after midnight, neither she nor her deputies making any breakthroughs in either case.
Now, not four hours later her communicator was blaring into the stillness of her flat with a priority one message.
Eyes bleary and heart racing – for the alert sounded as a klaxon bell – she grabbed the device and accepted the message simply to silence the noise. “Hello?”
“Marshal, it’s Mayor Belcher.”
Kalandri didn’t know what exactly she’d expected. But with a major heist in a few days, she’d braced for the worst. Now, she found aggravation seeping into her, replacing anxiety. “Mayor.”
“I need you at my office ASAP.”
“Sir, it’s oh-four-hundred hours.”
“Dammit, Marshal, get off your ass and report to my office. This can’t wait. Belcher out.”
The line went dead. Cursing the man, Kalandri pulled herself out of bed and threw on her clothes. She instinctively knew this wasn’t a pressing issue. Belcher’s voice had been too calm, too collected for another body or jewel theft.
No, this would be nothing – except that it involved the mayor. And anything that involved Belcher was a showstopping priority. In Belcher’s mind anyway.
Grumbling to herself as she went, Kalandri made her way through the darkened station. Not quite as dark as her 6 AM jaunt during the power outage, but dark anyway, with most of the shops, bars, and restaurants closed.
A few neon signs advertised those open establishments catering to the third shifters – and of course the all-night crowd. But even they seemed to have hit a lull, with no one coming and going as she passed, and only the most devoted drinkers still perched on their stools.
In fact, Kalandri passed not a soul on her way. Yet the mayor’s office blazed with light. That gave her pause, literally, for she drew up on the doorstep of his office.
If someone had harassed or inconvenienced the mayor – the reason she’d assumed she’d been roused in the middle of the night – they would have done so at his home. Because it was four o’ clock in the morning.
And yet, he’d told her to meet her at his office. She was certain she hadn’t misheard, and here were all the lights ablaze to confirm her memory.
What the hell is Belcher doing up at this hour? What’s he playing at?
The door slid open, and a man in an all black tactical gear stepped out. “Marshal Kalandri?” His voice was muffled from behind his headgear.
She took a step backward, staring at the masked and helmeted face, at the shiny visor concealing his eyes. “Who the hell are you?”
“Mayor Belcher requests your presence immediately, Marshal.”
“And I asked who the hell you were,” she repeated.
“It would be best if you addressed your questions to the mayor, Marshal.”
“It would be best if you answered, now,” she said.
Something in her tone must have gotten past whatever orders he’d been given, because the muffled voice replied, “I’m Rakin, ma’am. With the mayor’s personal security detail.”
“The mayor’s…what?”
“Please, ma’am, if you’ll step inside, the mayor will explain everything.”
Kalandri looked at the blank-faced warrior, the holstered firearm on one hip, the baton on the other. What the hell’s going on here?
Wild thoughts flitted through her brain. Where the hell had these guys come from – and more to the point, what were they doing here? Had someone taken the mayor hostage? Was this some effort to lure her in, and take her hostage too?
Whatever was going on, she sure as hell wasn’t going to step into the mayor’s office like a fly into the spider’s web.
“Station regulations prohibit the display of weapons, Rakin. I’m going to need you to surrender those. Then we can head back to the station, and you can tell me where you came from, and who exactly authorized you to bring those things on board.”
“I did,” Belcher’s voice sounded.
She glanced to the still opened door to see the mayor leaning laconically against the frame, arms crossed.
“Now, are you going to let Rakin here do his job, or are you going to stand there interrogating him all night?”
She glanced between Belcher, with his easy manner and almost satisfied expression, and the soldier. And making no pretense of politeness, without regard to decorum, she demanded, “What the hell’s going on here, Belcher?”
“Come inside, and I’ll explain.”
She did, trailing him past an empty reception desk, past a column of these black clad soldiers, and into his office. There were soldiers here – and the man in the suit, the Via Robotics stooge.
She stopped short at the sight of him. “Mr. Delengari.”
He smiled, an oily kind of smile. “Marshal Kalandri: what a pleasure. I’m afraid we didn’t have the opportunity to be properly introduced earlier.” He stepped forward, proffering his hand. “Call me Adam.”
Kalandri brushed past him and his outstretched hand. “What’s going on, Belcher? Who are these guys? And what does he –” This last bit was said with a jerk of her thumb over her shoulder, “– have to do with any of it?”
“Adam here is helping us solve our little strike problem.”
She stared at him. “You mean – the soldiers?”
“Don’t be dramatic, Kalandri. They’re not soldiers. They’re security.”
“You’re responding to a strike by bringing in men with guns?”
“The ‘men with guns’ are simply here to secure station property, Ms. Kalandri,” Adam Delengari interjected. “They’re a defensive force, not an offensive one.”
“After the uncouth display earlier today, we thought it would be best to be proactive,” Belcher said. “Today, they were marching and shouting. Tomorrow, they may escalate.”
“Escalate? What are you talking about, Belcher? They’re on strike. They’re protesting legally. That’s it.”
“Or so they would like us to believe,” Delengari said. “We have reason to believe that there are violent anarchist elements among the strikers who will resort to sabotage.”
Kalandri scoffed. “What reasons?”
“In fact, we may have already witnessed one act of sabotage: the attack on the station’s power control system the other morning.”
“Bullshit,” Kalandri said.
“Language,” Belcher snapped. “You’re a professional, Kalandri. Act like one.”
She ignored him. “That was part of the heist.”
“So you claim. But you’ve yet to make any headway in that case,” Belcher said.
“I know exactly who is responsible.”
“So you have evidence?” Delengari prodded. “You can make an arrest.”
She refused to be baited. “It’s illegal for anyone but the marshal and deputies to carry weapons on this station.”
“Unless a state of emergency has been called,” Belcher contradicted. “Which, as of half an hour ago…” He smiled. “I did.”
She stared, incredulous. “A state of emergency? Under what pretext?”
Belcher spluttered. “Are you serious? We’ve had a robbery, an attack on the station’s infrastructure, an uprising, and a murder, all in what? Forty-eight hours? I would say that’s a pretty damned strong case for an emergency if I’ve heard one.”
Delengari cleared his throat. “Under Article VIII of the station’s governing code, when a state of emergency is in effect, the mayor can take such actions as he deems necessary – including supplementing local law enforcement with security personnel of his own choosing.”
“So what’s the end goal here, Belcher? Bring in these armed goons to intimidate the strikers?” A new thought struck her. “Speaking of – where the hell did they come from?”
“They’re actually Via Robotics security personnel. Mr. Delengari here has very kindly lent us the use of them until things settle down.”
“Via Robotics,” she repeated incredulously. “You’re bringing corporate thugs into this?”
Delengari flashed his oily smile again. “We do have some experience with these situations, Marshal. People tend to react strongly when our creations show up. Believe me, we don’t take it personally. People have always been afraid of progress.
“It was space flight before us, and electric lights and spinning wheels before that. Mankind will always fear the next wave of evolution.”
“So your solution is to what? Shoot them?”
“My dear Marshal, you grossly misalign us. We are not here to commit violence, we’re here to prevent it. To keep the peace. We’re a deterrent, nothing more.”
“So those guns aren’t real? They’re props?”
“Now you’re being facetious, Marshal.”
She turned on Belcher. “How did they even get onboard? No one was scheduled to land tonight.”
“No,” Belcher agreed. “I arranged that, bypassing the usual channels.”
“Bypassing me, you mean.”
“Bypassing everyone, for security reasons.”
“We thought it would prevent any ugliness that might otherwise arise,” Delengari said. “Better if the saboteurs wake up to find them here rather than having the opportunity to meet them at dock, wouldn’t you say?”
“I would not. Station regulations exist for a reason.”
“Look, Marshal, it’s done. It’s not up for debate, and it’s not your call. It never was. I invited you here as a courtesy, not for a consultation. I have the authority and I intend to exercise it. I will be implementing station wide curfews, and no-go zones around critical station infrastructure.”
“This is illegal. It’s a gross violation of station law.”
“You will find it’s not,” Delengari said. “Everything has been done within the letter of the law. I understand this is a new situation for you, Marshal, but I encourage you to accept the reality, and work with us to maintain the peace. That is, after all, our shared goal. I hope.”




Chapter Thirteen

0500 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri headed back to her office rather than her bed, and re-read the station’s governing articles.
Belcher was right: he did have the authority to declare a state of emergency, and a state of emergency granted further powers – including the right to bring in external forces for peacekeeping purposes.
Not that she believed Via Robotics’ private goons were here to keep the peace. Not for a second. They were here to intimidate the populace, to bring an end to the strike.
But knowing a thing and proving it were very different matters.
She stared daggers at her console, mind whirring. There had to be something she could do. Mayors couldn’t just declare emergencies willy-nilly. This wasn’t Mulikar Tanshier: everyone had rights and equal protection under the law, and everyone – even the mayor – was bound by that same law.
There was someone she could call, of course. But she hesitated every time she moved for her console. Dialing that number meant admitting defeat. Meant reaching out for help.
Her pride revolted at the thought.
Then again, the strikers would be waking soon to find the station overrun with armed forces. They would doubtless see the mayor’s actions for exactly what they were. What happened next would be anyone’s guess. The strikers might act impetuously; and if they didn’t, the ‘peace keeping force’ might try to provoke something anyway.
She had to do something.
So, gritting her teeth, she dialed a familiar number. And a few minutes later, a voice answered. “Kalandri?”
“Good morning, Mother.”
“Good morning,” said the cool tones on the other end of the line. “I haven’t much time to chat. I’m getting ready for work.”
“I know.” And she did. The station ran on universal time. 0500 hours here was 0500 hours for her mom. And like the rest of the family, Kalandri’s mom was a dedicated employee of the bureaucracy. She was always up at this time of morning, preparing for work. “I need a favor.”
The words tasted like acid in her mouth, but her mother said only, “Well, talk as I get dressed.”
So Kalandri did, explaining the situation with the strikers, with the station sabotage, the murder, and the heist, with the subsequent state of emergency, and Belcher’s peacekeepers.
“Union law does allow a regional leader – the mayor, in this case – wide latitude in making these decisions. However, I can bubble it up the chain. We may be able to open an investigation.”
“Please do,” Kalandri said. “As soon as possible. Belcher brought them here to make trouble. To provoke some kind of violence, so he could have an excuse to end the strike without violating labor law. I know he did.”
“Well, he wouldn’t be the first one. Via Robotics has a history of this.”
“They do?”
“Yes. There’s been multiple cases brought against them from various labor unions.” Kalandri’s mother fell silent for a moment. Then, she resumed, “What I’m going to tell you is confidential.”
“Understood.”
“So far, the company has managed to evade any kind of judgements against them because they’re always able to point to specific incidents of violence. Now, in most cases, the strikers claim the security personnel instigated the incidents: attacking people, destroying property, and so on. Via Robotics deny it, and it gets down to the word of one side versus the other.
“But only Via Robotics can afford protracted court battles. So they win.”
“Dammit,” Kalandri said.
“Language,” her mother chided.
“Haven’t any of the incidents been caught on camera?”
“Well, that’s the interesting thing. The strikers routinely suffer unexplained equipment failures.”
“How is that possible?”
“Good question.”
“You think they’re interfering with the equipment somehow?”
“Well, I have no evidence to support that. But it does seem – peculiar. Doesn’t it?”
Kalandri nodded, an unthinking reaction, since her mother couldn’t see it. “So what do I do?” This time, the question didn’t burn.
“Proceed with caution. I will get this inquiry filed, but you know how it goes.”
“The wheels of bureaucracy move slowly.”
“Not how I would have phrased it, but essentially, yes. So you need to ensure that nothing happens in the meantime.”
“Great.”
“And Kalandri?”
“Yes?”
“Do not underestimate Via Robotics. Speaking on a purely personal rather than professional level here – you do not come to dominate the market without being ruthless. Without being willing to crush anyone who gets in your way.
“Make sure you don’t get crushed.”
As pep talks went, Kalandri decided her mom’s weren’t much to write home about. Still, she agreed. “I’ll do my best.”
“Good.”
“One thing, though, if you still have time?”
“Sure. I’ll be driving, but you talk.”
“Why do you think they sent troops instead of robots? I mean, they produce battle bots. Why not send them?”
“Two reasons.” The sound of a door closing and a lock clicking filtered through the call. “Again, I’m speaking in a personal capacity, not an official one. This is my opinion, and mine alone.”
Ah mom. Ever the dutiful public servant. “Of course.”
“Bots require direct commands. You can tell a man to kill someone without giving a direct order. Robots are binary. They don’t read between the lines or guess at your meaning. If you say don’t kill, they don’t kill. If you say kill, they kill. And they register the command.
“Which brings me to the second point. If a bot is involved in a killing, the courts could order it surrendered to a Union lab. The lab would evaluate its algorithms and the orders it was given. They’d review all the recordings the machine made.”
“It’d be harder to get away with murder or violence because you’d have to order the robot to do it, and that would leave a trail,” Kalandri summarized.
“Exactly.” The gentle purr of an engine sounded. “If you give a soldier an order – direct or otherwise – to shoot people, he can always lie. But a robot is going to record the command, and any tech can retrieve it.”
“They could always erase the footage,” Kalandri observed.
“No. They’d be subject to all kinds of penalties if they did that. Even if they claimed it was a malfunction. There are very exacting standards for performance with those bots, as I’m sure you can imagine. Too many incidents of ‘malfunctions,’ and they’d jeopardize their military contracts.
“The military can’t buy junk. All in all, it’s much easier to send in people –” The other woman broke off abruptly, and a horn sounded. “My gods, where did you learn to drive?”
“Mom? You okay?”
“Yes. Just got cut off. Some people should have their licenses revoked. Anyway, I should get going. Was there anything else?”
“No.”
“Okay. Remember what I said about being careful. You’ll be hearing from me.” And with that, the line went dead.
Kalandri sat for a moment, in a sort of stupor brought on by sleep deprivation and the flurry of events of the preceding days. It never rains but it pours.
How had she gone from fielding nonsense complaints to sabotage, a heist, murder, and a strike-busting conspiracy in the course of a few days?
She sighed. She needed coffee, and she needed to take action. She couldn’t wait for Rilka and her crew to get up and discover the new situation. She needed to be proactive – even if that did mean dragging them out of their beds.
But, coffee first.
A few minutes later, a travel mug full of steaming liquid in hand, Kalandri left her office. The station was still dark, with most of the shops shuttered, and most of the homes still.
Lights shone in a few donut shops and bakeries, as the bakers prepped their day, and the all-night establishments were a little busier now that the night shifters were getting out. Otherwise, Frontera looked as it had an hour ago, but with one addition: the presence of armed, black clad soldiers patrolling the promenade and standing guard at key junctions.
For the most part, they ignored her, but as she reached the residential district, one of these soldiers flagged her down. “Citizen, by emergency order of the mayor, the station is under a curfew. Please state your destination.”
Kalandri flashed her badge. “He told me, and no.”
“Ah, my apologies, Marshal.” He took a step back. “Have a wonderful morning.”
She passed by, diverting down a hall out of the sentry’s sight. She didn’t want him to report her visit to the mayor, so she picked a circuitous route to Rilka’s flat. It added a few minutes, but she got there without running into any more sentries.
After a few rings, Rilka opened the door. She was clad in pajamas and a cartoonishly fluffy – and pink – robe. She looked like a massive, magenta teddy bear.
“That’s…very pink,” Kalandri declared by way of greeting.
Rilka raised an eyebrow. “Well, good morning to you too, Marshal. I assume you’re not here to critique my clothes.”
“No. And it’s not a good morning. It’s a shit morning. But – pink? I didn’t figure you for a pink person.”
Rilka waved her in. “Take a seat. I just put coffee on. And I’ll have you know, I love pink.”
“Clearly.”
Rilka pulled out two coffee mugs, and the sugar and cream. “Now, why is it a shit morning? Other than finding you washed up on my doorstep?”
“I have coffee already,” Kalandri said, gesturing to her cup. “Thanks. But you’re probably going to need some before I start.”
Rilka yawned into the back of her hand, and said, “I’m fine. I suppose it’s Belcher? He’s up to something?”
So Kalandri launched into her story – the four AM summons, her conversation with an unnamed Union bureaucrat who would be launching an investigation, her fears that the ‘peacekeepers’ were on the station to create a reason to forcibly end the strike.
Rilka downed several cups of coffee during the telling, and launched quite a few f-bombs into the apartment. But she otherwise didn’t interrupt.
When Kalandri finished, she said, “We need to tell the rest.”
“Yes.”
“And we need to have a plan.”
“Agreed. My mo – I mean, my contact – thinks Via Robotics has some way of interfering with recording equipment.”
“I know your contact is your mom,” Rilka said.
“I never said that.”
“You almost did, and I know your whole family works for the Union. And no, you don’t have to worry about me saying anything. But if they can shut down recorders, how the hell are we going to catch them?”
“We outsmart them. They’ve got to be using some kind of targeted electronic magnetic pulse. They shut down the cameras, attack, and claim to be defending themselves. Then the local government arrests the strikers and authorizes re-opening the plant.
“So don’t rely on cameras. Don’t march near engineering. March on the promenade.”
“They can’t shut down the whole promenade,” Rilka reasoned. “That’d look too suspicious.”
“And, you’ll have witnesses. Belcher’s implementing curfews, but he can’t shut everything down. So there’ll be people there, all the time. Plus, I’ll assign deputies to the strike.”
Rilka scrutinized her sharply over the back of a coffee cup. “You are on our side, aren’t you, Kaldrina?”
“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”
“It’s just that usually when the cops show up to a strike, they’re not on the strikers side.”
“I guess not,” Kaldrina agreed. “But we’re not cops. And we are on your side, Rilka. If you don’t want us there, we won’t be. But I recommend we are. It won’t look good for the ‘peacekeepers’ if they try to plough through a bunch of deputies and the local marshal.”
Rilka considered for a moment, and then said, “It’s not my call to make. Let me put it to the others and see what they say.”
“Fair enough.”
“I’ll let you know. And Kaldrina?”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.”




Chapter Fourteen

1200 Hours, Station Time
Before eight, Kaldrina had deputized six more people, and assigned them to the promenade where the striking workers had gathered to picket.
Before eight-thirty, the mayor was ringing her phone off the hook to demand to know what she was doing, and under what authority – and by which budget – she had added so many deputies to her office. By way of answer, she read out Section VIII, Subparagraph 10.a of the station’s governing code, which lifted any procedural or budgetary prohibitions on expanding the office of the marshal in times of emergency.
“Which, as of oh-four-hundred hours, we have been under,” she reminded him.
Belcher had had a few choice words for her, and then rang off, sputtering with rage. After which, surprisingly, the rest of the morning proceeded with relatively little trouble.
The mayor’s emergency order prohibited groups of more than ten from assembling in any one point. So the picketers gathered at various points along the promenade, ten to a group.
While the Via Robotics security officers hovered in the vicinity, so did the deputies; and if the former had been planning anything, the constant vigil of the latter dissuaded them, and there was indeed peace.
Kalandri maintained a steady presence on the promenade in the beginning, but just before noon, the IT tech turned deputy buzzed her.
“Marshal? I got into Beauchamp’s console. He had a surprisingly robust encryption system for a clothier.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Not quite military grade – I’m not that good – but probably better than what you have.”
She frowned at that, though of course the young man couldn’t see her expression. “Why would he have that kind of security?”
“Don’t know. Maybe he’s paranoid. Some people are. You know, fifteen deadbolts on the door, and the best computer security money can buy.”
Kalandri thought back to Beauchamp’s office and flat. The office hadn’t even had security cams. And there’d been a security system at the flat, but it had been run of the mill, with no line of deadbolts to be seen. “Maybe,” she said, unconvinced.
“Or he could be up to something. In my experience, the more paranoid someone is, the more likely they’ve either seen or done something to make them paranoid.”
“And what experience is that?” she asked. The fact was, she knew little about him beyond Rilka’s recommendation.
“Didn’t Rilka tell you?”
“No.”
“I’m the CSO, Digital Division.”
CSO stood for Chief Security Officer, and was a holdover from earlier days, before there’d been a marshal on Frontera. Except, apparently, it wasn’t a holdover for the Digital Division.
“Oh,” she said. “Well, I appreciate your assistance.”
“Of course. I wrote the password on a sticky note and left it by the device. If that’s all, I’m going to join the picketers.”
She sent him on his way with more thanks and surveyed the scene. So far, everything was going well. With a quiet word to Fitzherbert to alert her at the first sign of trouble, she retreated to her office – and her coffee pot.
Despite the orderly progression of the day, Kalandri couldn’t shake her exhaustion. And she’d been too focused on the promenade to risk a detour back to her office for coffee.
Now, she had all the pretext she needed: a real reason to return to the coffee pot.
A steaming mug in hand, she turned her attention to the device. The password – a complex string of letters and numbers – had been penciled in a neat, blocky script. She typed it in, and the console admitted her.
She browsed through the file system behind the password check – as neat and orderly as the dead man’s home had been, with everything filed in a neat structure of folders and subfolders.
There were invoices and patterns, fashion magazines and correspondence, lists of customers and potential clients, of vendors and competitors, and even a short list of those banned from his shop.
Beauchamp had an inventory database of his fabrics and trimmings, and of his stock on hand. He had reports on the most common sizes and styles, on the most popular wig colors and cuts. He ran them on a weekly, monthly, quarterly and yearly basis, saving off copies of every report as he ran them – all labeled appropriately, of course.
He had a notes file where he commented on trends and market changes.
What he didn’t have was any evidence of wrongdoing, or any hint as to why someone would want to murder him.
The only interesting bit was the list of banned clients – and it remained interesting only until Kalandri examined it.
There’d been a Mrs. Hildegard, banished for rude language six years ago; a Mr. Donovan, prohibited from the premises for failure to pay his bill a decade ago; R’Kari Krian, who came to a fitting drunk and relieved himself on a mannequin; a woman who defecated in the fitting room; and a pair of children so unruly Beauchamp refused to see them a second time; and old man whose pet dog marked three separate mannequins before anyone could intervene.
Not exactly the kind of thing that would get someone killed.  
Kalandri refilled her coffee and returned to the device, staring daggers at the screen as she thought. A habit Mwangi repeatedly had told her made her look unapproachable, although whether he had been congratulating her on cultivating such a foreboding appearance or criticizing her, she’d never quite figured out.
Now, with that furious if absent gaze locked on the computer, she turned over the facts as she knew them.
Beauchamp had no known enemies – or friends, for that matter.
He did have a strange book full of initials and dates. A strange book he’d gone to some lengths to conceal. What it signified, they could only guess at this point.
An unknown person or persons had killed him and made a clean getaway. They may have been one of the dozens of faces glimpsed in the promenade security footage.
“Dammit,” she sighed. It wasn’t much to go on. It wasn’t anything to go on.
Then, though, her frown deepened. That wasn’t all they knew.
Beauchamp had been paranoid about his computer security, but he hadn’t bothered with security cameras for his workplace.
Why?
Not because he feared any personal danger. A paranoid guy who feared physical harm would invest and invest heavily in physical protection: security systems, surveillance systems, and so on.
Beauchamp hadn’t done any of that. He’d dropped money on a top-of-the-line digital security system instead.
Meaning, whatever he’s worried about is on this computer.
The scowl disappeared, and Kalandri positively grinned at the device. Sure, she hadn’t found anything yet. But that didn’t mean there was nothing to find. It just meant she had to keep looking.
By now, the device had locked itself. She started to type in the lengthy password, but paused a few characters in.
A faraway roar of voices seemed to be rising. She listened for a moment and then, heart giving a lurch of fright, was on her feet.
Something was happening on the promenade. Something with the strike.
Stampeding out the door, she clattered onto the metal flooring, her footsteps disappearing as a wall of noise hit her. There were voices, alright. Lots and lots of voices – and none of them happy.
The cacophony seemed to be coming from the direction of the docks, and Kalandri raced toward it. She could see clusters of picketers, their placards raised high as they gesticulated angrily.
Then, moving past one such crowd, she saw the source of their anger. Or rather, the focus of it: a humongous silver shape, trundling along on metallic track.
A battlebot.
Son of a bitch. What does Belcher think he’s doing? Had he really called in the cavalry? Not even he could be that stupid – could he?
“There’s no place for bots here,” someone jeered at the bot.
Another voice cut in, “Get lost, tin can.”
The bot’s head swiveled, and Kalandri watched with growing apprehension. She’d read about the history of labor rights among humans – like everything where that particular species was concerned, a history drenched in blood. She half feared the robot would open fire then and there.
Then her eyes fixed on two familiar forms: the captain of the Black Flag, and her wife. Maggie and Kay. They seemed to be escorting the robot, throwing perplexed glances at the picketers as they passed through the jeering gauntlet.
Kalandri advanced on the trio, pausing several meters away. “Do you – do you know this robot?” she called, yelling to be heard over the crowd.
“He’s a member of my crew,” Maggie answered. “His name’s Sydney.”
Kalandri blinked. “It has a name?”
A chipper metallic voice spoke in clipped tones. “I do indeed, Marshal. I am Sydney, and it’s a pleasure to meet you – however inauspicious the circumstance.”
She glanced at the picketers, and then back at the bot. As timing went, a ship showing up with a robotic crew member couldn’t have picked a worse week to do it. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”
“He doesn’t mean the crowd,” Maggie said. “We found a dead body.”
Kalandri stared at her. “You what?”
“A body,” Sydney repeated. “Species: human. Sex: male. Age: forty years. Height: six feet, two inches. Weight –”
“Hold on,” Kalandri interrupted. “When you say ‘a body,’ do you mean – dead?”
“Quite dead,” Sydney answered. “I estimate, based on the contusion on his skull, that he died of blunt force trauma. Based on the cooling of his body, I would say the attack occurred between the hours of eleven and twelve o’clock.”
“Do you know who he is?”
“No idea,” Maggie said.
“I do,” the bot replied. “His name is Collin Vandermeer.”
“How do you know that?” Kay asked him – the very question on the tip of Kalandri’s own tongue.
“I scanned his face and compared it to Union databases. He matches with an upwards of 99.9999% certainty.”
“Oh,” she said, feeling a little deflated. This robot had seemingly already done half of her job for her. “Well, where did you find him?”
“Stuffed in a waste recycling bin,” Maggie answered. “Just past the docks.”
“I noticed the anomaly as we disembarked,” Sydney said.
“So it was you who found him?” she asked the robot.
“Indeed.”
“And what were you doing at the recycling bins?”
“I was not ‘at them,’ Marshal. I was passing them and noticed a heat signature. Unusual, for the location.”
“When Syd reported seeing a humanoid shape, we checked,” Maggie explained.
“We didn’t touch anything,” Kay assured her.
“And we left Mr. Frank guarding the receptacle,” Sydney volunteered. “To ensure that no one would interfere with it.”
“Well, um, that sounds…very thorough. I suppose I should see this body, though.”
“Indeed,” the robot said again. “Allow us to escort you, Marshal.”
1330 Hours, Station Time
Rilka had confronted Kalandri as they exited the promenade, demanding to know what she meant by working with a robot.
It had taken some several minutes to convince the engineer that Sydney truly was a member of the Black Flag crew, and there was no insidious conspiracy afoot between Kalandri and Via Robotics.
Indeed, the discussion had taken so long that Kalandri had exploded, “Dammit, Rilka, there’s a dead body. These people found it. It has nothing to do with the strike. Now, if you don’t believe me, you’re welcome to tag along. But I have a job to do.”
At this, the engineer stood aside – though not back. She had in fact taken Kalandri up on her offer to tag along.
Now, all of them surveying the recycling bin – and the body inside – the engineer stood slack jawed. “There really is a body.”
Kalandri shot her an annoyed look. She wasn’t entirely without sympathy. She had to admit, it did look suspicious that a Via Robotics battle bot showed up during the middle of a strike, just as Via Robotics brought in so-called peacekeepers. But Rilka had practically accused her of being a liar.
And injured pride could be every bit as compelling as sympathy.
For all that, though, she had a dead body on hand. So Kalandri focused, surveying the man in the metal box.
Mr. Collin Vandermeer, forty years old, owner of a small transport ship called the Coffin. The ship name had caused her to do a doubletake. She recognized the word coffin as a type of wooden or metal receptacle into which humans placed their dead. Was there some other meaning of which she was unaware? Or was it some kind of pun, maybe a reference to the ship being unreliable?
Humans sometimes had a dark and self-deprecating sense of humor. Perhaps. Mr. Vandermeer had been poking fun at his own ship, making light of his own mortality.
Not that it mattered much now. Collin Vandermeer was indeed quite dead, and his ship had nothing to do with his condition. A dark welt at his hairline – the contusion Sydney mentioned – seemed a pretty good indication of how he’d died.
But of course, that would be for Jasper de Burgh to say one way or the other. She radioed the doctor to the scene and set to work photographing everything.
“I do not mean to tell you how to do your job, Marshal,” Sydney said. “But if it would be of any assistance, I have already scanned the entire scene to my databanks. I could forward you the data in question.”
“Oh,” she said, nonplussed by the robot’s efficiency for the second time. “Okay. Sure. Thanks.”
Rilka snorted. “Careful there, Marshal: Belcher’ll be angling to replace you with a robot before you know it.”
She was probably right, which was part of the reason Kalandri shot her a poisonous scowl. “Don’t you have anything better to do than stick around here?”
But Rilka shook her head.
“This is not the first time I have heard residents of this station refer to robots taking their jobs,” Sydney intoned in his chipper accents. “We met some very forceful young people on the promenade – who, I must say, had some decidedly unflattering turns of phrase for me.”
Kalandri thought she detected a note of hurt in the robot’s voice. Dismissing that as a preposterous notion, she nonetheless offered, “Sorry about that, Mr. Sydney. You happened upon the station at unfortunate time.”
“So it would seem. But it has nothing to do with me.”
“No, but people are scared. Via Robotics brought a bunch of security personnel onboard during the middle of the night. They assumed you must be part of the contingent.”
“You can’t blame them,” Rilka declared, a defensive edge to her tone. “They’re sending robots in to take our jobs, and all of a sudden a robot shows up.”
“I will not take your job,” Sydney promised. “I have a job of my own.”
Rilka snorted. “And whose job did you take to get it?”
“No one’s,” Maggie interjected. “Mr. Sydney is an incredible asset to our team, and when he expressed interest in joining us, we were delighted to accept him.”
“Instead of employing other crew members to fill the gap,” Rilka persisted.
“Sydney is a crew member. Look, I’m fully sympathetic to your cause, but robots aren’t your enemy.”
“It’s the mayor you’ve got a beef with,” Kalandri reminded Rilka.
“And Via Robotics,” Kay put in. “There’s no need to take it out on Syd.”
Rilka stared at the quartet with a furrowed brow. “You realize you’re talking about a robot, right? It’s not like he’s got feelings.”
“Of course he does,” Kay said.
“Does he?” Kalandri asked at the same moment.
“Every sentient being deserves respect,” Maggie put in. “Biological or otherwise. Your point is no less effective without the attacks on Sydney.”
As to whether Rilka had been convinced, Kalandri couldn’t say. She still saw skepticism in her expression. Nonetheless, the Kudarian woman said, “Fine. I apologize.”
“There,” Kalandri needled. “That wasn’t so hard to do, was it?”
Maggie cleared her throat. “Marshal, if it’s all the same to you, can we leave now? We need to pick up some supplies because we’re scheduled for departure tonight.”
Her crewman, the Kudarian who had stood watch over the body, had already gone on his way after giving his statement, confirming that he’d stayed put on his captain’s orders, and not touched the body or the receptacle.
Kalandri figured they could follow. “I’ll need official statements from all of you. You too, Mr. Sydney.”
“Certainly.”
“But if you can be at my office by, say sixteen-hundred hours, that should be fine. And don’t forget my footage, Sydney.”




Chapter Fifteen

1450 Hours, Station Time
Dr. de Burgh took possession of the body, and Kalandri pulled dozens of sets of prints from the receptacle. Rilka had watched the entire proceeding with interest, and then followed the marshal back to her office.
“That’s two in a week, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“You think they’re connected.”
“I don’t know. But it’s a lot more murder than we normally see, so – yeah, I’d say there’s a good possibility.”
“Listen, you need anything from any of us, you know you just have to ask, right?”
Kalandri surveyed the other woman, then nodded. “Understood.”
“And – I’m sorry about…you know…”
“Accusing me of being in league with the mayor?”
“Yeah. That.”
Kalandri snorted, but she couldn’t quite repress a grin. “It’s fine. And I probably would have thought the same thing in your shoes. But, I don’t want anyone harassing the Black Flag robot, okay?”
Rilka nodded. “Don’t worry. I’ll talk to everyone.”
“Good. Thanks.”
Then they’d parted company, with Rilka rejoining the picketers, and Kalandri returning to her office. She’d already radioed Mwangi to review the surveillance footage of the junction, so she hoped to come in to good news.
What she found waiting was something else entirely: Dani Agincourt, bad news herself, reclining behind her desk, legs crossed and arms behind her head.
“There you are, Marshal,” she greeted.
Mwangi shrugged apologetically. “I told her to leave, but she wouldn’t go.”
“You could have arrested her,” Kalandri said.
“And then you wouldn’t hear what I have to say,” Dani said.
Mwangi shifted uncomfortably. “I thought it would be best, considering…”
Kalandri nodded. “I’ll give you sixty seconds, Agincourt.”
Dani shrugged. “Alright. But alone.”
Kalandri glanced at her deputy. Mwangi nodded. “Right. I’ll go. Oh – I need to talk to you about the footage.”
“Wait there,” Kalandri told Dani. Then, with a nod to the promenade, she said, “Tell me.”
They stepped outside, and Mwangi spoke in low tones – not quite a whisper, because a whisper wouldn’t be audible over the sounds of protest. “There is no footage.”
“What?”
“Someone cut the wires to the cameras.”
“How did we not know that?”
Mwangi gestured toward the promenade teeming with groups of people. “Normally, someone would have caught it. Now, no one’s at their stations.”
“Dammit.”
“Yeah. Belcher needs to come to the table soon. We’ve got a murderer on the station, boss, and he’s taking advantage of the situation. Who knows what he’ll do next. You need to talk to him.”
“Just shoot me out an airlock why don’t you.”
He grinned. “It has to be done.”
With this unencouraging thought floating around in her brain, Kalandri returned to her office – less inclined than ever to hear Agincourt out with an open mind.
“Well,” the other woman said as she entered, “no need to ask if it was bad news.”
“What do you want, Agincourt?”
“Call me Dani,” she said. “Or Dusty.”
“You’re down to fifty-five seconds.”
Dani sighed, a long, theatrical show of disappointment. “I want to help you, Marshal.”
Kalandri snorted. “You here to turn yourself in, then?”
“Don’t be silly. Not even you can pretend your obsession with that jewel is more important than murder.”
That truly did get the marshal’s attention. “You know something about these killings?”
“No, not yet.”
“Then how are you supposed to help me?”
“Because I have contacts that you don’t. Contacts who will talk to me, but not you.”
Kalandri snorted again. “Criminals, you mean. Thieves and smugglers.”
“Really, Marshal, even if that was true – and I ardently deny it, of course – would you refuse information to catch a killer because it came from a thief?”
The point was a valid one, but Kalandri would only acknowledge it by refraining from further protest.
“Now, are you interested in hearing what I have to say?”
“I’m listening.”
“I propose we work together. I reach out to my contacts and see what we can find. You keep me in the loop.” Then, quickly, to pre-empt the outraged speech that she had to know was coming, Dani added, “Only what you can tell me. I understand that. But I’ll do what I can to ferret around for you.”
Kalandri considered the proposal. It made sense on the face of it. Dani Agincourt had plenty of underworld contacts, criminals who wouldn’t talk to law enforcement, but who would certainly talk to her. Still, the woman was a snake; and snakes were always up to something.
“What I want to know is, what’s in it for you?”
Dani smiled. “I live on the station. Can’t I simply be invested in the well-being of my neighbors?”
“Nope. You’ve got an angle.”
“Well, you are as always quite right, Marshal. I do have a small – let’s call it, request, to make of you. Rumor has it you’re harassing friends of that young man, Mr. Tuscanfreigh. You know, the one my charitable organization is assisting? And all because you’ve mistakenly latched onto the idea that he’s somehow connected with me. I feel terrible that you would persecute an innocent party in an effort to pin a crime I didn’t commit on me.”
Kalandri grinned in turn. “So that’s your angle, is it? We’ve rattled you. Well, you can forget about it, Agincourt. He’s going down, and so are you.”
Dani studied her for a moment, a small crease forming between her brow. “I’m disappointed. I really did think you were more rational than that.”
“Well, you were obviously mistaken,” Kalandri said, before she had time to think through the response. “I mean…that is, I’m not a pasty you can push around.”
“Let’s put this into perspective, Kalandri. You have a statement from a jilted ex with a violent history, claiming – what? That her former lover hinted at coming into money somehow.”
“How do you know what he said, if Tuscanfreigh didn’t say it?”
“We both know I have my sources.”
“Bullshit. Tuscanfreigh told you what he said. That’s how you know.”
Dani smiled. “And you can prove that? I didn’t think so. So let’s stay on track. You have a vague claim from an ex. I know you think you’ll build a grand case out of that. You think you’ll corner Albert, and he’ll confess all.”
She said it in mocking tones, the smirk never quite leaving her lips. “But you know he has representation. Do you really think Mr. Le Goix would allow that to happen even if – especially if – your suspicions were correct?”
“They are correct.”
“You have no case, Marshal.”
“I’ll make a case.”
“No you won’t. You’ll harass poor Mr. Tuscanfreigh, and probably arrest him. Bring him up on charges that won’t hold, hoping you’ll get a break somewhere along the way. But you won’t – all you’ll do is make life uncomfortable.”
“Well,” Kalandri admitted, “if the best I can do is make you sweat, I’ll take it.”
“You won’t,” she said again – and each time she uttered it, it sounded more infuriating than the last to Kalandri’s ears. “Because I know how this ends.
“The real question is, are you willing to let people die because you didn’t get your way?”
Dani eyed her sideways. “Are you?”
The marshal scowled at her. How did she do that – turn her own catchy phrases against her? “You sabotaged the station, Agincourt.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“You broke into the museum.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“You stole the Star.”
Dani shook her head. “You really are relentless, aren’t you? How many times do I have to tell you you’re wrong?”
“I don’t care how often you repeat it, it’s still a lie. And I’m going to prove it. You went too far this time.”
Getting to her feet, the other woman sighed. “Have it your way, Marshal. If you don’t want my help, I won’t give it.”
“It’s a crime to withhold information. If you know something –”
“I don’t. I already told you that.” Dani straightened her cape. Because today’s ridiculous ensemble included a cape and an intricate pant suit with wide, flaring trouser legs that vaguely resembled some kind of medieval dress.
Kalandri watched her glide to the office door. She couldn’t resist one parting volley. “The fact that you’ll hold information hostage really tells me all I need to know about your motives, Agincourt.”
Dani turned and locked her eyes on the marshal’s. “Right back at you.” And with that, she disappeared onto the promenade.
Kalandri spent the next several minutes cursing the woman – silently and not – and convincing herself that she didn’t need help. She was the marshal. She could do her job without the input of some no-account jewel thief.
And anyway, what was Agincourt’s game? Since when had she decided to do anything out of the goodness of her heart? If she really had nothing to fear as far as the Star case, why try to put a stop to the investigation?
No. There had to be more to it than that. Kalandri must be on the brink of some kind of break – and Agincourt was sweating it.
As it was, she’d admitted she had nothing to offer, yet anyway. She wanted the marshal to look the other way on one case on the possibility that she might be able to rustle some information about another.
No. No, that was a losing proposition, Kalandri decided. She would accept all the risk – the possibility that she’d give up on a promising lead on case in exchange for nothing on another – while Dani Agincourt reaped all the benefits.
Over my dead body.
So deciding, Kalandri poured herself a cup of coffee, drank it down, and then steeled her nerves. Mwangi had been right. She did need to talk to Belcher.
But she had to be careful. He’d take any excuse he could get to crack down on the strike and mentioning that no one knew that a murderer had disabled security cameras would be more than enough motive.
Kalandri decided to check the dead man’s ship first, ostensibly to give herself time to plan her strategy. Mwangi probably would have said she was avoiding inevitable conflict.
So she chose not to tell Mwangi her plans, slipping out of the office before he returned.
She’d sent Deputy Jurdanti to the Coffin as soon as she made a positive ID on the body, and now she found him hard at work.
“Good afternoon, Marshal,” he greeted, launching into a full description of his activities so far – all the things he’d scanned and catalogued and examined.
Then, after going through the rather extensive list, he added matter-of-factly, “I did find a hidden roster in the cockpit as well.”
She blinked. “A what?”
“A roster. I believe a passenger manifest, although I cannot be certain. It contains dates and initials.”
“But you said hidden?”
“Yes, in the lining of one of the seats.”
She had been about to ask how he’d possibly noticed that, when she thought better of it. It was hardly the salient point at the moment. “Can I see it?”
“Certainly. Here you are.” Jurdanti handed over a plastic baggy with a small brown notebook inside.
Kalandri stared at the notebook. It was an identical copy of the one she’d found in the hatbox in Beauchamp’s flat.
Donning gloves, she removed the book, and felt her heart give a lurch. She hadn’t memorized the entries in Beauchamp’s book of course, but she could remember enough to match them to the entries in this book.
And they did match, one-to-one as far as she could recall. They followed a similar format, with years and dates and initials. But instead of notes about clothing or appearance in the final column, Vandermeer had jotted down coordinates and planet names.
05-11 T. K. P. West New Farland
07-29. L.L. Earth.
“What the hell is this?” Kalandri wondered aloud.
Jurdanti made a noncommittal noise. “Couldn’t make any sense of it, myself. But I figured if he went through the trouble of hiding it, it was probably important.”
She nodded. “Good call – and good find. I don’t know what it means yet, but it means something. I know that.”




Chapter Sixteen

1600 Hours, Station Time
On a scale of one to ten, where one was trial by combat and ten was rainbows, unicorns and mutual understanding and cooperation, Kalandri’s meeting with the mayor ranked a solid two and a half or three.
No one died, so that was a definite positive. Probably the only positive in the entire encounter.
She hadn’t even reached her point when Belcher started to scream. Had she been doing her job, he said, no one else would have died. Had she and her deputies been searching for the killer instead of coddling a bunch of saboteurs, Mr. Vandermeer would still be drawing breath.
It only got worse when she mentioned the camera, and the need to negotiate with the engineering department.
By time she departed his office, Mayor Belcher was purple in the face and physically shaking with rage. As for Kalandri, her hands were balled into fists – fists that still hadn’t unclenched by time she reached her office.
She found Maggie, Kay and Sydney from the Black Flag waiting for her. “Statements. Right.”
“Actually, we’re not here about the statements,” Maggie said. “I mean, we can do that too. But we just got word that our departure approval has been rescinded.”
“What? Why?”
“We were hoping you could tell us, Marshal,” Sydney said.
“Me? It’s the first I’m hearing of it.”
“The order said to remain docked until further notice. It said we were being grounded over ‘security concerns,’” Kay said.
“Was there a signature on the order?” Kalandri asked.
“No, but it came from the mayor’s office.”
“Belcher. That son-of-a-bitch.” Kalandri felt her fists balling again.
Maggie and Kay exchanged glances. “We’re not – under suspicion, are we?”
“Not from me. But the mayor is a law unto himself. Give me a moment, will you?” She dialed Belcher’s office, and reached his secretary. The poor woman hesitated to put her through, but Kalandri insisted.
A moment later, Belcher’s voice barked over the line, “What the hell do you want now, Marshal? Don’t you have work?”
She didn’t bother with a preamble. The sooner she was off the line, the better. “Did you ground the Black Flag?”
“Of course.”
“Why?”
“It’s not your place to question my decisions, dammit.”
“Security of the station is my call. You don’t have authority to be grounding ships and deciding who can come and go.”
“We’re in a state of emergency,” he bellowed. “Maybe you should brush up on your station law, Marshal.”
She didn’t remember any paragraphs or subparagraphs that gave him that authority, but it didn’t even matter in the moment. “Well if you’re going to play marshal, I at least need to know what the hell is going on, on the station,” she raged back.
Belcher seemed nonplussed by her heretofore contained rage. For a moment, he went entirely silent. Then he sputtered, “Well, it’s – it’s obvious, isn’t it? There weren’t any murders until they showed up. They’re involved.”
“Mayor, you can’t just hold people –”
“I can do whatever I damned well please,” he shot back.
“Is that in the code too?” she retorted.
“You listen to me, Marshal, you just focus on doing your damned job. If you think they have nothing to do with it, well, you find me the real killers. Until then, they don’t leave the station. That’s an order.”
And with that, the line went dead.
“I, uh, heard part of that,” Maggie admitted.
“His tones were rather elevated,” Sydney put in.
“Did he say we can’t leave the station until the murderer has been found?”
Kalandri nodded.
“That can’t be legal.”
“He’s claiming it is, because of the state of emergency. It does grant him extensive discretionary powers, but detaining a crew indefinitely – I don’t remember that. But I can’t override him.”
“Can’t you? You’re the marshal, aren’t you?”
“Yes. But the way things are right now between us – well, short of marching in and arresting him, I’m not going to get anywhere. And I don’t think I’d get that far. Not with all his ‘peacekeepers.’”
“So what do we do?” Kay asked.
“File a complaint with the Union. That’s what I’m going to do. Whatever contacts you have – go as high as you can.”
“And if that doesn’t work?” Maggie asked.
“Look, I’m not going to let him keep you here forever. If we don’t get anywhere the bureaucratic route, then – well, we’ll cross that bridge when we have to.”
The captain of the Black Flag surveyed her for a long moment, and then nodded. “Alright. But I have to say, Marshal, your station has a strange way of thanking people who do them favors.”
Kalandri nodded. “Believe me, I know. It’s not usually like this. It’s…well, it’s Belcher.”
They all sat in silence for a moment at that. Or rather, the three biologicals sat, and the robotic lifeform perched on his track.
“May I make a suggestion?” Sydney offered, breaking the stillness.
Kalandri nodded. “Go for it.” Certainly nothing the robot said could be weirder than what the mayor had done.
“It is in your best interests to find your killer as soon as possible.”
“No kidding.”
“Your mayor will continue to be unpleasant until that’s resolved.”
“You can say that again.”
“And it is in our best interests to find your killer. We will not be permitted to leave – not without unpleasantness – until that is done. So why do we not combine efforts?”
Kalandri blinked at the bot. “You mean – you help me find the killer?”
“Why not?”
“Sydney has helped in several similar situations during our travels,” Maggie put in.
“Even so, I don’t think Belcher would be thrilled about it. He still regards you all as suspects.”
“Then may I offer a second suggestion?”
“Sure,” she said, though with more wariness this time.
“I suggest we do not tell him.”
Kalandri said she would need time to think it over. But it wasn’t time she needed. Not time for thinking, anyway. She needed time to review security footage of the docks, to rule out any of the Black Flag crew.
If she could prove they were onboard the ship, or elsewhere on the station at the time of Mr. Vandermeer’s death, she could in good conscience bring them into the case.
Maggie took this in stride, declaring that they would return to their ship and wait on further instructions. Sydney observed that he had once been deputized on another planet, and would be only too glad to put any skills he picked up on that job to use on the station.
Then they departed, leaving Kalandri to establish their alibis.
This, she quickly did, noting when Vandermeer left his own ship, and confirming that all members of the Black Flag crew were onboard their ship at that time, and up until the party that discovered the body disembarked.
Next, she radioed Jasper de Burgh. “Any news on the time of death of our latest vic?”
“Vandermeer? Or has there been another one?”
She couldn’t tell if this was an attempt at humor or not. Did Jasper crack jokes? Was it even physically possible for him, without some kind of severe allergic reaction?
She answered under the assumption that the question had been earnestly asked. “Vandermeer.”
“Ah. I’d put his death around eleven-thirty.”
“Well before the Black Flag crew disembarked.”
“What?”
“Never mind. Just – you’re certain?”
An indignant snort was the only answer she got.
“Cause of death?”
“Blunt force trauma.”
“Excellent.”
“Is it?” Jasper sounded mortified.
“I mean, it’s straightforward anyway. Exactly what we thought.”
“Yes, well, I’m sure he’d be delighted to know his murder caused you as little difficulty as possible.”
“Do you know what the killer hit him with?”
“Something small and heavy. The actual point of impact is about half an inch, and circular.”
“Well, what the hell could that be?”
“That, Marshal, is your province, not mine. I’m just telling you what I know.”
With grumbled thanks, Kalandri terminated the call. She did not immediately contact the Black Flag. She didn’t have a specific task for them, and whatever Sydney might say about his stint as a deputy, she was hardly about to slap a badge on any of them.
If nothing else would, that would certainly push Belcher over the edge.
Instead, she headed to the wall where a station map hung and located the hall and bins where Vandermeer’s body had been found. Using pushpins to denote the areas nearby that had surveillance cameras, she created a circle around the passage.
The killer might have disabled the camera overlooking the scene of the killing, but he hadn’t disabled all the cameras in the station. Which meant he’d be in the footage somewhere, in one of those halls.
She spent the next hour scouring the tapes for signs of anyone suspicious – and anyone who they’d spotted in the footage outside Beauchamp’s store.
But the station had been quiet. A few crews came and went, and a few maintenance teams passed. Kalandri didn’t recognize anyone from the day before.
Which didn’t make any sense at all. The killer couldn’t materialize into hallways and shopfronts. He would have to get around just like anyone else.
So why hadn’t he shown up on the footage – both yesterday’s and today’s? Could he really have maneuvered through the promenade in such a way yesterday as to avoid the cameras outside the clothier’s shop?
Maybe. There were blind spots. Maybe he’d been clever enough to stick to them.
Kalandri went back over the isolated footage, studying each face. She knew some of them, but she wasn’t surprised to see people she didn’t recognize. It was a space station. People came and went.
Then she remembered Sydney’s identification of Vandermeer. He’d figured out the other man’s identity by running his image through Union databases.
Why couldn’t she do the same with the figures in these videos? The quality wasn’t the greatest, but the focus was better than on the promenade with its blind spots. Here, the faces were all unobstructed. Should be good enough for a match, anyway.
Alight with excitement at this new idea, Kalandri parsed the videos, looking for perfect screenshots. One after another, she uploaded them. The computer worked away, occasionally rejecting her images on the basis of clarity.
And one by one, names came in. Except for one figure: a man in a maintenance uniform, with a tray of cleaning supplies.
At first, she’d assumed the issue was one of image quality, and grabbed a second, clearer screenshot. Then that image had turned up no results.
She’d tried a third and a fourth, and they too had turned up nothing.
Then, she’d uploaded the video itself. This was a longer, slower process, as the computer analyzed the face and compared it to the two-dimensional images in its databases.
But even this turned up no results.
Kalandri stared at the screen. That wasn’t possible. No Union citizen, and few visitors, could get by without their faces winding up in a database somewhere.
So how could this particular man be unrecognized?
She studied the video closely. He was tall, but not unusually so. Humanoid, but not human. Some related species, though Kalandri couldn’t quite recognize it. He had spottled skin, with rises and dips, pocks and peaks, distributed across his flesh.
His hair was dark, his skin a reddish hue, and his eyes – well, she couldn’t tell. They were the one feature of his body he kept turned away from the camera.
Probably, to avoid biometric recognition.
Which meant he knew exactly where the cameras were, and had practiced avoiding them without drawing unnecessary attention. He’d mimed busily monitoring his basket of tools, so she hadn’t considered his behavior suspicious.
Not until she realized his picture couldn’t be found in the Union databases, anyway.
Now though, his avoidance of the camera seemed studied and deliberate.
Sinister.
She yawned into the back of her hand. It had been a long day – a long week – and she’d missed too much sleep. Not that it looked like sleep would be on her horizon anytime soon.
Buoyed by a fresh infusion of caffeine, she returned to the surveillance footage, comparing the strange figure to the forms Fitzherbert had isolated the night before – searching for anyone who might be a match.
Nothing.
Kalandri sighed, double and then triple checking her work. There were a handful of figures too blurry, moving too fast, for any identification. Aside from them, however, she didn’t find a match.
So she dialed Jasper’s number. He answered with a sigh. “What now?”
“I’m forwarding you a video. I need you to tell me if you recognize the species.”
“What? Is this some kind of joke?”
“It’s a murder inquiry, de Burgh. Can you just look at the damned video?”
Another sigh, and then tapping at a keyboard. Half a minute, and several more sighs and grunts of displeasure later, he said, “Are you serious right now, Kalandri?”
“Yes. Do you recognize the species?”
“Sure.”
“Well?”
“Bullshit.”
“What?”
“It’s bullshit. Something someone put together with plaster and makeup.”
“You mean – that’s not a real species?”
He barked out a laugh. “Of course not. That is someone’s idea of a prank, Marshal. And apparently you fell for it.”
She bristled at the amusement in his tone. There were thousands of sentient species known to the Union, many of them humanoid. How was she to know all of them? “I’m not a doctor or a biologist, Jasper. I don’t know every species of humanoid.”
“Obviously. Who is this joker, anyway?”
“My murder suspect.”
That took the wind out of his sails. “Oh. You mean…? Oh.”
Kalandri would never have admitted to anything as petty or vulgar as pleasure in hearing him so thoroughly flummoxed. But she did feel some of her irritation seeping away.
“Any idea what species he actually is?”
“Not really. He’s humanoid, obviously. He has hair, which narrows it down a little. Although that could be a wig. He has five fingers on each hand – but, again, we don’t know that for sure. He’s wearing five-fingered gloves, but he could have six or even eight fingers crammed in there. Or three.”
“Dammit.”
“Do you have any idea what the point of the getup is?”
“I think he disguised himself to get to Vandermeer. He couldn’t disable cameras all over the station without someone noticing. I mean, maybe he could have. I’m not sure we would have realized until it was too late, actually. But it would have been a risk.”
“So this was for the camera’s benefit?”
“That’s my guess. I mean, it worked. We have him on camera, but we have no idea who – or what – he really is.”
“Why disable any cameras, then?”
“Because he couldn’t know for sure no one would be watching the footage. Plus, we don’t have him on record killing Vandermeer.”
“Clever,” Jasper conceded. “But he had to know someone might recognize that disguise as a fraud. I would have, if I spotted him.”
It was Kalandri’s turn to snort. “Yes. But you, Jasper, are a special case.”




Chapter Seventeen

2200 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri spent the next few hours scouring station footage for signs of the pockmarked fraud. She found four more appearances, all of them as innocuous as the first.
Two showed the fake alien as he made his way toward his victim, and two showed him returning the same way.
She plotted his course through the station with pushpins, these blue in color instead of red. He’d taken a circuitous route, avoiding the more heavily monitored sections of the station – and the crowds.
He had appeared and then vanished near one of the janitorial closets – the camera that spotted his progress having been set up in an otherwise unwatched hall, to monitor entry to the supply closet.
One of the stranger problems Kalandri had run into on Frontera: the floor varnish and toilet paper black market.
She certainly had expected her efforts to combat it would ever shed light on a murder inquiry. Then again, she hadn’t really expected anyone to lift toilet paper from a supply closet.
Life is full of surprises.
She filled her map with green pins, at every unwatched juncture leading from the hall with the janitorial closet. Then, with white pins, she marked the places where the killer would have run into cameras again.
Vandermeer’s murderer had vanished somewhere in the areas between the green and white pins. She studied the area.
There were a few warehouses, which would be full of cameras inside. An unlikely destination for the killer, but not impossible. They’d have to be searched.
Then there was a break room for the cleaning crew, a few storage closets for equipment awaiting repair, and a public bathroom.
By now, the picketers had gone home, and so had most of Kalandri’s day shift deputies. She knew she should go home too. She needed to catch at least a few hours of shuteye.
So she radioed the nightshift deputies, and gave them the station coordinates they needed to scour. “Get the security footage from the warehouses. Make sure he’s not on it. And check the bathroom and the closets.
“I doubt he’s hanging around anywhere, but he may have ditched his disguise. You’re looking for anything out of the ordinary. And whatever you find, get it to the lab.”
Then, feeling as though she’d done all she could for the night, Kalandri returned to her own flat and stumbled into bed.
She slept for a solid six hours before her communicator went off. Another Priority One message – but not from the mayor.
Kalandri answered blearily. “Hello?”
A familiar voice said, “Ah, there you are, Marshal.”
She sat for a moment in mute confusion. “Agincourt?”
“Yes.”
“What the hell are you doing ringing me at this time of night?” Glancing at her time-piece, she corrected, “Or, morning.”
“I tried to call your office, but I got diverted to voicemail.”
“Dammit.” She’d forgotten to switch the Do Not Disturb setting off before she left for the night.
“And someone tried to burgle my office. Not exactly a voicemail situation.”
“Someone tried to burgle you?” Kalandri repeated.
“You needn’t sound so skeptical, Marshal. Yes, someone did. They slipped into my back office and tried to pry open the safe. But they set off the alarm in the process.”
Kalandri mulled the words over as she pulled herself out of bed. That was either a gutsy thief – or a bonkers one. “Do you know who?”
“Would I be rousing you from your beauty sleep if I did?”
“Considering it’s illegal to pursue vigilante action –”
Dani sighed. “I forget you have no sense of humor. I shall limit my comments to the purely dry and humorless moving forward.”
“Good,” Kalandri grunted. “Save us both trouble.”
“Well? Are you going to do anything about our burglar?”
“I’m on my way. Don’t touch anything in the meantime.”
“Copy that. We shall await your arrival.”
Twenty minutes later, feeling little better despite the sleep, Kalandri arrived at The Court. There were no patrons milling about now, either because of the attempted robbery, or because the mayor’s curfew drove Dani’s target clientele underground.
Dani was dressed in normal clothes for once – no capes or cowls or corsets. She wore rumpled jeans, a shirt that needed to be pressed, and sported hair that clearly hadn’t been fussed over and teased into shape.
And yet, somehow, she looked as beautiful and put together as ever.
Kalandri, by contrast, looked like the living dead. Her own reflection, with deep circles under her eyes and a gaunt look to her cheekbones, could frighten someone.
Which Dani made obvious as she entered, by pausing to glance her over from head to toe. “Are you alright, Marshal?”
Kalandri scowled at the other woman. “This isn’t a social call.”
“Oh yes. I forgot: brisk and businesslike only.” The twinkle in her eyes rather belied the words. “This way.”
They dipped behind the tapestry as before, heading to the same office down the same hall. Only this time, it looked very unlike anything Kalandri remembered.
Neat and orderly had become chaotic. Vases had been smashed, paintings pulled off walls, desk drawers turned upside down.
Improper though it may have been, the sight sparked the tiniest hint of schadenfreude in the marshal’s breast. “Well now, you do seem to have gotten on someone’s bad side.”
Dani glanced her over again. “I must admit, my first thought was that it might have been you.”
“Me?” Kalandri sputtered. “Why would I trash your office?”
Dani shrugged. “You do seem incapable of letting go of your little crusade against me. Maybe you were searching for whatever evidence you imagine I might have stashed in here.”
Still sputtering, the marshal got halfway through her indignant defense before Dani burst out laughing.
“I’m teasing you, Kalandri. I know it wasn’t you.”
Feeling her cheeks flame, Kalandri agreed, “You’re damned right it wasn’t.”
“It’s not your style. You’d be much more subtle.” Then, allowing her no chance to protest this new aspersion, the underworld queen pressed on. “There’s the safe. As you can see, our thief ripped the painting it was hidden behind right off its hinges.”
So she did see. The wooden frame had splintered, leaving behind screws and wood fragments. The canvas lay discarded on the floor, with the safe revealed for anyone to see.
“Look, Agincourt, I’m going to be frank with you. I can dust this place for fingerprints, and scope it out for DNA. But chances are, I won’t find anything. Chances are, this guy wore gloves.
“So if this is some disgruntled scumbag you’ve double-crossed or pissed off somehow, you’ll save us both a lot of wasted time if you just tell me what’s going on now.”
“This may surprise you, Kalandri, but I genuinely don’t know who is behind this.”
The marshal studied her for a long moment, looking for the usual signs of mischief – the twitching of the lips, the twinkle in the eyes. She saw none.
Which didn’t mean Dani was telling the truth, of course. But it did mean that she was taking this seriously. Unlike the Star case.
“Okay. I’ll get to work then.”
0510 Hours, Station Time
A thorough search of the office turned up nothing of interest – no prints, no obviously stray fibers or hairs, no footprints or snagged bits of fabric.
And despite pressing, Dani insisted she had no idea what someone would be looking for. “I mean, I suppose it must be money, right? They know we have gaming tables here. They probably assume the safe is rife with credits.”
“Or maybe they think they’ll find the Star in there?”
Dani smiled at her. “Is that what you think, Marshal?”
Kalandri shrugged. “Probably not. I doubt you’d be that stupid.”
“I wouldn’t,” Dani said. “Not that I have it.”
“Of course.”
“But I wouldn’t keep it in my office if I did.”
“Good to know.”
“But I suppose someone might have got that impression thanks to your persecutions of me and this club.” This was said with a gently mocking tone.
Kalandri snorted. “‘Persecutions.’ All that you suffer.”
“Indeed. Well, I suppose that’s that, then.”
“What about your surveillance? You do have surveillance, I suppose?”
Dani’s eyes twinkled. “Of course.”
“Well, what does it show?”
“Not much. They didn’t turn on the lights. They relied on an electric torch. They wore black. I can send you the footage, but I doubt you’ll spot anything I didn’t.”
“Oh really? Well, you send it along, and we’ll see what a professional can come up with, why don’t we?”
“As you see fit, of course, Marshal.”
They walked to the door, where Kalandri paused. “One other thing.”
“Yes?”
“Yesterday, when you showed up in my office with that offer to help –”
“Which still stands, by the way.”
“You mentioned murders. How did you know there’d been a second?”
Dani seemed momentarily nonplussed. “Well, word travels fast on a station like this, doesn’t it?”
“Very fast, it would seem. I don’t need to tell you, Agincourt, if you’re mixed up in murder –”
“I’m not, Kalandri.” There was something genuinely rare in her tone: honesty. It rather took the marshal by surprise. “Look, I know you think…well, that I’m up to my eyeballs in crime.”
“Aren’t you?”
“But in all the crimes you’ve ever suspected I had a hand in, was murder one of them?”
“No,” Kalandri admitted. “But that doesn’t mean things couldn’t escalate. Crime begets crime. Jewel thefts today, murder tomorrow.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Dani snapped, all veneer of charm and good humor gone. “Whatever I may be, I’m not a murderer. I didn’t kill those people.”
Kalandri scrutinized the other woman, and then nodded. “No. I don’t think you did. But you know something, Agincourt.”
To her surprise, Dani didn’t deny it. She said nothing at all.
“You need to tell me what you know.”
A sardonic smile lifted her lips. “Is this the part where you threaten to slap me in cuffs and haul me off to prison?”
“No. This is the part where I remind you that lives depend on finding this killer. That by withholding whatever it is you know, you could get someone killed.”
Dani blinked at her words. “I don’t…I don’t know anything, Kalandri. No, really, I don’t.”
“But?”
“I have suspicions.”
“Which are?”
Dani ran a hand through her hair. “It’s…it’s not that simple.”
Kalandri’s eyes fixed on hers. “Yes, it is. Lives are on the line here.”
This time, Dani didn’t falter. “I know. You have no idea. Believe me, if I could tell you, I would. But I can’t. Too much – too much rides on it.”
Kalandri felt her temper rising. She knew exactly what this woman meant. She meant she had some criminal enterprise at stake. She meant there was money on the line, and if she spilled the beans, it would jeopardize that profit.
“So what’s your price, Dani? How many people are you willing to sacrifice for your deals?”
Anger flashed across the other woman’s fair features. “Profit? Is that what you…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “I should have known. Get out.”
“What?”
“Get. Out.”
“I’m the marshal of this station –” Kalandri started.
“And this is private property. Get the hell off it. Now.”
A flash of white-hot rage passed through Kalandri. But lives were on the line. She needed to defuse this situation, not exacerbate it. She took a breath. “What if I promise immunity for – whatever it is. Even if it’s the Star. You tell me what’s going on with the murders, and I don’t press charges?”
Dani stared at her, eyes glistening, jaw set. “You really are a piece of shit, you know that?”
Kalandri stared at her, as surprised by the sight of the tears in the other woman’s eyes as by her words. “What?”
“I told you to get out of my bar. Go. Now.”




Chapter Eighteen

0530 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri returned to her office a very confused woman. Had Dani Agincourt – her arch nemesis, the one-woman bane of law and order on Station Frontera – been…crying?
What in the blazes was that all about?
And where did this master criminal, this queen of pirates and smugglers and low lives, get off yelling at her? She was the one trying to find and catch this murderer. It was Dani holding information back.
Maybe not for profit.
She’d seemed awfully insulted at the suggestion, so Kalandri allowed that maybe, just maybe, she’d let her own biases about Dani cloud her judgement there.
But if profit wasn’t her motive, then what? Why not disclose what she knew, or guessed? Why not save lives? What could possibly be more important than that?
So musing, she turned to surveillance footage. Dani had not sent over the footage from her office, but there was more to view.
It occurred to her that scouring security cam recordings had consumed the majority of her time lately.
Remember when you thought life was too boring? she chided herself. Now look at you: more crimes than you can shake a stick at, and everyone pissed at you. From the mayor to the criminal elements.
She turned to footage from The Court’s main entrance, looking for anyone who might have slipped in all clad in black. At the same time, she pulled up the cameras over the back entrance.
Then, playing both at triple speed, she let the footage roll. People came and went, tiny figures moving at breakneck speed.
None of them matched Dani’s description. On and on the footage went. Kalandri yawned into the back of her hand, thinking she should put on a pot of coffee.
Then, she froze. A small figure had blitzed past the camera – a figure covered from head to toe in black.
She rewound and played at regular speed. She saw The Court’s backdoor. A cowled figure scurried into view, glancing over his shoulder. Then he ducked into the door.
Kalandri noted the time stamp and pulled up footage from cameras in nearby sectors. One by one, she tracked the figure backwards – back through halls and passages, past the Via Robotics peacekeepers, who nodded his way but didn’t stop him. Back across the promenade. Back to his point of origin.
Back to the museum.
She watched in astonishment as the hooded figure stepped out of the front doors of the museum, pulling his hood low. But not before she caught a clear glimpse of his face.
“Son of a bitch. Taggert Grimald.”
The thief who ransacked Dani Agincourt’s office was none other than the museum curator himself.
Kalandri wasted no time in heading to the museum, although her knocks at first went ignored. Increasing the urgency and frequency however produced the desired result.
The door opened a sliver, and Taggert Grimald’s wary face peered out at her. “Marshal? Oh my word: have you found it? Have you found the Star?”
“No. But we need to talk, Mr. Grimald.”
“Talk? It’s oh-five-hundred hours, Marshal!”
“Yes. But you’re clearly not abed, are you?”
“Well, no. There’s always work to be done.”
“Quite. Offices don’t ransack themselves, do they?”
Grimald stared, wide-eyed. Then the door started to slam shut. Kalandri had anticipated this, however, and so pressed her foot against it. The door remained open.
“We can talk in your office or mine, Grimald. But we are talking.”
“How did you…I mean, how dare you accuse me of something like that?”
“Drop the act. I’ve got you on camera.”
The curator blinked, and then his shoulders slumped. He took a step back, and the door fell open. Kalandri stepped inside.
“Are you going to arrest me?” he asked.
“I should,” she said. “You broke and entered. You damaged private property. You broke multiple laws. But why don’t you tell me why you were there before I make any decisions?”
Grimald’s face cycled through a series of emotions – first fear, then confusion, and finally anger. His eyes blazed, and even in the dim partial light of the interior, she could see his cheeks redden.
“She has the Star, of course.”
“Does she? How do you know?”
“Well, who else? You suspected her yourself, didn’t you?”
“Who I suspect or didn’t doesn’t matter. I haven’t arrested her – or anyone else – which means I didn’t have proof.”
Taggert scoffed. “Because you won’t look for it, dammit. It’s in that safe of hers. I know it is.”
“What makes you so sure Dani Agincourt robbed you?” Kalandri persisted. “A guy like you doesn’t break into someone’s office on a hunch, Taggert. Talk to me. What’s going on?”
Grimald’s eyes darted around the room, fixing at last on his shoes with a keen interest. “Well,” he said, shrugging, “it’s the only thing that makes sense, isn’t it?”
He was lying. That was obvious. But she couldn’t figure out why. “Did someone tip you off? If you’re worried about protecting your informant, I can be discreet.”
“No,” he said. Then, his eyes darted up from his shoes. “Yes, I mean. That’s it. That’s it exactly. An informant. I have to protect him.”
He was lying again. Kalandri would have bet her badge on it. But she played along anyway. Maybe she could get the truth out of him another way.
So she adopted a stern tone. “You should have come to me with this, Taggert. That’s probable cause. I can search her place with probable cause.”
His eyes jumped to her face and away again. “I’m sorry. Just – well, I was scared. For my informant. If – if Agincourt finds out he sold her out, well, who knows what will happen to him.”
“Quite. But you’d better tell me who it is.” When he hesitated, she added, “I will be discreet. You have my word on it. But once we get the diamond back, I need to be able to charge her. Without a name, the search will be deemed illegal, and she’ll walk.”
“Oh. Right. Okay. It’s that right hand man of hers. You know the one: red hair, big beard, likes to dress like some kind medieval tree cutter or whatever.”
Kalandri knew the man alright. His name was Brigham Talbot, and his style of dress was as eccentric as his boss’s – and as well suited to the establishment’s theme. And he left the station three weeks ago to visit sick family. A fact that Grimald apparently did not realize.
Still, she decided to make certain. It was possible Talbot had fallen out with his boss, and so called the curator from off station. “Brigham Talbot, you mean?”
He nodded vigorously. “That’s the one.”
“And you spoke to him?”
“Yes.” Impatience crept into his tone.
“When?”
“When? Uh, today. This morning, I mean. He – he stopped by the museum.”
“In person?”
Grimald frowned at her. “Obviously.”
“Okay. Excellent. Did he say why he was telling you?”
The question seemed to flummox Grimald. “Well, uh…”
“Had he had a falling out with his boss?” she prompted, noting with satisfaction just how quickly he jumped at the suggestion.
“Yes. Yes, that was it. Something about a raise, or something.”
Definitely full of shit. “Great. Okay, that’s what I needed. Thanks, Taggert. I’ll let you know if I find the Star.”
Kalandri returned to The Court, only to find a Closed sign. An unusual sight for a place that almost never shut down.
She rapped on the door, and after a few moments, a hulking bouncer in a light tunic and dark tights answered.
“We’re closed.”
Flashing her badge, Kalandri said, “I’m not here for drinks. I need to talk to Agincourt.”
The man hesitated and then nodded. Standing aside, he gestured with a nod of his head toward the back office. “Right. She’s in the back.”
“Thanks,” Kalandri said, and set off on the now familiar path.
The office door was closed, and she tapped out a sharp double knock. Dani’s voice called, “Come.”
Dani was seated behind her desk, and she stared in astonishment as the marshal entered. “You? I thought I told you –”
“You did,” Kalandri interrupted. “But I’m here with news, about your office. I know who trashed it.”
That put the kibosh on any forthcoming rants. Dani just stared.
“It was Taggert Grimald.”
“Taggert Grimald?” she repeated. Then, she barked out a laugh. “The curator? Good God.”
Relief certainly hadn’t been the reaction Kalandri expected. She found herself more confused than ever – but determined to get to the bottom of something. She strode forward boldly and sat across from the other woman.
“You’re relieved?”
“Am I? Well, I suppose a little. I mean, there’s a murderer running around the station. Anyone would be relieved.”
A murderer. “Are you afraid of being murdered, Dani? Do you have a reason to think someone would target you?”
The other woman blinked, and then laughed again. A stilted laugh. “Of course not. It’s just, when I saw the office – well, I jumped to conclusions. Wrongly, thank goodness.”
Kalandri studied her. She was lying. No doubt about that. And not well, either. Not with her usual self-assured aplomb.
She decided not to call Dani on the lie, though. She was in a prickly mood. Challenging her would make her dig her heels in. Better to come at this sidewards.
“How do you know you were wrong?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, we don’t know who the killer is. Maybe it is Grimald.”
A familiar twinkle lit Dani’s eyes. “Our curator, a cold-blooded killer? Well, I confess it never occurred to me. This must be why you’re the Marshal, and I’m not.”
She was back to joking, to mocking. She felt comfortable again. On solid ground. Which could only mean one thing: Kalandri was nowhere near the mark.
Not a surprise. Whatever Grimald might be, money was his only profit. And there seemed to be none in bumping off a clothier and a transport pilot.
Still, she felt a flicker of satisfaction in getting the truth out of Dani, especially as she hadn’t meant to reveal it.
“He did mention something else. Something I thought was interesting.”
Dani eyed her curiously. “Oh?”
“He said he had hit your office because he got a tip from someone in your organization. A tip saying you had the Star in your safe.”
She erupted in mirth again – nothing forced about this laugh. “Well, well. Our curator has quite the imagination. But I suppose you’re about to demand I open the safe and show you? I’m happy to do so, if it sets your mind at ease.”
“No need,” Kalandri answered. “I know he was lying. About the tip, anyway. He does believe you have it. In fact, he was desperate enough to come here to try to steal it back. But not because of a tip.”
“Then why?”
The marshal studied her a long moment. “That’s an interesting question, isn’t it?”
Dani’s eyes twinkled. “Ah. So we’re back to me being the thief, are we?”
“On the contrary, we never moved from it in the first place.”
The underworld queens’ lips twitched, but for a moment, she said nothing. “May I make a suggestion, Marshal?”
“By all means.”
“You are very convinced that I am the guilty party. I won’t say our relationship so far makes that an unwarranted assumption. But I must point out that you seem to have ignored all other possibilities.”
“What possibilities?”
“Who stands to gain now that the Star has been stolen?”
“The thief.”
“Obviously. But who else?”
Kalandri considered the question for a moment, but came up with no good answers. “Who?”
“Perhaps the person who will be receiving a substantial insurance check.”
The marshal laughed. “Are you suggesting Grimald robbed himself?”
“Suppose he did,” she said. “He would receive the value – possibly above the value – of the stone. He could either keep the Star, or sell it to a collector who would ask no questions. Either way, he’s got the money in hand, and the gem to dispose of as he sees fit.”
“But, that would mean he would have been the one to sabotage the station.”
“Yes,” Dani nodded.
“Not you.”
“I did tell you from the beginning that I had nothing to do with that.”
Kalandri shook her head. “I don’t believe it. If he stole the diamond, why would he be ransacking your office looking for it?”
“Ah. Now that is an interesting question, isn’t it?” Dani’s eyes were twinkling again.
“Isn’t it?” Kalandri asked, her tone dry.
“I don’t pretend to have your knack for these things, Marshal. But if I were to hazard a guess, I would say – maybe things didn’t go according to plan. Maybe, for instance, someone found out what he was up to, and intercepted the jewel.”
“You mean, you stole it from him, after he stole it from himself?”
“Now Marshal, when did I say me?”
Kalandri ignored the question. “Then he figured out you took it, and he came here trying to steal it back.”
“I would say he somehow came to the mistaken conclusion that I had something to do with it. But otherwise, yes.”
“Dammit, Agincourt, I knew you were involved.”
Dani sighed. “How many times must I tell you –”
“Was it him who erased the footage, or you?”
“It wasn’t me.”
“And Tuscanfreigh? Was he working for you or Grimald?”
“You really won’t give up on that poor young man, will you?” Dani asked, eyes twinkling.
“That ‘poor young man’ is a serial criminal.”
The other woman snorted. “Please. He’s committed a few petty crimes, yes. But doesn’t everyone deserve a chance to start over? To live honestly?”
“I wouldn’t have a problem with if he was living honestly. But he’s working for criminals. Namely, you.”
“I should be offended, Marshal.”
“You do realize that you admitted to a crime, right? Robbing a thief is still theft.”
“I admitted to nothing. I gave you my best guess as to what happened, and nothing more.”
Kalandri harrumphed.
“I suggest you have a conversation with Mr. Grimald. I suspect if you turned your inestimable powers of persuasion to the task, you could get him to admit his part. You’d have to charge him with the sabotage, of course. But you might be able to convince the insurance company that it was all a misunderstanding.”
The marshal stared at her, mortified by the suggestion. “And why would I do that?”
“Out of the goodness of your heart.”
Kalandri harrumphed again.
“Surely a little mercy is warranted. After all, Mr. Grimald is going to lose both the diamond and the insurance policy.”
“And I suppose you expect me to ignore your part in all this?”
Dani smiled sweetly. “Unless you can prove it, I’m afraid you’ll have no choice, Marshal.”




Chapter Nineteen

0645 Hours, Station Time
Taggert Grimald withstood her questions for about two minutes. But when she reminded him that she had surveillance footage of him leaving to ransack Agincourt’s office, and mentioned the fact that Brigham Talbot wasn’t even on the station at the time he’d allegedly spoken to Taggert, the curator folded.
He sobbed out a confession, which he retracted by time they reached the marshal’s office. But she had it recorded and reminded him of the fact.
So begrudgingly, he admitted the facts of the case were such as he’d presented them. He had sabotaged the power relay, and he had stolen the Star. But he insisted it was all part of a prank, a scheme to bring the station – and his museum – notoriety, and to draw visitors once he “discovered” the Star.
He swore six ways to Sunday that he had no intention of committing insurance fraud. “I only filed a claim after the Star of Anuga really did go missing.”
Which was technically true, since the diamond vanished during the hullabaloo about the power outage.
Grimald had stashed it in a wall panel down the hall from his shop. He said he’d noticed it loose by chance, and thought it would make a good hiding place. It fell in the blind spot between two cameras, so no one would observe what happened.
Kalandri figured he’d used it as a drop and pickup point before, for his less than legal antiquities dealings.
“But that damned Agincourt woman must have figured it out and taken it. It’s her you should be arresting, Marshal, not me.”
How Dani had done it, the marshal couldn’t quite fathom. Not until she got the full story of the sabotage out of Grimald.
He’d purchased the bomb in pieces from a smuggler. He didn’t know the smuggler’s name, but they’d completed the transaction in The Court. He hadn’t told the smuggler his reasons why, but he had explained what it needed to be capable of doing.
He’d also purchased a key breaker – a bit of software that could break passwords, and gain a hacker admittance into an otherwise secure system.
Hearing that, the rest of the pieces fell into place for Kalandri. The smuggler would be one of Dani’s people. He would have told his boss, maybe even got sign off from her before procuring Grimald’s requested parts.
And Dani would have figured it out from there. She would have had people on him, watching and waiting for the moment. Someone would have seen him stash the diamond and hurry off to erase the security footage.
That same someone would have helped themselves to the Star. And all the while, Dani Agincourt would have remained at her club, building a perfect alibi.
As for Tuscanfreigh, well, he was Dani’s insurance policy. She needed Grimald to get into the marshal’s system, and erase the security footage. She didn’t want her man, whoever it was, being spotted in the vicinity of the diamond.
That was the only concrete link between her and the real theft.
Of course it had to go. So she’d planted Tuscanfreigh to delay Kalandri, all to ensure that Grimald erased the evidence of his crime – and hers.
Devious, wicked – and damned clever.
Kalandri couldn’t begrudge a modicum of appreciation for the woman’s ingenuity, however illegal its application.
She was pulled from her thoughts by Grimald’s ongoing whining. “What the hell are you smiling about, Marshal? There’s nothing amusing about this situation.”
She realized with a start that she was smiling, rather stupidly at that. Clearing her throat, she said. “Right. Well, the thing is, Grimald, you’re going to face charges. Obstruction of justice, filing a false report, damage to station property – all of it.”
He started to protest again, but she interrupted. “And it could be worse. A lot worse. I could slap you with terroristic attacks. Intent to cause distress.”
“I didn’t – I wasn’t.”
“I doubt a jury would believe you, and your ever-changing narrative. But the point is, I’m going to charge you for the actual damage you caused, and the time you wasted. And nothing more – this time.
“I don’t need to tell you that should you ever do something like this again, I won’t be so understanding.”
He scowled but said nothing.
“And I will of course have to advise the insurance company of the circumstances. In light of everything, they may well decide not to pay.”
“Ridiculous,” he sputtered. “I was robbed.”
“Yes, but arguably as a result of your own actions and negligence. And, more importantly, law breaking. There’s plenty of precedent to relieve them of any monies otherwise owed.”
Kalandri left him to mull this over – not in silence, for his protests followed her all the way down the hall from the interview room to her office.
She wasn’t particularly sympathetic. Grimald was a conman and a thief, and he’d been outconned by a better con artist. The rogue’s food chain, as it were.
By now, the evening deputies were clocking out, and the dayshift clocking in. She apprised them all of the latest developments in both cases – the arrest of the curator and antiquities dealer, and the assassin’s disguise.
But more to the point, she was on hand to receive a report from the head of the night shift.
A rather disappointing report, as it turned out.
They’d found nothing – no sign of anyone ducking into the warehouses during the time in question, and no hint of the fake alien’s disguise. “Sorry boss. Whatever he did, he covered his tracks well.”
Contemplating that development, or lack of development, she waited until 7 to ring the mayor’s office. She didn’t give him a chance to talk, but launched into her own spiel instead.
“Good news, Mayor. We found the culprit behind the station’s sabotage.”
Belcher was silent – a rare feat indeed, to shut up the mayor of Frontera Station.
Kalandri went on, “It was Taggert Grimald, sir.”
This did get a response. “Old Tags? Impossible. You must be joking, Marshal.”
“I’m not.”
“Then you’ve lost your mind, woman. He didn’t rob himself.”
“As a matter of fact, he did. I have his confession.”
Another moment of silence – even rarer, to shut him up twice in a single conversation. She congratulated herself on the win while he collected his thoughts. “His…confession?”
“Yes sir. He admits to the whole thing: the sabotage, stealing the diamond, deleting the footage.”
“And where is it now? The Star, I mean.”
“That’s where things get even more interesting.”
“I don’t like ‘interesting,’ Marshal.’ I like answers.”
“Grimald hid the diamond behind a panel on the promenade. Someone raided the panel, presumably while he was infiltrating my office, and stole the diamond from him.”
“Someone?” he repeated, his tone sharp. “Do you know who?”
“No sir,” she lied. She did know, but she had no evidence. And if she gave Belcher a name now, in the mood he was in, he’d demand an arrest. An arrest that would sabotage any hope of building a case later on.
“Wonderful,” he fumed. “The diamond is still missing, and we still have no idea where it is.”
“But we know who took it in the first place, and who sabotaged the station.”
“If you’re expecting a pat on the back, Marshal, I’m afraid I’m in no mood to dole out congratulations on a job half done.”
“Certainly not, Mayor. I expect nothing from you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“The good news is,” she went on, ignoring the question, “there’s no further need for a state of emergency, now that we know who attacked the station’s power system.”
“That’s my call to make, not yours. You worry about doing your own job. Belcher out.”
1020 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri had tried Jasper de Burgh’s line several times, but without success. So leaving her deputies to watch over the picketers – and keep an eye on Via Robotics’ peacekeepers – she headed for the doctor’s office.
She’d hit a dead end in tracking the killer. Somehow, and she could not yet explain how, he’d vanished. Maybe she’d figure it out and maybe she wouldn’t, but in the meantime, she needed another angle.
Another lead.
De Burgh should have completed his postmortem by now. Maybe, just maybe, his investigations would have turned up the angle she needed. She wasn’t betting on it, of course.
But she could certainly do with the discovery of skin cells under the murdered man’s thumbnails, or the presence of blood other than his own, or something equally fortuitous.
And yet, she found nothing – no new evidence, and neither hide nor hair of Jasper himself. She first searched the outer lobby and reception area – now permanently bereft of staff, due to station budget cuts – then made her way to the exam rooms and back office.
She found no one.
In the morgue, she found Mr. Beauchamp and Mr. Vandermeer on ice – but again, no sign of Jasper
Kalandri checked the time. Too early for him to be out to lunch, and way too late for him to be running late.
And in either case, he should be answering his comm unit.
What the hell’s going on now?
A new thought hit her, and she was a bit embarrassed it hadn’t occurred sooner. Bathrooms. Maybe Jasper had had an urgent call of nature.
It didn’t explain why he wasn’t picking up her calls, but it might explain why he wasn’t in his office. So she searched out the bathrooms – the public stall just off the waiting room, and the private unit by the back office.
Neither were occupied.
Kalandri dialed his comm unit again, her impatience mounting. It was a workday, and she had a murder inquiry ongoing. Two murder inquiries, in fact. What the hell was Jasper playing at?
As before, she reached the doctor’s voicemail, with its insipid, monotone greeting: “You’ve reached the offices of Dr. Jasper de Burgh physician, surgeon and coroner. We are unable to come to the line now. Please leave a message and we will return your call.”
Waiting until the anticipated beep sounded, Kalandri barked, “Dammit, Jasper, this is the Marshal. I need to talk to you. Answer your phone.”
Then, finding that venting her frustration had done nothing to alleviate it, she sighed and threw a final glance around. It didn’t make sense to go on hanging around. Jasper wasn’t here. That was clear.
Nor did she have any idea when he’d be back – or where he’d gone, for that matter.
Then, she paused. Maybe there was something she could do about that. Maybe he’d taken notes or left some indication in his office.
Feeling no compunction about snooping – she was the marshal, after all – Kalandri headed into Jasper’s private office, shutting the door behind her.
No point in getting caught in the act, should the doctor return. The fluted privacy glass of the window afforded her a partial view of the hall. She’d be able to make out a vague outline of his figure, but no particular details.
Which also meant that Jasper might be able to see someone in his office, but he wouldn’t know what they were up to.
Not that she had no right in the circumstance. She felt sure she could make that case to anyone’s satisfaction, with one or more murderers running around the station. But what he didn’t know wouldn’t lead to lengthy explanations and justifications.
Jasper was not an orderly man, not according to the state of his desk anyway. Piles of papers, reams of files, and stacks of scribbled notes littered the surface.
Kalandri sorted through them, one after the other, frowning at the disordered hand and appalling script.
How can he even read this scribble? She could barely make out the language, much less make sense of it.
Still, she kept at it, and with some effort – and a good deal of guesswork – discarded each note in turn. There were a few relating to the two deaths, and quite a few notes about his regular patients, but nothing that told her where he’d gone, or why.
So she shifted to the drawers. One after another, she pulled them out, shuffling through the papers she found inside.
She reached the bottom drawer on the lefthand side and pulled out a large stack of letters. Then, she froze. There, hanging from the bottom of the drawer above, dangled a piece of tape.
Thick, clear tape, with traces of thick brown paper fibers stuck to it.
Fibers that looked an awfully lot like the brown paper notebooks from Beauchamp’s flat and Vandermeer’s ship.
Kalandri pulled a pair of gloves out of her pocket, and leaned in to slide the drawer out of place. At the same moment, glass shattered, and the high whine of a laser pistol split the stillness of the office.




Chapter Twenty

1045 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri hit the deck, while fragments of glass crashed onto the floor. She could see them land from underneath the desk, like so many shards of crystal confetti – shimmering, shining, shattering.
Beyond the door, a figure stood in the hall. Splintered glass hid his face, but she could make out the torso in the lower half of the window – now, bereft of any glass.
Not Jasper de Burgh. To broad, too muscular to be the doctor.
But a perfect match for the spottled faux alien who had killed Collin Vandermeer the day before.
Kalandri didn’t as a rule carry weapons. She’d never had cause to regret that choice before. But she did now. Now, she wished she had some kind of ranged weaponry. Something she could use to stun or neutralize the killer.
She didn’t, though. She had nothing but her wits – and a sinking feeling that she was indeed a dead woman.
Still, she mustered her most commanding and confident tones as she called, “This is Marshal Kalandri. Drop your weapon and put your hands above your head, or I will shoot.”
The figure froze.
“I won’t tell you again,” she threatened. Buy it. Please, buy it.
Maybe he did, and maybe he didn’t. She wasn’t sure. What she did know was, he didn’t wait to find out one way or the other. He took to his heels and ran.
Not ideal, but not death, either.
Kalandri sprang to her feet, taking cover behind the wall and peering into the hallway beyond. As far as she could tell, he really had gone.
She opened a station-wide emergency signal for all law enforcement on the station. In a few words, she relayed her location and situation, and urged all personnel to proceed with extreme caution.
“Suspect is armed and dangerous. I need a full lockdown of this deck.”
Then, carefully, she proceeded out of the office and down the hall. Overhead announcements started to boom through the station.
“Code Black Lockdown in effect immediately. All station residents and visitors are ordered to shelter in place. If you are in a public throughway, retreat to the nearest private area or public shelter immediately,” one canned message said.
Another, directly on its heels, warned, “A dangerous fugitive has been spotted in this area. Proceed to shelter immediately and in an orderly fashion. Do not panic. Do not push or shove. Do not talk to strangers.”
On and on the voices droned, their tones ranging from chipper and informational to calm and professional. Kalandri could hear cries of alarm as residents took in the situation. She could hear the clatter of feet as people rushed for the nearest shelter.
She reached the front office and the empty reception desk. The door hung open, but she could make out no sign of the shooter.
Despite the warnings, people were in the midst of full-blown panic outside. Wide-eyed mothers clutched screaming children to them, practically dragging them across the promenade. An old man behind a walker moved so fast he nearly toppled. Two young men careened into each other in their haste to exit an eatery, both sprawling onto the deck as a result.
And peacekeepers – peacekeepers swarmed the scene, barking orders.
“Freeze! Freeze or I’ll shoot.”
“Hands above your head. Let me see your hands, dammit!”
“On the ground, now. Now!”
Their menacing presence, their drawn guns and angry shouts, did nothing to calm the crowd. The screams grew louder, the movement more frantic.
Kalandri threw a desperate glance around the promenade, trying to find her target. She spotted him, disappearing into a crowd. She wanted to follow. She thought she might have been able to catch up to him.
But she couldn’t. Not with peacekeepers drawing guns on civilians and threatening to shoot.
“Dammit!” Seizing her badge and holding it above her head, she plunged into the thick of it all.
“Stand down. Peacekeepers, stand down, by order of the marshal.”
A few glanced her way. One raised a rifle toward her. She had the thought that she was going to be livid if she died here and now, because of Mayor Belcher and his tough guys for hire. But she didn’t back down.
She leaned into every bit of Esselian DNA running through her veins, in the strength of an unbroken line of matriarchs who could freeze water with a glance. And she fixed the helmeted figure with a look of absolute contempt. “Lower your weapon, merc. Now.”
To her everlasting relief, it worked. The peacekeeper lowered his rifle.
“Peacekeepers, this is the marshal. You are to vacate the promenade immediately.” Then, realizing they probably wouldn’t comply regardless of her authority to give the order as senior law enforcement official on the scene of an active shooting, she added, “There’s an armed assassin loose on the station. Your number one priority is the mayor’s safety.”
That did the trick. The peacekeepers thundered off making a tremendous ruckus, boots clattering and commanders shouting.
But they weren’t the only one to vanish. By time Kalandri could peel her eyes away from the mercenaries, the assassin was long gone. She raced in the direction she’d seen him heading, but he might as well have vanished in a puff of smoke for all she found of him.
1130 Hours, Station Time
Another call with the mayor ensued, but the tenor of this encounter proved markedly different than the previous one. It probably helped that Kalandri, while not directly stating the assassin was coming for him next, might have implied it.
In fact, might have implied it rather strongly.
Belcher still found the fortitude to imply that the entire situation was Kalandri’s fault – with truly effective law enforcement being all the deterrent such mad men need, and so on – but his efforts remained primarily focused on his own well-being.
He went back and forth on whether he should remain in his office or retreat to his quarters. He had a stack of plusses and minuses for each option.
On one hand, he needed to remain visible in such times of trouble. The public needed to see the steady face of unruffled leadership. And so on.
On the other hand, nothing would devastate morale like the assassination of the highest-ranking public official on the station. The public would understand if he decamped to a more fortifiable position. It was not a retreat, but a tactical withdrawal.
Kalandri listened mostly in silence, murmuring assent only where and if she felt necessary. But the mayor was a man with a very firm belief in his own mental acuity, so he needed only the occasional assurance that his ideas were brilliant.
Not because he doubted it, but because he liked to hear it.
Finally, determined to crawl back to his own flat and hide there surrounded by his peacekeepers until the murderer was apprehended, he terminated the call.
Kalandri breathed a sigh of relief.
“Good news?” Mwangi asked.
“The best: Belcher’s going to tuck his tail and hide until we catch this guy. So we can work without worrying about his interference.”
“That is good news,” he agreed. “Which is better than what I’ve got.”
Kalandri didn’t like the sounds of that. Mwangi had been reviewing security footage, trying to track where the killer had gone after she’d last seen him. “What’d you find?”
“It’s what I didn’t find that’s bothering me. I can track this guy all the way to sector eight. After that, he just vanishes.”
“Sector eight,” Kalandri repeated. In her mind’s eye, she brought up the map of the station, and of the main deck of the promenade. She pictured the sectors, the artificial divisions and demarcations that carved each one out of the whole.
“Where in eight?”
“Between Heathcliff’s Hair and B’klar’s Baklavas. I pick him up passing the salon, but then – he just vanishes. None of the other cameras catch him.”
She pictured the hairdresser’s shop, the bakery, and the length of promenade between the two. “There’s a water fountain there, isn’t there?”
“Yes. And public bathrooms. And a shuttered storefront. You know, where that café used to be. The one that ended up sending people to the infirmary with food poisoning last year?”
Thoughts of Jasper, irate at the overload from a sudden influx of patients, swarmed her mind. After treating the sick, he’d stormed the café, and, finding some particularly unsanitary conditions, threatened to brain the cook.
She’d had to threaten to arrest him before she could pull off the poisoner. Where the hell are you, Jasper? And why is our murderer after you?
“I remember.”
“Anyway, that’s what is there.”
“Could he have slipped into the café?”
“Possible. I sent Fitzherbert and Jurdanti to check it out.”
“You don’t sound optimistic.”
“No. The café’s alarm didn’t go off, and no one overrode it, either.”
“But he couldn’t have just disappeared into thin air,” she mused.
“Not unless he knows something about physics that we don’t,” Mwangi agreed.
It seemed a repeat of his trick from the day before: detour down a quiet area with a few unoccupied spaces, and somehow, vanish.
“The bathroom,” she said. “There was a bathroom yesterday too.”
“What?”
“When he vanished yesterday. There was a bathroom there too.”
“Yeah, but they didn’t find anything.”
“No. But I’m going to take a look anyway.”
Mwangi shrugged. If he thought it was a waste of time, he didn’t say so. “You want me to come with?”
She shook her head. “No. I need you to do me a favor. I need you to find Jasper de Burgh.”
“The doc? You think this has got something to do with him?”
“Maybe.”
“I don’t see what. It was you he shot at.”
“Yeah,” she agreed. “But I’m not convinced he knew that. I think he saw someone though the privacy glass and assumed it was Jasper. When I identified myself, he could have shot again. I mean, if I was the target. But he didn’t.”
“You’d hid by then. Maybe he didn’t know where you were. And you said you told him you had a gun, right?”
“Yes.”
“Well, there you have it: he chickened out.”
“Maybe,” she conceded. “But I found something in Jasper’s office. Tape on the bottom of one of his desk drawers. He’d hidden something there.”
“So? I mean, it’s pretty old school, but you’d be surprised how many people still do it. And it could be anything. Love letters. A secret checkbook. Whatever. Doesn’t mean he’s mixed up in anything someone would want to kill him over.”
“I think it was another one of those brown notebooks.”
“You mean – the ones Vandermeer and Beauchamp had?”
She nodded, explaining the fibers she’d found in the tape, and how they looked like matches for the notebook covers.
“Did you take it?” he asked.
“I went back and got it, after I got the damned peacekeepers off the promenade. I sent it in to lab, but we won’t know for a while yet.”
He nodded. “You know how lab works: like molasses in wintertime.”
“I have no idea what that means,” Kalandri admitted. She’d spent plenty of years around humans, but she’d yet to pick up on all their curious idioms. “But if you’re saying slowly, I concur.”
Mwangi flashed her a broad grin. “Got it in one, boss.”
“Right. Well, I’m heading out. Contact me when you know where Jasper went, okay?”
He promised he would, and Kalandri made her way to sector eight, past the hairdresser and the shuttered café, and toward the public bathroom.
A large yellow sandwich board blocked entry, declaring Closed for Maintenance. Please use another facility.
Now that’s interesting, she thought, wishing for the second time that day that she had some kind of weapon on her person.
Had the killer cordoned off the bathroom? Had he holed up until it was safe to sneak out?
Was he in there even now?
“Hello?” Kalandri called. “Anyone in there?”
No answer. She strained her ears, trying to filter the station’s background noises from those emanating from the bathroom.
She couldn’t be sure, but – was that running water?
“Hello? This is Marshal Kalandri. If you’re in the bathroom, identify yourself.”
No one spoke, but the water ceased abruptly. She definitely hadn’t imagined it, then.
“Identify yourself,” she called again, louder and more authoritatively this time.
But no one did. For a long moment, nothing at all happened. Then an old man’s head poked out of the bathroom. “Eh?”
Kalandri stared at him. She could only see a bit of his torso, but he seemed to be clad in maintenance coveralls. “Are you – who are you?”
He took a step forward, revealing his full form, and tapped the nametag above his breast. “Name’s Cooper, like it says. Whose asking, then?”
She frowned at that. Did no one on this damned station know who she was? “I’m the marshal.”
“Marshal? Oh. Kalanara or whatever. I ken who ye are.”
“Kalandri.”
“Right. Well, I didn’ee vote for you, see? I voted fer the other guy.”
Charming. “Are you working on the bathroom, Cooper?”
“What’s it look like, lass? Course I am.”
“Why?”
He regarded her with a frown. “It’s my job, it is.”
“No, I mean –” She took a breath, biting back on the frustration she felt burbling up inside her. “What’s wrong with the bathroom?”
“Someone dropped a doozy.”
“What?”
“Dropped a log. You know, had a proper shite.”
She stared at him. “Are you saying…defecated?”
“Aye, obviously. Did yer mother drop you on yer head, Marshal? You’re a slow one, y’are.”
“Now you listen to me, Cooper,” she started. But again, forced a more agreeable tone. “That is…are you saying the toilet is clogged?”
“Aye, obviously,” he said again.
“And you’re certain it’s – defecation that’s the cause?”
“Well, what else’d it be?”
He asked the question with a good deal of contempt, as if no other possibility existed. But an idea was taking shape in Kalandri’s head. An idea that might lead to the murderer.
And this unhelpful old man just might have a role to play in finding him.
“Have you located it yet, the ‘log’?”
“Would I still be here if I had?”
“No, of course not. Okay, I’m going to wait while you work.”
“What fer?”
“Because I don’t think you’re going to find a ‘log,’ Cooper. I think someone plugged the toilet with something else. Something they shouldn’t have been flushing.”
“On purpose, ye mean?”
“No. I think they were trying to dispose of something. I don’t think it’s the first time they’ve done, but for whatever reason, it got stuck this time.”
Cooper regarded her like he might an asylum escapee. “Well, on yer head be it if the job ain’t a pretty one.”
“As you say,” she nodded. “Come on, let’s get to work.”




Chapter Twenty-One

1200 Hours, Station Time
Over the course of the next half hour, Kalandri did very little in the way of work. But Cooper was swearing and sweating up a storm. The old man had quite the colorful vocabulary, it turned out.
But at last, with an exclamation of wonder that she had in fact been right, Cooper hauled a clump of something gelatinous out of the septic pipe.
“What in God’s name is this?” he demanded.
Kalandri stared at the slimy, greenish substance. “It’s a disguise.”
The old man snorted. “Disguise? For what? Someone pretending to be a giant booger?”
“No, it’s not – it’s breaking down. It’s what’s left of a disguise, I should say. It’s prosthetic putty.”
“It’s what?”
“It’s water soluble,” she went on. “Which is probably why no one reported problems yesterday. Maybe he flushed it in pieces. I don’t know. But whatever it was, today he flushed too much all at once, and it gummed up the works.”
Cooper stared at her. “Lady, whatever yer saying, it’s Greek to me.”
She nodded. “Don’t worry about it. We just need to bag that.”
He moved to the garbage, but she stopped him.
“Not like that. It’s evidence.”
“If ye say so, I’m sure it is,” he said, in a tone that conveyed nothing like certainty. “But what you be wanting me to do with yer ‘evidence?’”
That was a good question. She needed to bag it, of course. But none of the evidence bags she had with her were large enough for the great gloppy slab of goo.
“Do you have any other garbage bags? New ones, I mean.”
“Course.”
“Okay. We’ll use one of them.”
He directed her to the bags in his cart, and she procured one. Opening it wide, and pulling her fingers as far away from the center as possible, she nodded. “Right, go ahead. Careful now.”
Cooper went on regarding her like a madwoman, but he did as she asked. A whiff of stink passed as he dropped the sloshing mass, and she wrinkled her nose.
The old man grinned at her expression. “Not a pretty smell, is it? Well, ye get used to it after a while.”
Kalandri hoped very much that that was not true – that she’d never encounter such odors frequently enough to grow accustomed to them. Or ever again, if she was lucky.
But she kept this thought to herself, and thanked Cooper.
He scratched his head, and then shook it. “Now, if that be all, I’ll be gettin’ back to me work.”
Bag in hand, sloshing with each step, Kalandri left Cooper to it. She headed for the lab. Whether the actor’s putty still contained any DNA, she couldn’t begin to guess. Probably, having been fished out of a septic pipe, it would be full of all kinds of DNA.
Maybe some of it would be the killer’s. But even if the DNA angle led nowhere, she’d made a break: she knew how he kept disappearing.
He was pulling off his disguise, flushing it, and emerging a new man.
Which meant, he would be in the surveillance footage after all. Sooner or later, he’d have to emerge from the bathroom. Maybe it would be minutes later, or hours. Maybe he’d leave alone, or maybe he’d move with a crowd.
But one of the cameras further down the way would pick him up. And as long as he was on record, they could find him.
They would find him.
Despite the chaotic events of the morning, she walked with a spring in her step. She’d made progress – real progress – today.
She was just starting to tell herself that they might actually solve this case when her comm unit trilled.
Mwangi spoke without preamble as she accepted the call. “Boss, I know where Jasper went. And you’re not going to like it.”
A pang of apprehension shot through her. Had something happened to the doctor? Or – worse – was he involved in some way?
“Where?”
“The Court. And he didn’t go alone, either. Dani Agincourt showed up at his place at five this morning. Twenty minutes later, they both emerge from his house, and go straight to her bar.”
“Shit,” Kalandri said. “I knew she was mixed up in this somehow.”
“Right. What’s our play?”
She glanced at the bag in her hand. The lab was on the other side of the station, and it would take hours for them to process this anyway. A short delay wouldn’t make much difference.
“I’m heading to The Court. Meet me there.”
“You got it, boss.”
Ten minutes later, she was standing outside Agincourt’s entertainment and dining complex, arguing with an extremely skeptical bouncer. He was human and seemed to be comprised of muscle – one two-hundred and fifty pound ongoing slab of it, from his head to his toes.
He had no defined neck. His face just widened, cords of muscle piling on top of cords of muscle. His head morphed into shoulders, from which massive, tree trunk arms and broad meaty hands the size of dinner plates hung. His barrel chest made way for a slightly narrower set of hips – and then more rippling cords of muscle running down his legs.
The man was in fact quite terrifying, not least of all for the set scowl he fixed on his features. So Kalandri tried to strike a cheerful, unintimidated air.
The titan was having none of it. He would not admit her, he said, and no amount of sarcasm would change his mind. His primary objection seemed to stem from her evidence bag. Apparently, a black garbage bag didn’t fit the vibe of the place.
Nor did he appreciate Kalandri’s quip. “Really? If trashy isn’t what you’re going for, you really need to give your decorator the heads up.”
In fact, amusing as she’d found the remark, it seemed to really put the man’s nose out of joint. He pressed a button beside him, and in a moment, she was arguing with not one but two burly meatheads.
“Look, I’m the marshal,” she finally snapped. “Here’s my badge. See where it says ‘marshal?’ Now I’m coming in. You can either get out of my way, or I can arrest you for impeding an investigation.”
The two men closed ranks: a five or better hundred pounds of flesh and blood barrier. One of them growled.
That threw her. Who growls at people?
She really hadn’t thought this through. It was all well and good to wear the badge, but she didn’t really plan to slap them in cuffs. More to the point, she wasn’t sure she could.
Somewhere behind her, someone cleared their throat. “Gentlemen, please,” Mwangi’s diplomatic tones sounded. “We need to speak to your boss. There’s an assassin loose on the station, and every moment we delay, we put her life in danger.”
The two meatheads exchanged glances. The second on the scene growled again, but it was a different type of growl, if there could be such a thing: a frustrated growl instead of menacing.
The original bouncer nodded. “You can go through. But if you cause the lady any trouble, we’ll throw you out on your asses. Badge or no badge.”
Kalandri bristled, and might have responded had not Mwangi taken hold of her arm and gently steered her past the duo. “Right. Thank you for your time, gentlemen.”
He waited until they’d moved out of earshot, and then asked, “Did no one ever tell you that you catch more flies with honey than vinegar, boss?”
She shot him a confused look. “Flies?” She vaguely remembered a species of winged pest native to Earth.
In the early days of space travel, humans carried the wretched things to just about every corner of the cosmos. Nowadays, more effective pest control methods eliminated the insects from most vessels and stations.
Which knowledge explained her confusion. People had gone to great lengths to eliminate the pests. Why would anyone want to catch them?
“Yes. Meaning, you will have greater success if you are less abrasive.”
Another idiom, then. Humans really did love the damned things. “I’ll never understand why you humans insist on couching your meaning in unnecessary layers of language,” she complained. “Why not just say that, instead of all this talk about pests and honey?”
Mwangi shot her a sideways glance as they approached the dais, and its empty throne. “You’re deflecting.”
“I’m what?”
“You’re nitpicking the delivery of my message in order to avoid the content. There, is that direct enough for you?”
She frowned at him, but only for a moment. Then she cracked a grin. “I’m not sure. Maybe I prefer idioms after all.”
“You’re still doing it. Deflecting, I mean.”
“Yes, yes, I know. And you’re right. I should be…less abrasive. But really, Mwangi, did that man have no sense of humor.”
The deputy shook his head as they made for the tapestry. “And that bag? Do I even want to know?”
“We pulled it out of a toilet. Actually, out of a sewer pipe.”
He raised a hand. “Please, pretend I did not ask.”
She snorted. “You think the description is bad? Wait until you smell it.”
He shot her a withering glance. “Is there some reason you’re carrying it?”
She explained briefly, concluding before they reached the office. Both fell silent as they stood outside the closed door.
Kalandri raised her hand to knock.
“Perhaps I should do the talking,” Mwangi suggested.
She frowned at him and lowered her hand. “I’ll take care of it, thank you deputy.” And with that, rather than knocking, she seized the handle and threw open the door.
And found herself staring into the barrels of two separate guns – a rifle and a pistol, both aimed at her head.




Chapter Twenty-Two

1330 Hours, Station Time
Jasper de Burgh and Dani Agincourt stared back at her from across the guns. His jaw sagged and she blinked. Then, in unison, the barrels lowered.
“Marshal? What the hell are you doing here?” Jasper demanded.
“How’d you get past security?” Dani demanded.
Kalandri took a moment to catch her breath. It was the third time in a day someone had taken a shot or pointed a gun at her. She craved an exciting job as much as anyone.
But really, there were limits to how much excitement one could reasonably stand in a day.
“Do you mind telling me why you’re pointing a gun at my face?” she finally demanded.
“Sorry about that,” Dani said, flashing a charming smile. One that almost hid the concern in her eyes.
“We thought you were someone else,” Jasper added.
“Clearly,” Mwangi said, a wry note in his tone. “Perhaps you should tell us who.”
Dani shook her head. “No. I’m sorry, we can’t do that.”
Kalandri felt anger burble up inside her, and with it, the rest of her senses returned too. She stepped into the office, off the threshold. Mwangi followed her.
“Listen, Agincourt, my deputy – he’s the diplomatic one. But me? I’m the direct one.” Mwangi groaned behind her, but she persisted anyway. “Now, he might have been polite about it, but that wasn’t a request. You and Jasper are up to your eyeballs in this. That’s clear. You’re going to tell me what ‘this’ is.”
Jasper shot Dani a look. She smiled again, that old, familiar cool smile. “Marshal, you’re barking up the wrong tree here. Again, I might add. We aren’t who you’re looking for.”
Kalandri took two steps forward, until she was standing face to face with the other woman. “Someone took a shot at me earlier today, Dani.”
Dani blinked. “They what?”
“They almost put a laser through my skull.”
“If you think that was us –”
“Someone who thought I was Jasper.”
Dani had no response to that. Her face went very pale, and her eyes widened. But she didn’t speak.
“Now you know why. You’re going to tell me why, because whatever you’re mixed up in, I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on.”
Jasper threw Dani another look, pleading this time. “Maybe we should…”
“We gave our word, dammit,” she hissed back.
“Is it worth dying for?” Kalandri demanded.
Dani blinked at the question, but then nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry, Marshal, but it is.”
Kalandri shook her head, disbelief mingling with anger. She turned to face Jasper. “What about you? She may be willing to die for it, but is profit worth your life too?”
“Profit?” he repeated. “It’s not – that is, we’re not –”
“Jasper,” Dani warned.
“You’re not what, Jasper?” Mwangi urged.
He didn’t answer, though. He turned to Dani instead. “We need to tell them.”
“We promised,” she said again. “We agreed to the risks, dammit.”
“But he’s got the notebooks, both of them. Someone has to stop him.”
“The assassin?” Mwangi asked. “You think he took these notebooks?”
Kalandri shot him a warning look. The idea of those books falling into the killer’s hands rattled them. They didn’t need to know the truth. Not until she did, anyway.
“What notebooks, Jasper?” she pressed. When he said nothing, she added, “If there are lives at risk, you need to tell me.”
“Dani, we need to trust her.”
The other woman studied Kalandri for a long moment, and then groaned, and retreated behind her desk. Plopping into her seat, she said, “Fine. But first, I need your word that what we’re about to tell you goes no further.”
“This is a murder inquiry,” Kalandri started. “I can’t conceal evidence –”
“I’m not saying don’t arrest the assassin. But – you’ll understand when you hear. There’s background that doesn’t need to be public.”
Kalandri snorted. “I’ll be the judge of that.”
“If what you say is true,” Mwangi put in. “If you’re not asking us to conceal evidence of lawbreaking or perfidy of any kind –”
“We’re not,” Jasper put in hurriedly. “It’s nothing like that, I assure you.”
“Then in that case, you have our word.”
Kalandri shot him an annoyed glance. As much as she appreciated his zeal, these were her negotiations to run.
But she didn’t contradict him.
“Right,” Dani said. “I suppose we’ll have to trust you, then.” She gestured toward chairs. “Take a seat. This is not a short story.”
She went on as they sat. “You’ve heard of Mulikar Tanshier, of course?”
“Of course,” Kalandri nodded.
“An unpleasant place, if you’re not born a human male. Women are second class citizens there, born for childbirth and domestic labor. They are denied education beyond basic arithmetic and reading, and married off after their first menstrual cycle. We’re talking about children, young girls: eleven, twelve, thirteen.
“Many of them die in childbirth. Their bodies are just not ready. But of course, reproductive healthcare is almost non-existent. There is no birth control available there, and no abortions permitted. If a woman dies in childbirth, that is considered to be their god’s will.”
She shook her head. “Their god is apparently a god of dead women.”
“Pregnancy and childbirth are the leading causes of death among the women and girls of Mulikar Tanshier,” Jasper put in.
“And do you know the second?” Dani asked, her face hard.
“No,” Kalandri admitted.
“Men. ‘Domestic disputes.’ Husbands, fathers, brothers. Women are their property, to discipline as they see fit.”
“I spent part of residency on Mulikar Tanshier,” Jasper put in. “I worked in the emergency department, Marshal. Every day, I would treat women with broken bones, covered in bruises. Women who lived in fear for their lives. Women who accepted rape and beatings as part of their daily routine. As ‘God’s plan’ for them.”
Kalandri listened in silent mortification. She knew about Mulikar Tanshier, of course. Everyone knew about Mulikar Tanshier. A brutal place, governed by religious ideals from a time long, long ago.
Yet the colony was useful for trade, and so polite company didn’t delve too deeply into the particulars.
“They don’t stop with women, of course. People like that never do,” Dani went on. “Homosexuality is a felony on Mulikar Tanshier. Did you know that?”
“I had heard that,” Mwangi said, “yes.”
“The sentence varies. An ‘unrepentant homosexual’ is sentenced to life in a labor camp. A death sentence, but not so merciful as to be immediate. A long, slow, brutal sentence – a shortened life of hard labor, starvation rations, and constant beatings, rape, and general abuse.
“A first-time offender is subject to so-called corrective therapy. Torture is what it is, Marshal.”
“I treated patients who had endured that too,” Jasper said quietly. “There are multiple schools of thought, but the overarching commonality is the severe physical and psychological trauma inflicted on the patient.”
“The salvation-through-pain school of thought tries to drive the ‘evil’ out through suffering. To heal the sinner’s soul by the application of physical pain. Beatings, starvation, constant surveillance: months of it. It’s a whole industry on Mulikar Tanshier, and a very profitable one.
“Then there’s the other school of thought. The Reset. They believe you must reset the offender’s sexuality.”
“‘Corrective’ rape,” Jasper said. “That’s what it is. Women are made to subject to the so-called correction of the pastors and counselors, until they deem them cured.”
“They do the same thing with the men,” Dani put in. “But it’s trickier. He’s expected to be the initiator. And if a man consistently cannot, he’s considered to be rebellious. To be choosing sin over forgiveness.”
“Then he goes to the camps,” Jasper said.
“There’s similar ‘corrective measures’ for trans people,” Dani said. “For women who are caught studying. For anyone found to be engaging in ‘subversive’ activity, or interacting with people outside their species.
“But I think you get the point, Marshal.”
Kalandri did. “It’s terrible,” she said, knowing the words were woefully short of the truth even as they left her lips.
“Yes, it is,” Dani said. “And the Union won’t do a damned thing about it.”
“They’re not members of the Union,” Mwangi observed.
“No. But we choose to trade with them all the same. We invite their spiritual and political leaders to our stations, to our summits. Our leaders shake hands and exchange smiles and polite pleasantries with the men who oversee the rape and abuse of a planet full of people.”
Dani’s eyes were cold as ice, but fire laced her tone. “You accused me, Marshal, of being involved for profit. No. Not I. Our great leaders, whose laws you uphold. That’s who is involved in this for profit. Not me. Not Jasper.”
Kalandri felt the rebuke like the ring of a gong, reverberating through her body. She tried to find her voice, but had to clear her throat before she could speak. “What – how are you and Jasper involved, then?”
“We’re part of an escape network,” she said simply. “An underground railroad. We bring people to safety.”
“Any people,” Jasper said. “Women, men, cis or trans people, lesbian, gay, bi or straight. There are more opportunities for men to defect, of course. Cis men, anyway. But along with everything else, there’s tremendous wealth inequality. And there are plenty of men who don’t agree with the system, but they were born into it the same as everyone else. So we help anyone who needs to get off world.”
“We provide them with a new identity,” Dani said. “New papers. Union citizenship.”
“Forgeries?” Kalandri asked.
“What do you think?”
“That’s – that’s illegal.”
Dani fixed her with a frigid stare. “So arrest me, Marshal.”
Kalandri shifted in her seat. “I didn’t…I wasn’t…that is, go on.”
“I treat their medical needs. They usually have plenty. Most of the planet’s working class suffers from malnutrition and lack of adequate medical care. Most of the women have endured multiple pregnancies, one right after the other.”
“Whittaker would help them curate their appearance to whatever they desired,” Dani went on. “Wigs, clothes – full sets, and the finest workmanship. So they could have a new start at life. As good a start as we could give them.”
Kalandri nodded. That explained Whittaker Beauchamp’s part in all this. “And Vandermeer? I assume he was involved too?”
Dani nodded. “Collin would fly people out to wherever it was they wanted to go.”
“So someone is targeting your underground railroad,” Mwangi concluded. “They killed Mr. Beauchamp and Mr. Vandermeer. And that shot they took at the marshal, it was meant for you, Doc.”
“That’s right,” Dani said. “Somehow, they must have figured out who we were. And they sent someone to the station to deal with us.”
Kalandri thought back to the brown notebooks, to the lists of names and the dates. “But, you guys were only moving a handful of people a year.”
“Yes,” Jasper said. “Unfortunately. There’s only the four of us here, and while we work with some outsiders – mostly to smuggle people off the planet – it’s always risky.”
“We’re limited by resources,” Dani said, more succinctly than her partner.
“Would they really send someone here to kill you, over a few people a year?”
Dani snorted. “They’re doing God’s work, Marshal. And we’re interfering. Of course they would.”
“It’s more than that,” Jasper put in. “There’s a real fear on the planet of outsiders corrupting their youth and attacking their way of life. They see the Union as morally corrupt, decadent. The very concept of cooperation between races and species is abhorrent to them. An aberration of nature and God’s design.
“To say nothing of the Union concept of rights. They see our rights and protections as contrary to the will of their god.”
“Essentially, we’re corrupting their youth and taking them to hell.”
“You’re saving lives,” Kalandri countered.
“You really don’t understand the mindset, Marshal. A dead child is better than a living one, if their death is some form of redemption. Parents turn their own children in for the ‘crimes’ of homosexuality or questioning their gender. They know what’s going to happen.
“But they believe their child will find eternal salvation through suffering and even death. So better unhappy or dead but saved, than happy and alive unsaved.”
Kalandri shook her head. The idea was too barbaric to comprehend. She thought of her own family, of their grave disappointment and semi-estrangement from her. She may as well have defied a god in their eyes, in turning her back on the bureaucratic machinery of the Union.
And yet, never in a million years would they have considered harming her. What parent could? How far must the natural bonds of parent love be perverted and warped to lead a parent to such a wicked end? How much fear and hate would someone need to feel to turn on their own child in such a way?
Mwangi’s instincts seemed to have survived the conversation better than hers, for he stayed focused on task. “Do you know who the assassin is?”
Jasper shook his head, and Dani said, “No. No idea.”
“Well, it has to be someone from the planet, right? So we look for anyone recently arrived or originally from Mulikar Tanshier. Then we check alibis.”
Kalandri glanced at her deputy. He was leaning forward, eyes gleaming. “Listen, you two don’t need to worry, alright? Now that we know why they’re here, we’re going to catch them.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

1530 Hours, Station Time
Mwangi’s theory ran into a brick wall for one simple reason: there were no station residents, permanent or temporary, from Mulikar Tanshier. They hadn’t even had a supply ship from the planet in months.
In fact, only one ship stationed at Frontera had even visited the planet recently. And that was the Black Flag. Unlikely that a ship captained by a lesbian would be involved in enforcing Mulikar Tanshier’s rabidly anti-gay retribution, but not impossible.
What was impossible was that she or any of her crew had killed Vandermeer. Kalandri and her deputies had already verified they were all onboard the ship when that particular killing occurred.
But that didn’t mean they weren’t involved somehow. As Mayor Belcher had pointed out, the killings didn’t start until the Black Flag arrived. And some people would do anything for money.
Kalandri couldn’t see Maggie as such a person, but she and Mwangi scoured through everything they could find about her anyway. Intuition was all well and good, but she needed evidence.
Magdalene Landon-Ellis had a colorful history, and one that sometimes hinted at illegality. She was a privateer, after all. Very few privateers stayed on the right side of the law all the time.
Yet nothing stood out as a particular red flag, and the captain had executed herself with uncommon valor in a number of situations. She seemed to clash with Union admiralty about as regularly as she’d been commended by the brass.
Kalandri concluded that their findings were inconclusive, and Mwangi concurred. The Black Flag might be involved, and it might not.
Which left them – nowhere, for the time being anyway.
Not until she got back her lab report. She’d sent the bag to lab, though not until Dani commented on the smell. Which, in fairness, had started to seep out rather noticeably.
Lab had received her request with about as much relish as Cooper in maintenance. But they’d accepted it anyway, as they had no choice.
So maybe that would yield results.
In the meantime, she was back to surveillance footage, both her and Mwangi. She decided she really did hate that particular aspect of her job. There was nothing more tedious than scouring hours’ worth of recordings for two or three seconds of potentially usable material.
Still, it had to be done.
Someone had walked into the bathroom, put on their disguise, and walked out again as a fake alien. Then they’d come back after shooting Beauchamp and Vandermeer, flushed their disguise, and retreated to wherever they called home base.
Which meant somebody would be on the surveillance footage up until the bathroom, but no further. That same someone would exit the area later, having appeared nowhere else in the interim.
They just needed to find who that someone was, to pick out the one face that temporarily vanished.
The problem was, despite both Kalandri and Mwangi scouring the footage, they found no one. There were a few folks who disappeared, presumably into the bathrooms, for extended periods of time. But they emerged very much themselves, and could be seen on camera wandering about the station on their normal business.
Not mysteriously disappearing during the times of the shootings and then retracing their steps.
Indeed, the closest anyone came to a crime was loitering; and that was one of the Mayor’s Pension Fund crimes, not anything that concerned her.
Kalandri was in the midst of rewatching one of the tapes when her comm buzzed. She checked the number, and a strange mixture of anticipation and dread filled her.
Still, she managed a cheery tone as she answered, “Hello Mother.”
“Kalandri,” the older woman replied. “I’m calling with an update about our conversation. You remember, where we discussed the matter of that difficulty you were encountering?”
She shook her head with amusement. Her mother’s insistence on absolute discretion tended to turn mundane conversations into something better suited to a B-rated spy thriller. “Yes, I remember.”
“Good. There has been some movement on that front, although I would not expect anything immediately. These matters take time, as you know.”
“Of course.”
“Good,” she said again. “Well, hang in there. I’m sure it will all be resolved soon enough.”
They both hesitated. Then, the older woman concluded with, “Right. Goodbye then.”
“Bye mom,” Kalandri answered. But it was too late. The line had already terminated.
Mwangi glanced up. “You two are talking again?”
She shrugged. “You could call it that, I guess.”
He surveyed her for a long moment, his expression inscrutable. Then, he nodded. “Okay then.”
“I called her about the lockdown,” Kalandri volunteered. “I filed a complaint, actually.”
“About Belcher?” His tone registered some surprise.
“Yes. What he’s doing, I don’t think it’s legal.”
“Probably not. But he’s the mayor. He’ll get away with it.”
She frowned at him. “You take a dim view of our system of justice.”
“I prefer to think I’m a realist, boss. When’s the last time you heard of a guy like Belcher being held accountable? A fortnight from never is when.”
“You really do love your idioms, don’t you?”
He grinned. “And you love ignoring the point.”
“Well, you may be right. But I’m not going to sit back and do nothing.”
“As well you shouldn’t. But, that’s easy for me to say. I’m just a temporary deputy. You’re the one who has to deal with him long-term.”
“He can’t fire me. I’m elected.”
“True. But he can make your life very unpleasant.”
Kalandri snorted. “Have you met the man, Mwangi? He already makes my life unpleasant.”
He grinned. “Yes. But, he can make it more unpleasant.”
“Let him. I’m still going to do my job.”
Mwangi nodded. “And that is why I voted for you.”
Kalandri was about to respond when her comm rang again. This time, she cringed. “Oh hell. Speak of the devil.”
“See? You enjoy these idioms as well.”
“Mr. Mayor,” she greeted, her tone radiating faux enthusiasm. “What can I do for you?”
“I just got a very interesting call, Marshal.”
Something about the thin veneer of calm in his tone gave her pause. “Oh?”
“Someone – I wasn’t told who – opened a case against me with the Union oversight board. Accused me of an abuse of power in ordering a station lockdown.”
Shit. That was quick. “Oh. Well, uh, that’s…unfortunate, sir.”
“You wouldn’t happen to know who, would you?”
“Well, I can’t say. I’m sure there were quite a few people who objected to the move, sir. It could be anyone, really. But whoever it is, well, as a whistleblower, their identity would be protected anyway.”
“You think you’re very clever, Marshal,” Belcher growled.
She frowned. That was the second time in a day someone had growled at her.
“Heed my words: you’d better watch yourself. You don’t want the man who cuts your check as an enemy.”
“Is that a threat, sir?”
“It’s a warning, Marshal. And if you’re smart, you’ll heed it.”
With that, the line terminated.
Kalandri sighed. “Well, looks like life is about to get unpleasant. More unpleasant.”
1710 Hours, Station Time
The fight broke out just after five in the afternoon. It started as some of the strikers vacated their daytime posts in search of food.
A few of the off duty Via Robotics peacekeepers were passing at the same time, ostensibly by coincidence.
The peacekeepers said the strikers attacked them. The strikers said the peacekeepers struck first. Civilian witnesses backed up both parties. Several people claimed to have seen a peacekeeper hit Rilka. Several others claimed Rilka struck the first blow. Most said they weren’t sure who hit first. They’d heard angry shouting from both parties, and seen them set upon each other.
Kalandri believed the strikers. She felt damned sure the peacekeepers had started it, and probably on Belcher’s orders. He might have held back before, but he knew he was running out of time now that the Union had opened an investigation.
More than that, he was pissed. He viewed being reported as some kind of double cross. And Belcher wouldn’t sit back and take that. It wasn’t in his DNA.
He would escalate.
And yet, Kalandri couldn’t prove it. The peacekeepers had intercepted the strikers between cameras, and they’d moved in close. What little footage showed was useless: just a general blur of motion and violence.
Plus, she had witnesses backing up both parties. There was only one thing she could do: slap everyone in cuffs until she could sort things out.
Which, in Mwangi’s colorful vernacular, went over like a lead balloon.
Rilka called her a traitor. The strikers said they should have known they couldn’t count on her.
“Cops never support the workers,” someone declared. “You’re no better than any of the rest of them.”
The peacekeepers had similar lines, but for different reasons. She was supposed to be one of them. They were on the same side. She’d sold out her badge and turned traitor.
Nothing good ever happened to traitors, they warned. “Watch your back, Marshal,” the apparent group leader, a Sergeant Mulari, offered.
“Thanks. I’ll add threatening an officer to your list of charges, Mulari,” she countered.
“I ain’t threatening no one. I’m just saying, you lie with dogs, you end up bit. That’s just how it goes, Marshal. You side with these anarchists, you can’t be surprised when you get swept away in the flood of chaos.”
Her jail now full almost to capacity, Kalandri dialed Dani Agincourt.
The other woman’s voice carried wry amusement when she answered. “Marshal, I hear you’re being kept quite busy.”
Kalandri shook her head. Gossip really did travel faster than the speed of light. At least on Station Frontera. “Yeah, you could say that.”
“You calling to check in on me?”
“No.” Though her thoughts had turned more than once to the other woman, she’d stationed Fitzherbert and Jurdanti to guard the pair. And she certainly wouldn’t give Dani the satisfaction of knowing she was worried about her in the midst of all this chaos.
“How disappointing.”
“I’m calling because I need a favor, actually.”
“Really?” Surprise mingled with amusement in the other woman’s tone. “You need my help?”
“Don’t sound so damned pleased about it. I need you to get that lawyer of yours, Le Goix, up here. There’s a bunch of strikers who need representation.”
“Hmm,” Dani said. “I’m not sure that’s going to work.”
“Why’s that?”
“Well, Mr. Le Goix is currently representing Albert Tuscanfreigh. You may recall, he’s unjustly suspected of involvement with the theft of the Star of Anuga? Anyway, I’m not sure he’s going to have time to take on a bunch of small cases.”
Kalandri swore under her breath. “Fine. Fine. Tuscanfreigh is no longer under suspicion.”
“I’m sure he’d like a formal acknowledgement of that. Maybe even an apology.”
“You’re pushing too far, Agincourt.”
“Pushing? I have no idea what you mean, Marshal.”
Kalandri considered for a long moment. If she sent Tuscanfreigh a notice that he was no longer under suspicion, it would essentially torpedo any case she might make in the future.
Probably, the judge would toss it outright, suggesting she’d deceived Albert in order to deprive him of counsel. But even if it got past the first hurdle, a defense lawyer would make mincemeat of her once she got to the stand. She would be painted as either duplicitous or incompetent.
“Fine. I’ve got bigger fish to fry,” she conceded. Across the desk, Mwangi raised a thumb’s up. Approval of her use of the phrase, presumably, since he had no idea what they were discussing.
“I’m sure he’ll be delighted to hear it,” Dani purred.
“You’ll send Le Goix?”
“I will inform him of your decision. Pending receipt of the document, of course, I’m sure he’ll be over directly.”




Chapter Twenty-Four

2100 Hours, Station Time
By nine o’clock, everyone had posted bail – the strikers, with the help of William Le Goix, and the peacekeepers, thanks to Via Robotics counsel.
Kalandri was ready for bed, or a stiff drink, or a stiff drink followed by bed.
But she couldn’t allow herself the luxury of any form of relaxation. Not with a killer on the loose and a mayor angling to fight.
Instead, she set her steps to the Black Flag. She had spent the last few hours, when not being called a traitor by everyone and their mother, thinking about the case. Thinking about who might be on a mission to off the enemies of the Mulikar Tanshier social programs.
And she recalled her conversation with the captain, about retrieving the replacement relay control. She and Kay had stayed on the ship. Which meant someone else, some member of the crew, had gone out.
Probably alone and unsupervised.
Kalandri wanted to know who, and she wanted to know if they’d been approached by anyone. Maybe a dead end, but so far, that’s all she’d run into today.
Sooner or later, her luck had to change.
Sydney the robot welcomed her onto the ship with delight. “Have you decided to take me up on my offer, Marshal?”
Kalandri surveyed the robot for a moment, and then nodded. “As a matter of fact, Sydney, that’s why I’m here,” she lied.
“Indeed.”
“Indeed. We believe there may be a link between the killings and Mulikar Tanshier. In fact, the killer may have recently come from the planet, or met someone who came from the planet.”
“Indeed,” the robot said again. “And why is that?”
“I’m afraid the ‘why’ is – let’s say classified.”
“I understand. You are not at liberty to discuss.”
“Exactly.”
“So you suspect someone from the ship is involved.”
Kalandri blinked, then stuttered out a denial. A denial that didn’t convince Sydney, and likely would not have convinced anyone.
“Forgive me, Marshal, but I detected multiple signs of prevarication as soon as we began to converse. You did not come aboard to engage my services.”
“No,” Kalandri admitted. “I didn’t.”
“You came here because you have learned something about the killer – something that links him to Mulikar Tanshier. We have recently come from Mulikar Tanshier. Consequently, you are considering the possibility that we may have had something to do with the murders.”
Kalandri stared at the bot, owning up to the truth of his statement, but demanding, “How in blazes did you figure out all of that?”
“It is quiet simple, really. You were clearly lying about your reason for being here. The fact that you found a link to a planet we have only just visited, combined with your lies, left little room for alternate theories. And you chose to interrogate me knowing that robots are inherently honest, unlike biological beings.”
Kalandri murmured a tepid acknowledgment. She would have phrased it somewhat differently – something to do with picking him out as an easy mark. Although that had been in error, clearly.
“Another lie, Marshal. You did not solicit my input because of my honesty, but because you believed yourself equipped to deceive me.”
Kalandri frowned at him. “Now how the hell did you know that?”
“You have multiple tics that denote deception. Your pupils shift, and then you overcorrect, fixing your gaze rigidly on the target of your attempted deception. Furthermore, your tone changes, imperceptibly to most ears I imagine. But not to my sensors. Your breathing quickens as well, and –”
Kalandri raised a hand. “Alright, alright. I get it. I’m a lousy liar.”
“I did not say that, Marshal. On the contrary, I would rank you above average.”
She scowled at him. “Do you or do you not have any information for me, Sydney?”
“I’m uncertain. If you’re asking if any of us are linked to the murders, no. Not that I’m aware, anyway.”
She sniffed. “And you’d know if your crew were lying to you, I suppose.”
“Indeed,” he said, seemingly oblivious to her sarcasm.
“Okay. So if they aren’t involved, why didn’t the killings start until you guys showed up?”
“A curious question, Marshal. But one that presupposes the two events are linked. I have not seen evidence to suggest that they are.”
“No,” Kalandri agreed. “I don’t have evidence. But you have to admit, it is a strange sequence of events: you visit the planet, then you come here, and then someone starts killing people on my station, on behalf of the planet.”
“The probability of the events occurring without some manner of linkage is low,” he conceded. “But if I knew anything, I would tell you.”
“Even if it involved your captain?”
He paused for half a moment. “In this case, yes. But I can assure you most resolutely, the captain is not involved.”
“In this case?” she prompted.
“I mean that I reserve the right to disclose information on a case-by-case basis. If my captain were involved in the murder of innocent people, I would disclose it.”
“But not if she was breaking the law in some other way?”
“That would depend on the circumstances, Marshal.”
Once again, she found herself scowling at the robot. “You can’t cherry pick the law.”
“If you say so, Marshal.”
Deciding she would get nowhere debating the finer points of legal ethics with this confounded bot, she asked, “I understand one of the crew left the ship when you stopped to pick up the relay control.”
“That is correct.”
“Who?”
“I believe you should refer that question to the captain.”
“Why? I thought you weren’t going to hide anything about this case?”
“I am not hiding it. But I would no more wish to focus undue suspicion on an innocent party.”
“I’m not accusing them of anything, Sydney. I just need to talk to them.”
“Again, I believe you should refer that question to the captain.”
She scoffed. “Some deputy you’d make. Fine. Show me to your captain.
Maggie received her and heard her question, with visible skepticism. “You think we’re involved, Marshal?”
“No, I don’t. But I can’t ignore the fact that your ship is the only one with a link to all the pieces of this – you visited the planet, you arrived just before the killings started.”
Maggie reminded her, rather forcefully, that they’d visited Mulikar Tanshier as a favor to the station. That under normal circumstances, she would never land on such a world.
“I know. But it doesn’t change the timing or the sequence of events. Captain, I’m not accusing you of anything. But I need to know if your man on the ground was approached by anyone. Did anyone give him a message to deliver?”
Maggie snorted. “Of course not.”
“It might not have seemed suspicious. It could have been a perfectly innocuous message, maybe to a friend or family member.”
The captain surveyed her for a long moment, and then tapped a sequence of buttons on her comm unit. “Dr. Fredricks, will you report to my ready room? Thank you.”
To Kalandri, she said, “He would have told me. But you can question him if you like.”
“Thank you, Captain.”
“I don’t need to tell you that Dr. Fredricks is one of my longest serving crew, and I trust him implicitly. I would appreciate if you did not try to pin murders on him.”
Kalandri didn’t know how to respond to that, so she chose not to answer at all. They waited in silence for Dr. Fredricks’ arrival.
The ship’s medic looked to be in his mid to late thirties somewhere, or perhaps early forties. If that was the case, the years had treated him well. He had a youthful look, and he flashed a smile as he entered.
“Ah, Marshal. Have you found the assassin?”
“I’m afraid not, Chris,” Maggie said. “She’s actually here to question you.”
Dr. Fredricks stopped in his tracks. “Me?”
“I know you didn’t commit the murders,” Kalandri hastened to assure him. “We already placed the entire crew on the ship at the time of Mr. Vandermeer’s death.”
“Well, that’s a relief.”
“What I want to ask about is your time on Mulikar Tanshier.”
“It wasn’t much time. We were there less than an hour.”
“Still, I want to know what happened.”
The doctor shrugged. “Not much. We landed, I disembarked. There was a shuttle waiting to take me to the supply depot.”
“Wait, what?” Kalandri interrupted.
Dr. Fredricks stared blankly, as if he didn’t know which part of his story she was questioning. “What?”
“You said there was a shuttle.”
“That’s right.”
“Is that usual?”
He shrugged. “Don’t know. I guess.”
Kalandri wasn’t so sure, but she nodded anyway. “Okay. Go on.”
“The shuttle let me out at the depot. They had the part waiting for me. I signed off on it, they transferred it to my possession. I got back in the shuttle, and returned to the ship. We left orbit. That was all there was to it, Marshal.”
“Did you talk to anyone while you were there?”
“Sure. The guy at the depot.”
“What about the driver of your shuttle?”
“Automated vehicle. No driver.”
“Did the guy at the depot say anything in particular? Anything personal?”
Fredricks shook his head. “No. He didn’t say much of anything. Asked for an ID, asked for a signature, told me to have a good day.”
Kalandri frowned. “And no one else approached you? No one asked you to take a message for them, or anything like that?”
“Of course not.”
“Nor did we take on any passengers,” Maggie put in. “Before you ask that. We were in and out, and that was it.”
Kalandri smiled wryly, because it had been on her list of questions. “Is that normal for Mulikar Tanshier? From what I’ve heard, they’re very particular about security. They make a big deal of declaring alien crewmembers and all that.”
Maggie shook her head. “This was a straightforward process. Like I said, in and out. They cleared us to land, we landed.”
“They did remind us of the regulations surrounding non-human biologicals,” Sydney put in.
“Yes, but it was in passing. No rigmarole.”
Which didn’t sound anything like the Mulikar Tanshier she’d heard about before. That was far too accommodating, far too no-nonsense.
Something was off.
“Mr. Fredricks –”
“Doctor,” he corrected.
“Right. Dr. Fredricks, you didn’t pick up anything except for the relay control? Nothing for your own ship?”
“Nothing.”
She frowned in thought. “Could anyone have slipped anything onto your person? Some kind of signal emitter. Maybe in a pocket or something.”
Fredricks considered for a moment. “I guess it’s not impossible. But I didn’t run into many people. I think there were maybe to besides myself and the depot manager. And no, they didn’t talk to me.”
“No such device was carried onto the Black Flag,” Sydney interjected. “I would have detected it, Marshal.”
Which really did exhaust her list of questions. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d missed something, but she had no idea what that something might be.
So she nodded. “Right. Okay then. Thank you for your time.”
“Marshal,” Maggie put in, “about our request to leave…”
“Can you stay one more day?”
“Why?”
“Because I heard from my Union contact. And I have a feeling lockdown isn’t going to be an issue for much longer.”
Maggie considered this intel, and then nodded. “Alright. One more day.”




Chapter Twenty-Five

2240 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri checked in once more with Dani and Jasper. They were holed up in The Court, having pitched camp beds in the office.
Deputy Mattie was on the nighttime protection detail, standing watch over the backdoor. Another deputy was stationed at the front, and two more had been posted by the office.
Content that no one would get to the pair, she was just settling in for bed when her comm dinged. She lifted the device with a grimace, dreading to learn what new catastrophe might have befallen the station.
But it wasn’t summons for another emergency. It was Mwangi, checking in with news. “I’ve been examining Beauchamp’s computer system,” he said.
She glanced at the clock. “Do you ever sleep?”
“Gotta earn that sweet overtime some way,” he said.
She could hear the grin behind the words in his tone. “What’d you find?”
“The reason he had it so locked down, I think.”
Kalandri sat bolt upright on her bed, her mind flooding with competing visions. In one scene, Beauchamp had a trove of records related to the underground railroad, all stashed somewhere on his hard drive. In another, he had evidence of a nefarious double life he led, with details about his criminal contacts.
She couldn’t quite picture Whittaker Beauchamp as anything too nefarious. In her mind’s eye, she could see Mwangi staring at a list of black-market fabrics importers, with all the details of a tailor’s criminal network at hand.
Was there such a thing as a black market for fabrics? She shook her head. She really did need sleep.
“What do you have?”
“Business plans.”
Huh. Maybe the black market wasn’t so farfetched after all.
“He had a bunch of ideas to expand beyond the station. He was working on funding. He wanted to open shops all across the quadrant.”
“What’s illegal about that?” she wondered.
Mwangi missed a beat. “Illegal?”
Kalandri paused, replaying their conversation so far in her head – and coming to the realization that he hadn’t actually mentioned anything illegal. That all had been in her head.
She cleared her throat. “I mean, is there any sign of anything illegal?”
“No, not at all.”
She thought back to her conversation with the IT tech, and all the work he’d gone through to unlock the device. “Then why go to all that trouble to hide it?”
“He had a lot of original designs on the device too. I imagine he didn’t want anyone to get their hands on them.”
“What, like corporate espionage, but among tailors?”
“Something like that.”
Kalandri shook her head. This case got weirder by the minute. “Which means we’re no closer to finding this guy than before.”
“No. But at least we can rule the computer out.”
She tried to muster some enthusiasm. “Yeah. Good work, Mwangi. Now, for God’s sake, get some sleep.”
With a laugh and a word of farewell, he signed off. Kalandri set her comm unit into its charger, and settled back into bed. She closed her eyes, and refused to engage with any thoughts of the case – though those flitted in and out of her mind.
She was just starting to drift off when her doorbell sounded, followed up by a heavy hammering.
What the…?
Stumbling out of bed, she made her way to the door. A very angry Kudarian stood on the step, towering over her. “Rilka? What’s going on?”
The engineer didn’t wait for an invitation. She pushed past her, took several steps, and spun around. “Did you know about this, Kalandri? And so help me, don’t you lie. I’ll know if you’re lying.”
Kalandri stared at her. “Know about what?”
“Are you saying you didn’t know?” Rilka demanded, her tone even sharper than before.
Managing as soothing a tone as she could after a long, exasperating day made the worse by a weird, exasperating encounter, the marshal said, “Tell me what you’re talking about, Rilka. What’s going on?”
“He fired us. That son of a bitch Belcher. He canned us all.”
Kalandri stared at her, jaw slackening. “He what?”
“It came through half an hour ago. Termination effective immediately.”
“But – but that’s not legal. He can’t do that. Your contracts –”
“He’s invoking that damned state of emergency. It overrides labor contracts.”
Kalandri scoffed. “But that’s not how it’s meant to be used.” It wasn’t. It was meant as a stopgap, to be invoked only in moments of extraordinary need.
In emergencies.
“I know that,” Rilka raged. “But he did it anyway.”
“Shit. I know why.”
The Kudarian woman eyed her suspiciously.
“Don’t look at me like that, dammit. And stop acting like I’m some kind of traitor. If I was on Belcher’s side, I’d tell you to your face.”
“Then how do you know why he did it?”
“Because I filed a challenge, to his emergency order. The Union is reviewing the situation now. I think he knows he’s going to lose that case.”
Rilka’s eyes blazed. “So he fired us before they revoke the emergency authorization.”
Kalandri nodded. “He knows you can take him to court over it. But he’ll be able to tie that up for months, maybe even years.”
“We don’t have that kind of money,” Rilka said.
“So he’ll aim for a settlement, thinking you’ll have no choice but to take it.”
“Probably won’t be any better than the ‘voluntary severance package’ he offered at the beginning.”
Knowing Belcher, Kalandri figured he’d probably try to undercut his original offer. But this didn’t seem like the right time to share those thoughts.
“I’m going to kill him,” Rilka declared, bunching her hands into fists. “I’m going to ring his scrawny neck.”
“As marshal, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. And as your friend, I’m going to warn you, you have to get in line. I already called dibs.”
At that, Rilka cracked the ghost of a smile. Then, it vanished. “I’m sorry about what I said earlier. Calling you a turncoat, I mean.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
For a moment, they stood in silence. Then the Kudarian asked, “What the hell are we going to do, Kalandri? Our union doesn’t have the funds for a protracted battle.”
They went on standing fixed in place for another few seconds. Long, silent seconds. Then, Kalandri said, “Actually, I think I might have an idea. Listen, can you be at my office tomorrow morning, eight o’clock sharp? Along with whoever works on contracts for your union?”
Rilka stared at her. “Yes. But – why?”
“I know someone who may be able to help.”
“Who?”
Kalandri flashed a grin. “As it happens, my mom.”
0300 Hours, Station Time, One Day Later
Kalandri woke with a start. Not as a result of anything external, but rather the thoughts churning around in her sleeping brain.
When she’d finally been able to retire the night before, she’d drifted off to sleep unwillingly contemplating the timing of the Black Flag’s arrival and the start of the killings. Now, several hours later, she woke to the same thoughts.
But clearer now. Much, much clearer.
The Black Flag was involved, but not the way she’d been thinking. No. This all got back to the relay control. To the reason the ship visited Mulikar Tanshier in the first place.
The planet had been the first to offer a replacement part, their depot responding within minutes. At the time, it had seemed fortuitous. Now, it seemed contrived.
This operation had been a long time in the planning. Grimald’s sabotage probably wasn’t part of the scheme, but it would have worked well anyway.
Someone on Mulikar Tanshier, someone with a lot of sway, wanted the underground railroad terminated. They must have planted someone on Frontera, awaiting direction.
Probably, a signal to begin, or a hit list.
Not the kind of thing to transmit. Transmissions could be intercepted. Even secure encryption could be broken down eventually.
So they’d gone the old fashioned route. They’d sent a courier. An unwitting courier, but a courier all the same.
Dr. Fredricks hadn’t been lying when he said he’d been given no messages, nor had he been wrong to think no one could have slipped anything onto his person.
Whoever orchestrated this wouldn’t have left anything to chance. They’d made certain the Black Flag entered orbit without trouble. And they’d planted the message in the one place certain to make it from Mulikar Tanshier to Station Frontera.
The relay control.
Kalandri pulled herself out of bed, oblivious to any lingering feelings of exhaustion. Those had all vanished under the haze of euphoria.
She knew exactly how the message had gotten onto the station: in the control case. Now, she needed a list of who had had access to the case.
Because one of those people was the assassin.
A few minutes later, she found herself outside Rilka’s quarters, hammering away on the sleeping woman’s door.
It took some explaining to make herself understood, in part because the Kudarian was only just waking up, and in part because her own enthusiasm interfered somewhat in succinctly conveying her message.
But they got there in the end – Rilka staring incredulously, and Kalandri grinning expectantly. “Well?”
“Well what? You really think an engineer is behind this?”
“Has to be. It would explain how they knew what cameras to disable, too, and where to disappear.”
“It wasn’t one of us.”
Kalandri suspected that Rilka’s team loyalty was getting in the way of good sense. She reserved that thought, however, opting for the more tactful, “Whoever it is has to know a lot about the station. And they have to be smart.”
“I work with these people, Marshal. The only thing they’d murder is a pot of coffee or a bag of snacking chips.”
“People can surprise us.”
“Not these people.”
Kalandri found her exasperation mounting. “Everyone thinks their friends and family are incapable of hurting people. I mean, that’s how most murderers get away with it.”
“Believe me, I’m not saying it out of any misplaced loyalty. We work together – we’re more likely to be on each other’s nerves than buddies. They’re just not killers. I had to fight with half of them to face the public long enough to hold a sign.
“And the programmers and IT people are even worse.”
“Well, murder is a very solitary business,” she countered. Then, to cut off further protests, she added, “Look, if I’m wrong, I’m wrong. But right now, we have nothing. This is at least a place to start.”
Rilka sighed. “Fine. Have you even looked at the case?”
“Well, no. I mean, I’m assuming whatever was in it is gone now. And whoever took it wore gloves.”
“So this whole thing is speculation? You don’t even know if there was a note?”
It did sound mildly preposterous when she phrased it like that. “Well, that was my next question,” she lied. “Where is the case?”
Rilka yawned into the back of her hand and glanced at the clock. “I suppose there’s no chance of me getting back to sleep now. Come on. I’ll take you to it.”
That was the plan, anyway. A plan that promptly unraveled as they set out.
Rilka had left the piece in engineering, so that’s where they set their steps. But like the rest of her former team, the Kudarian was no longer an employee of the station. Her contract had been terminated the evening before.
And the masked Via Robotics peacekeepers standing outside the department entrances made it clear that they would not admit her under any circumstances. Not even when Kalandri flashed her badge and informed the men that they were impeding a murder inquiry.
“I’m sorry, Marshal. But our orders are clear. No one is allowed on site for the time being. And all terminated employees are permanently barred.”
So Kalandri did the sensible thing.
She paged the mayor, just after three in the morning. A Priority One page. She figured that would get his attention.
And did it ever.
It took almost a minute to get any answer at all, and when Belcher’s voice finally came over the line, he sounded muddled and confused.
Kalandri adopted an all-business attitude, explaining what she needed, and how the peacekeepers were blocking her. “I’d appreciate if you’d order them to stand aside so I can get on with my murder inquiry, Mayor.”
In increasingly heated tones, Belcher demanded to know if she’d really woken him to allow a disgruntled former employee into engineering. Kalandri repeated that she needed to access a piece of evidence. “That ‘disgruntled ex-employee’ is the only one who can identify it,” she said.
Which wasn’t technically true. There were probably a few engineers who could do it, and certainly several members of the Black Flag crew would recognize the case. But Rilka was here, and they weren’t.
Belcher started to scream about the hour, and the impertinence. Kalandri reminded him coolly that murder didn’t sleep. “So neither can we, mayor.”
This elicited a litany of swears, which Kalandri heard in mild amusement. Finally, Belcher ended his rant with an absolute refusal to comply.
“Alright,” she said. “Then you leave me no choice but to surrender the case to Union law enforcement. I will of course have to explain that you are impeding my inquiry. It will be for them to decide how to handle it.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

0330 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri got her way. Or, more or less, anyway. Belcher gave orders to allow her and Rilka to search for the case. But not on their own. He assigned them an escort of peacekeepers.
An escort led by none other than Sergeant Mulari. The sergeant she’d arrested not even twelve hours prior.
He seemed about as happy with the arrangement as she and Rilka, and spent the first part of their journey commenting on the composition and size of Kalandri’s testicles – being overlarge and brass in the mercenary’s telling.
Not that she had testicles, but she recognized this as another, rather cruder, human idiom denoting courage. In this case, courage verging on the foolhardy for returning what the mercenary considered his own domain.
He hinted that the pair could simply disappear, and no one would ever be the wiser. “Who is to say that crazy Kudarian didn’t come flying at me with a wrench?”
Kalandri shot Rilka a warning look, but without cause. The other woman seemed entirely unruffled by the comments. Indeed, she made no indication that she’d even heard. She understood they were meant to provoke, and had no intention of rising to the bait.
They walked on, and Mulari changed tactics. “To think that a single robot can replace a department full of you parasites.”
Kalandri saw Rilka’s eye twitch, but otherwise the Kudarian didn’t react.
One of the mercenaries laughed. Mulari went on. “Would you like to meet your replacement, Kudarian?”
Kalandri’s ears perked up at that. Was there already a bot on the station? And if so – since when?
“We haven’t decided what to call him yet. I mean, he needs a name, right? So he’s more approachable and all that. Good for public morale.”
No one responded.
Mulari went on. “Me, I’m a fan of Oliver. Some of the guys see a Lucas, but I don’t know about that. Luke, maybe. But Lucas?”
On and on he prattled, and to her credit, Rilka made no response at all. The more he talked, the less Kalandri believed they actually had a robot on the station. If Oliver or Lucas or whatever he was going to be called was here, Mulari wouldn’t have hesitated to rub their noses in it.
Finally, Rilka gestured to a door, “In here.”
It was a workroom, full of tools and benches and equipment that looked as complicated as it did expensive. Kalandri found herself hovering just inside the door, afraid to touch anything.
But Rilka summoned her to one of the benches. And there was the case, looking much like the vague memory she’d formed during her brief initial meeting with the Maggie and Kay.
Slipping on a pair of gloves, she reached for it. Mulari raised a hand. “Hold.”
“What are you doing?” Kalandri demanded.
He ignored her, turning the case over every which way, making a big show of examining it. Then, he returned it to the workbench and took a step back. “Proceed.”
Jackass, she thought. But she didn’t give him the satisfaction of a response. With gloved hands, she opened the box. There was a molded indentation in the inner packing for the control, which currently lay nearby on the workbench.
Kalandri felt around the packing, pressing and prodding. It was a thick foam material, and it gave slightly under pressure. She felt nothing below it. Still, slipping her fingers into the sides of the case, she pulled it out.
Nothing lay underneath but silver metal – no secret pockets, no concealed envelopes.
“What are we looking for now?” Mulari asked, a note of amusement in his tone.
She ignored him, running her fingers over the inner lining of the lid. This was a thick fabric overlaying some kind of softer foam.
“How’s it going, Sherlock?” the mercenary prodded.
She knew he was just trying to rattle her. And still, she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that maybe she’d been wrong. Maybe, like every other lead they’d found so far, this was another dead end.
And then she froze. Her fingers slipped into one of the seams. Or rather, a crease designed to look like a seam.
A pocket.
She probed the pocket and found it to be empty. But that, she’d fully expected. Still, it was large enough to conceal a letter or a note, or even some kind of disc or flash drive.
“Got it,” she told Rilka.
“Got what?” Mulari asked. “Looks like you got nothing.”
She ignored the question. “I need to take this.”
“Whoa, whoa now. No one said anything about you taking things.”
“I need to dust it for prints. I can’t do that in the lab. Not with all this –” She gestured to the equipment surrounding them.
“No one said anything about you taking nothing,” he reiterated.
“Okay. Let’s call the mayor. Wake him up again.”
Mulari hesitated.
“Well? What you waiting for? Make the call.”
“I’ll let you take it,” he decided in a moment. “But you’re signing for it. And if it goes missing, on your head be it.”
So she did, certifying that she was taking the case and would be filing it as evidence. Then, case in an evidence bag, she and Rilka left.
As soon as they were out of earshot, Rilka asked, “You really think they have a robot?”
“No. Not yet.”
“Me either. He would have showed us if they did.”
Kalandri nodded. “That was my thinking too.”
“You think you’ll find the killer’s prints on that thing?”
It was a good question. If the killer was one of the engineers, someone who had a reason to be touching the case, the prints would probably be there. On the other hand, if it was someone outside engineering, or someone acting out of an abundance of caution, they might have worn gloves.
“The point of smuggling it in the case was that we would never catch on.”
“You’re assuming they did smuggle something in that case,” Rilka observed. “We don’t actually have any evidence of that.”
“We have the hidden pocket.”
“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean they used it for anything.”
“The lab can take the case apart, look for traces of foreign material. But that’s how the list got here. I’ll bet my pension on it.”
“Okay. So they smuggled the list onto the station via the case, and set someone up somewhere to intercept it. How?”
Kalandri frowned at her. “It’s not even four in the morning. You are asking way too many questions for this hour.”
“Well, I’m only up because you dragged me out of bed.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“They’d have to have someone here, someone with access to engineering. That’s not easy.”
“I know,” Kalandri admitted. “I haven’t figured that piece out yet. I’m missing something, I know that. But I’m close. I can feel it.”
Rilka regarded her curiously, then shook her head. “Give me machines, any day of the week.”
0400 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri pulled six full sets of prints and several partials from the case. Some were obvious. Rilka, Dr. Fredricks and Kay from the Black Flag, all of whom would have handled it. Then there was a set the Union databases didn’t recognize – presumably belonging to the depot representative back on Mulikar Tanshier. The last two belonged to a pair of engineers.
Rilka vouched for both, saying they’d been working with her.
Kalandri accepted this, but privately made a note to follow up with them – just in case. It was all well and good for the engineer to believe in her coworkers, but the responsibility of finding the killer didn’t rest on her shoulders.
Next, she started to sort through the partials. She’d pulled a thumb and forefinger from the handle of the case. These matched to another member of the Black Flag crew, a Ginny Fredricks, wife of Dr. Fredricks.
Not particularly interesting, since Ginny worked in the ship’s engineering department.
She fed the remaining prints into the system, and watched as names and images popped up.
A picture of a smiling young junior engineer from the Black Flag popped onto the screen. He’d left a smudged forefinger and a partial index print.
Then came another unknown, represented by an empty thumbnail and the tag: Unidentified Human. They’d left prints from four fingers, two of them whole and two partials.
Henry Lorz’s face and name popped up, and Rilka frowned in confusion. “Who is that?”
“Just a drunk,” Kalandri answered.
“The one who broke the control?”
“That’s the one.”
The last name popped onto the screen, but before Kalandri could read it, her pager went off, and Mattie’s number flashed across the display.
“Shit.”
Rilka turned to her. “What?”
Kalandri didn’t answer, though. She picked up the device instead, heart thumping. Mattie was on watch at The Court. A call from him meant trouble. “Mattie, what’s going on?”
At first, she heard nothing. Then, a faint, gurgling wheeze reached her.
“Shit,” she said again.
“What’s going on?” Rilka demanded.
“The killer. He’s after Jasper and Dani. He’s there now – at The Court.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

0420 Hours, Station Time
Kalandri had deputized Rilka on the spot, and assigned her surveillance duty. Then she’d sent a Priority One summons to the rest of her deputies to meet at The Court and await her arrival.
Now, having raced straight over, she found only Jurdanti, Mwangi and Fitzherbert at the backdoor.
Fewer than she’d hoped for, but still better than going alone. And they were all armed. That had been another order. She’d brought her own pistol, and she wanted them armed too. No way she was going in or sending her deputies in after an armed killer without some means of defense.
The trio weren’t waiting for her, so much as administering first aid to Mattie MacQuoid. The old man had taken a knife to the side, and though it had missed any vital organs or arteries, he was losing a lot of blood.
“He needs a doctor,” Fitzherbert said by way of greeting. “Now.”
“The doctor’s in there,” Kalandri said. “With a killer after him.”
“What’s the plan, boss?”
“Sweep and clear. We need to move, and move now.”
“Do we know where he is?” Mwangi asked.
“Rilka’s monitoring the cams. We saw him get inside with Mattie’s badge. He hasn’t come out since. She’ll let us know if he does. Come on.”
With that, she headed to the door. As marshal, her own badge would get her into most spaces on the station. It was an authority that came with all kinds of rules surrounding when and how it could appropriately be invoked without first acquiring warrants and so on.
But an active shooter situation definitely fell under sanctioned usage.
She badged in and stepped through the door, gun drawn, sweeping the hall from side to side. She saw no one, and advanced toward the first door down the passage. Behind her, the three deputies followed, their footsteps soft and muffled.
This was a storage closet, full of cleaning supplies – and empty of killers.
She moved on, toward the next door. It led to a utility room, that seemed to govern various entertainment systems – sound, lighting, fog and misting control centers, and so on.
Kalandri moved past control panels and electrical boxes, leading with her gun. The room seemed tomblike in its silence, with only the faint hum of equipment and the soft tread of footfalls to disturb the stillness.
She was about to sound the all-clear as she reached the last corner, past a large metal unit. She stopped short. A figure slumped against the wall, a patch on his coveralls identifying him as Connor, and blood oozing from a wound in the center of his forehead.
Shot, and very certainly dead.
The killer had been less worried about noise in here. Probably because the room would be sound proofed, to keep the din of machinery away from the revelers beyond.
What the hell is he doing shooting people in a utility room?
“Come on,” she whispered. “We can come back to him. We need to get to Dani and Jasper.”
They followed, Fitzherbert lingering by the body longer than the rest, her forehead creased, her eyes troubled.
She’d probably need counseling after this, Kalandri thought. Hell, they’d all need counseling.
Provided they survived the night, anyway.
They stepped back into the hall, moving toward the kitchens – hoping they wouldn’t find more dead bodies there.
Suddenly, Kalandri’s comm rang, and a sharp trill echoed up and down the quiet hall. Everyone jumped, and she reached for the unit with a curse, silencing it as fast as she could.
Realizing she’d neglected to turn the damned thing off before she got here, she moved to shove it back into her pocket when she caught sight of her own office number on the display. Rilka.
She took the call, asking without preamble, “What?”
“He’s in the walls,” Rilka said.
“What?” she repeated.
“The walls, Marshal. I finally reached Dani, and she gave me the access code to get onto their private security cams. That guy you just found? The dead guy, Connor? He walked in on the killer. He was pulling a wall panel out. He’s in the old maintenance ducts. That’s how he’s getting around the station.”
“Dammit. Where is he now?”
“No idea. He could be anywhere. There’s no cameras in those old passages. They’re not even on any of the new maps, since they’ve been walled off for decades.”
Kalandri vaguely remembered hearing about them when she’d first taken a job as deputy. They’d been part of the station’s original construction, but the tight spaces and narrow construction had been designed around average human proportions.
Meaning in practice it was cramped, uncomfortable and ill-suited to most humans, and impossible for just about anyone else. So they’d been sealed off – a much more cost effective solution than tearing them out and remodeling the station room by room, passage by passage.
Sealed off, but not forgotten. Not by everyone, anyway.
“I’m looking for a map,” the Kudarian added. “If I find one, I’ll send it over.”
“Thanks, Rilka. Keep me posted.”
“You got it.”
Slipping the comm back in her pocket, she summoned her deputies for a huddle. “Okay, change of plans. He’s in the walls.”
They stared at her, as if she’d lost her mind.
“Just, take my word for it. He’s in the walls. Which means, we got to get to them now. This is now an evacuation.”
“Copy that.”
“Right, boss.”
Weapons brandished, Mwangi guarding their rear, they proceeded to Dani’s office at a far more rapid pace. They didn’t stop to sweep the rooms they passed. No point, since the killer could dip in and out of the walls at will.
He could be anywhere, and could presumably backtrack as he saw fit, dipping in and out of rooms they’d already cleared at will. Short of bringing in infrared equipment or crawling through the tunnels themselves, they wouldn’t find him.
But they knew exactly where he was headed: Dani’s office.
They found the door guarded by one of the deputies she’d assigned to the task, the other having moved inside after her page.
“No problems yet, boss,” the outer guard said.
“Good. We got it from here. Get to the backdoor. Mattie’s there, and in rough shape.”
He nodded and took to his heels, and Kalandri knocked on the door. She doubted her badge would work here, and she didn’t want to get shot trying it, just in case the deputy on the other side was trigger happy in light of the situation.
“It’s me,” she called. “Kalandri.”
The door opened, and three points of light stared out at her: two dark eyes, and a silver gun barrel.
“It’s me,” she said again.
The door opened wider, and she saw her deputy on the other side. “Sorry, boss. Just, can’t be too careful.”
“About time you got your ass here,” Jasper’s voice greeted them.
“So he’s in the walls, is he?” Dani asked. She was wearing another ridiculous cowl outfit, but somehow the sight of her, bizarre getup and all, lightened Kalandri’s heart.
She’d been afraid they would be too late, that they’d find – well, she hadn’t let herself dwell on that. Still, the thought had been there, just behind her conscious thought.
Dani fixed her with a broad smile, one that, for once, didn’t seem teasing. “It’s always a pleasure of course, Marshal. But I don’t think I’ve been as happy to see your face as I am right now.”
“Likewise,” she admitted, adding as a malicious afterthought, “Can’t prosecute you if you’re dead.”
“If you’re done making light of our near-death experiences,” Jasper cut in, “how about you do some marshaling, and catch this son of a bitch?”
“We need to move you,” Kalandri said. “Get you somewhere safe.”
To her surprise, Dani shook her head. “No. There’s nowhere safe, not with him crawling through the walls. We need to draw him out, Marshal. Draw him to us.”
Jasper threw her a sideways glance. “Are you nuts?”
“He’s here for us. If we leave, he’s got no reason to stick around. And who knows where he’ll pop up next.”
“That gives us time to prepare,” Jasper said. “That’s better than being bait.”
“I agree with Jasper,” Kalandri said. “We don’t know the layout of the tunnels. We don’t know where the possible exit points are, and we don’t know where he’s going to appear. Even if we all stayed in the room with you – you could be sitting ducks.”
“It’s a chance I’m willing to take,” Dani said.
“Well, I’m not,” Jasper countered.
Fitzherbert spoke suddenly. “I agree with Dusty. This guy has to be stopped, sooner rather than later.”
Mwangi shot his colleague an apologetic look. “I’m with Mr. Sunshine. It’s too risky. Right now, our priority has to be protecting the targets. They’re the targets.”
“Exactly,” Jasper nodded.
Dani locked her eyes on Kalandri’s. “I don’t appreciate being hunted.”
“It beats being dead,” Jasper said.
Dani ignored him. “Let’s take the fight to this guy, Marshal. Come on. Enough hiding. It’s time to fight fire with fire.”
Kalandri wasn’t certain the idiom applied to this particular situation. They wouldn’t be responding to the assassin in kind, but rather using live people as bait. Still, she took the other woman’s point.
She shook her head. “We don’t even know if it’ll work. Depending on the kind of gear he’s got, he may be able to see our heat signatures. He’ll know there’s more than two of us in here.”
“It’s a chance I’m willing to take,” Dani persisted.
“Well, I’m not,” Jasper said.
Kalandri’s pager rang again, though not as a blaring klaxon this time, but rather, a silent buzzing in her pocket. “Excuse me.”
It was Rilka. “Hey, I just sent over the old tunnel plans. You and Dani should have them. They’re a little confusing, but I think I found her office. And there is an access point there, on the eastern wall. I’m assuming like the rest of them, it’s not permanently sealed off. I marked it for you.”
Thanking her, Kalandri pocketed the device and glanced up to find everyone’s gaze fixed on her.
“Well?” Jasper demanded.
“Good news, I think.” She explained about Rilka’s find, and the eastern wall. Mwangi and Fitzherbert faced east, guns at the ready.
Dani turned to her terminal. “Let’s see these plans.”
Kalandri moved behind the desk, to watch over her shoulder. Rilka’s message and the attachment were waiting, and they opened both.
The Kudarian hadn’t been exaggerating when she called the plans confusing. They were little more than etchings following the main walls and Xs on a station map. Nor did it help that the map seemed to be a digital scan of a paper version – a paper version that had coffee rings and unknown smears all over it in places.
Still, she got the gist. The thread-like etchings signified the narrow maintenance tunnels, and the Xs the access ports.
And there was indeed an access panel on the eastern wall of Dani’s office.
Her mind raced, an idea – a mad idea – taking shape. “Are you serious about being bait?” she asked Dani.
“Very serious.”
“Okay. Then I have an idea. It’s going to be risky, and you may hate it. But hear me out.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

0450 Hours, Station Time
Ten minutes later, Kalandri and Dani were alone in the office, with two deputies stationed outside the door. Jasper and Jurdanti had retreated to the back door, to render aid to Mattie.
Now, they waited.
Her plan hinged on the fact that the assassin had been in the walls for some time, but hadn’t yet emerged. That told her he had some kind of heat sensing equipment. Something that told him how many people he’d find in the office.
He wanted to find two, not three, or five. Just two: Jasper and Dani.
Well, he’d see two now.
She figured he’d wait a bit, make certain the coast was clear and the deputies stationed outside weren’t coming back. Then he’d strike.
The minutes ticked by slowly, and largely in silence. Kalandri watched the eastern wall, wondering which of the panels concealed the access port. They all looked the same to her: generic mix and match plating, like a thousand other stations scattered across inhabited space.
And what if the map was wrong, or something had changed in the interim? The markings weren’t much more than scratches on an old chart. Had she really risked her and Dani’s life on that?
She found herself scanning the other walls too, just for good measure, and fidgeting in her seat.
“It’ll work,” Dani said after a space.
Kalandri glanced toward her. “What?”
“The plan: it’ll work.”
She found herself smiling at the confidence in the other woman’s tone. “And how can you be sure of that?”
“Easy. This wasn’t a test run. You said he killed people. And your deputy, she spotted him on camera, getting into one of the wall panels. He didn’t let that happen with Whittaker and Collin. He was more careful.
“Now, he’s taking chances, and leaving more bodies. He thinks this is the end of the mission. He’ll be here.”
She couldn’t fault that reasoning, motivated as it might be. “Well, I hope you’re right. These are not the most comfortable chairs, you know.”
Dani grinned. “That’s the point. I don’t want people getting too comfortable. When they’re too comfortable, they hang around talking.”
Kalandri frowned at her. “So your chair doesn’t feel like someone’s poking a stick through your spine?”
“Nope.”
“Well, that’s awesome.”
“In fairness, I didn’t anticipate the present situation. And for its intended purpose – it works well.”
Kalandri snorted, shifting in the wretched seat. “I don’t doubt it. But who the hell sells uncomfortable seats?”
Dani started to answer, “You’d be surprised.” At the same moment, Kalandri saw a portion of the eastern wall shift.
She pivoted her handing, changing the angle of her pistol so that the barrel focused on the gap. But she kept talking, her tone even. “Well, if I ever find the designer, I’m going to throw him in the brig. See if he changes his mind about comfort.”
The panel swung open a hair further, creating a gap large enough for a shooter to fire through.
Kalandri pulled the trigger. A laser shot whined through the room, and someone in the tunnel swore. A series of shots rang out, the sound seeming to echo through the walls themselves.
Only one made it into the office, and it went high and wide. Dani, meanwhile, ducked under the desk, firing off a shot of her own for the gap.
Footsteps sounded, ringing loud and clear – and signaling a hasty retreat.
Kalandri scrambled to her feet. “Stay here. Radio it in.”
She reached the wall seconds later, and yanked the panel open, gun ready. There was no sign of the shooter though – beyond a puddle of blood, anyway.
Kalandri hoisted herself up into the access port. It was a small square hole in the unfinished metal of the station skeleton. Beyond the port, by the light seeping in from the office, she could make out the first several yards of a dark, narrow passage, and a bend beyond.
Kalandri switched on the light affixed to her gun, and a bright beam of blue illuminated the tunnel. Now, she could see footprints in the thick layer of dust.
She sprinted off in pursuit, only realizing after she’d turned the corner that she heard footsteps behind her.
Footsteps, and a voice. Dani’s voice. “We’re in the tunnels. No, no idea where he’s going. Yes. That’s right. Right. Agincourt out.”
She fell back to confront the other woman – and was herself confronted by the business end of a pistol.
“What the hell?” the two women demanded in unison. 
“I could have shot you,” Dani protested.
“I told you to stay back,” she said.
“I’m going. No, don’t argue. He’s getting away while we waste time.”
“You’re the target, dammit. You running toward him makes his job easier.”
“I’m going,” she said again.
“So help me, Dani –”
But the other woman brushed past her, shouting over her shoulder, “You coming?”
Growling under her breath – finally understanding the urge – Kalandri raced on, overtaking her and resuming the lead.
“Stay behind me. And keep quiet.”
“You got it, boss.”
She could hear the amusement in Dani’s voice, and it grated almost as much as her foolhardiness. But she focused on the mission, on the faint prints and the endless tunnel.
The passages reverberated with the sound of footfalls, their own and, far away, the killer’s. He was still moving, still putting distance between them. Which wasn’t good.
On the other hand, he hadn’t holed up to ambush them either. Not yet, anyway.
The air was close and old in the passages, laden with dust and dirt and probably essence of rat. Certainly, she spotted plenty of rat droppings along the way. But these old tunnels probably weren’t on the HVAC system, and even if they had been originally, they’d clearly been taken off at some point.
Probably to save money. Why pay for the energy, to say nothing of the added wear on filters and equipment, to circulate air through passages no one used anymore? Some mayor at some point must have thought himself pretty damned clever when he saved that chunk of change.
There were lights along the way too, long floor bulbs in metal housings. Like everything else in the passages, they lay dormant and under a layer of dust. Some had been smashed, leaving behind shards of dust-covered glass and empty, shattered tubes.
Kalandri could deal with all of that. It was the height of the passage she found challenging. As an Esselian, with a long, thin frame, she could fit through the narrow passes without too much trouble.
But she had to run stooped over. If she didn’t want to brain herself, anyway.
Whatever the average human had looked like when they’d built this place, he’d clearly been shorter than an average Esselian.
A lot shorter.
Her back started to twitch as she ran. They rounded corners and diverted at crossroads. Still, the footprints went on.
The prints, but not the echoes. Not that distant third set.
It took her a moment to realize their absence, and she drew up suddenly. At the same time, Dani crashed into her back and sent them sprawling forward.
An act that saved both women’s lives, as it happened, for just as they went down, shots ripped through the tunnels. Kalandri could feel sizzling heat passing inches over her head.
Her gun had gone flying in the impact, landing several feet away. The flashlight had gone out in the impact. She scrambled forward on hands and knees, trying to reach it.
More shots flared past her, in the opposite direction – shots Dani had fired, toward the killer.
They passed even nearer.
Kalandri swore. Just her luck, to die by friendly fire, in rat infested tunnels. She imagined her parents shaking their heads when they heard that, thinking of the nice, safe life she could have led within the relentless machine of Union bureaucracy.
She found her gun, and peppered the shooter’s last known location with shots.
He didn’t return fire.
“Hold your shots,” she called to Dani.
It took the other woman a few seconds to register her words, but she did. The tunnel fell silent – and then footsteps rang out, hard and rapid.
“Son of a bitch. He’s on the move again.”
“My light’s out,” Dani said.
“Mine too,” Kalandri acknowledged.
“Shit.”
“Yeah. He’ll be able to see us coming with infrared. And we won’t have a clue where he is. We need to go back, Dani.”
“No, we can’t.”
“For pity’s sake, stop being so damned stubborn,” Kalandri said.
“I’m not being stubborn. I just – don’t know the way back.”
That gave Kalandri pause. She didn’t know, either. She could remember a few of their turns, but not all of them. And then there’d been the intersections. Had they taken the first left, or the second?
“I may have a spare flashlight,” she said at last.
“A spare…flashlight? Who carries a spare flashlight?”
Kalandri ignored the question, and patted down her pockets. She was about to give up when she found the very thing – a thumb-sized mini electric torch, stuffed into one of the many interior pockets on her jacket.
“Got it.”
“How the hell…?”
She pressed the button. Nothing happened. She frowned and pressed it again. Aside from the tiny click of contacts connecting, she heard nothing, and saw nothing.
“Its batteries must be dead,” she realized. How long the torch had sat in her pocket, she couldn’t say. It might have been weeks or months or years.
“Let me call Rilka,” Dani suggested.
“What? What’s that going to do?”
“She was trying to figure out if the old electrical grid for these tunnels is still active – and if so, how she can channel power to it.”
“That would be handy,” Kalandri conceded. “Better than a torch that doesn’t work, anyway.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine

0550 Hours, Station Time
Dani made the call, and Kalandri listened to a one-sided conversation that told her just about nothing.
Finally, the call terminated, and she demanded, “Well?”
“She thinks she’s figured it out. The problem is, Belcher fired her. So she doesn’t have access to the systems.”
“Shit.” Kalandri thought of the near impossibility of anyone reasoning with the mercs guarding engineering, much less Rilka. The ship could be disintegrating before their eyes, and they wouldn’t let her near anything.
“She’s not supposed to have access to anything, but she’s going to give it a try.”
“What? How?”
“Well, IT is on strike too. They’d be the ones to delete her account.”
“No IT, no account deletion,” Kalandri reasoned.
“That’s what she’s hoping. I guess we’ll find out.”
They sat and waited. By now, the footsteps had either ceased altogether or progressed beyond their hearing. Kalandri felt a cold sweat forming on her lower back.
The killer could be anywhere. He could be back in his quarters, or on a ship racing away from the station. He could be hidden in the tunnels somewhere, lying in wait. Or he could be doubling back to gun them down.
She didn’t know, and at the moment, she couldn’t do a damned thing about it.
The minutes ticked by, feeling more like hours. Rilka didn’t call, and the lights didn’t spring to life.
She had just about made up her mind to suggest they begin a slow, tactical retreat when Dani’s pager started to buzz. At the same moment, dull yellow light flickered to life throughout the tunnel.
“She did it,” Dani said, sounding awestruck.
Kalandri, meanwhile, blinked fiercely, willing her eyes to adjust while she swept the hall for signs of their attacker. But it stretched out empty ahead of them.
Dani answered her call, her voice gushing with warmth. “You did it. Yeah, they’re on. No, no sign of him. Not yet. Sounds good. Thanks, Rilka.”
Kalandri waited until she’d hung up to ask, “Did I hear that right?”
“What?”
“The great Dani Agincourt actually thanking a mere mortal?”
Dani pushed to her feet, flashing a grin. “What, you feeling left out? You want me to thank you too?”
“Of course not.”
“You know, Jasper would point out you’re just doing your job.”
Kalandri snorted. “I told you, I wasn’t fishing for thanks. I just didn’t know you had it in you to be grateful to anyone.” Then, not quite able to contain herself, she added, “Although, it’s Rilka’s job too. I mean, since I deputized her and all.”
Dani extended a hand to lift Kalandri up, still grinning. “You are sore.”
“No I’m not,” she snapped. “Now, are we going to try to find this guy or what?”
“Right you are. Lead on, boss.”
They found the spot where the shooter had staged his ambush. He had smeared the dust, leaving behind knee prints – and a small pool of blood.
Then the footprints continued, a single set of large, even steps. Every so often, a scarlet droplet interspersed the prints.
“He’s wounded,” Kalandri observed, “but doesn’t seem to be lagging as a result.”
“He’s a professional,” Dani said. “Probably not the first time he’s bled.”
She nodded. Dani had a point. This guy had come prepared. He’d researched the station, and knew how to get around unobserved. Hell, he knew more about the place than she did, and she’d lived here for years.
Plus, he’d paid careful attention to the security cameras, and their placement. Which signified more research, and particular attention to detail.
And outside of all that, he’d executed two clean kills without raising an alarm either time, and come prepared with all the weapons and equipment he needed – from guns to disguises to, presumably, infrared sensors.
Definitely not an amateur.
They followed the prints through a labyrinth of twists and turns. Twice, they lost their way in sparse dust, but found it again when they located the trail of blood.
“We should probably collect a blood sample,” Dani urged. “I mean, if we don’t find him, we can use blood to track him down.”
“Later. We need to keep following him for now.”
Kalandri had forgotten Jasper. And though he was in the care of some of her best deputies, the fact was, he’d be too preoccupied with saving Mattie’s life to take care of his own. If Mwangi and Fitzherbert missed anything, the doctor could be the next victim.
If she and Dani missed anything, Jasper could be the next victim.
Then there was Dani herself. She’d been the one to procure forged papers for the Mulikar Tanshier refugees. She’d been instrumental in giving them a new life, perhaps more so than anyone but the pilot, Collin Vandermeer.
The killer would be back for her – if not now, today, then eventually. And today, he’d lost the element of surprise. Better to settle it now than wait for him to strike later, when no one expected it.
Twice, Rilka checked in on them, and twice they had to tell her they remained in pursuit of the suspect. Kalandri took that as a good sign, though. It meant no one had spotted him crawling of an access port anywhere along the way.
Not yet, anyway.
On and on they went, her back twitching and burning from the angle, and Dani starting to grumble about it too.
And then, abruptly, they reached a portal, and beyond that, a wall panel.
Kalandri cursed and tried to shift the panel while Dani called it in. The panel shifted easily for about two inches. Then, abruptly, it stopped short.
“What the…?”
Dani glanced over. “What’s going on?”
“The wall panel – it’s not opening.”
“One moment, Rilka,” Dani said. She tried the door, pulling it shut and shoving it open forcefully. A loud thud answered, but the door didn’t move any further than it had for Kalandri.
“He must have blocked it somehow. Dragged something out in front of it.”
“Let’s try together.”
Kalandri nodded, and the two women worked together. It was an awkward business, for the portal afforded very little space. They couldn’t both throw their shoulders against it, and were forced to resort to pushing with their hands at a cumbersome angle.
That got them nowhere. Dani shook her head. “Stand back. It’s time for a plan b.”
Kalandri did as she was bid, though with some skepticism. Skepticism that her companion’s next actions did nothing to alleviate.
Dani lay on her back on the floor, amid decades of accumulated dust and rat droppings. Then, she began to push against the panel with her feet; and her actions made a lot more sense.
Still, strain as she might, the door wouldn’t budge. Not even when Kalandri threw her own efforts into the mix did they effect a change.
“Okay,” Dani panted after a space. “Plan b.”
“I thought this was plan b?”
“Don’t be pedantic. Stand back.”
Once more, the marshal complied. Now, Dani hammered against the panel, kicking as hard as she could. A terrible thudding echoed through the tunnels – and from somewhere beyond, they could hear the sounds of raised voices.
Kalandri decided to do her bit, and started calling for help. The din was already deafening at this point, so her screaming wouldn’t hurt.
On and on they went, until suddenly the panel started to swing open. Kalandri extended a hand to Dani, hauling her to her feet just as the panel finished its arc – and half a dozen peacekeepers filled the gap, rifles leveled.
It took several long minutes of explanations, badge waving and finally threats to get the meatheads to back off and let them out – and then offer explanations of their own.
They’d been summoned, the group’s sergeant explained, by concerned citizens who heard noises coming from the wall. A supply dolly – a kind of automated push cart – currently laden with bales of compacted metals, had been wheeled in front of the panel.
“Heavier than hell, and someone locked the wheels. Which is why you couldn’t budge it.”
The rest, the bit with the guns and the excitable mercs, they knew.
Dani was furious, declaring that they’d let a killer escape. The sergeant went into full defense mode, demanding to know how he or his men could possibly know what the marshal was up to.
“Not like a bit of interdepartmental communication wouldn’t have gone a long way here. That’s all I’m saying.”
But to everyone’s surprise – and the sergeant’s relief – Kalandri was unphased by all of it. “It’s okay. You did your job. And, we’ll get him. As a matter of fact, you and your boys can help me.”
That set everyone in a new dither. Dani wanted to know how she could possibly know where to look for the killer. The sergeant wanted to know what they were up against.
“I may need to call in reinforcements.”
Kalandri shot him a withering look. “You are the reinforcements. Come on, let’s get this guy.”
They made their way to the residential district – a strange, eclectic party, from Dani in her faux medieval garb to the peacekeepers in full body armor. Naturally, they attracted plenty of attention as they went.
Kalandri hardly noticed, though. She knew the route they were taking, but she kept her eyes attentive to the little splotches of blood along the way – sometimes, hastily wiped away, others missed.
Splotches that told her she was on the right track.
The flat exteriors grew shabbier, and a faint odor of booze and body odor wafted from the people they passed. Faded welcome mats and threadbare rugs greeted front steps. Dry and yellow plants sat in ancient pots.
She led them on, past the tiny single family cube dwellings, to the yet poorer tenements. The rent-by-the-week places.
“Where are we going?” the sergeant demanded.
She ignored him, navigating a few narrow walks from memory, and arriving at a locked door. Signaling for everyone to take up position, she badged them in. The door slid open, revealing a tiny, cramped flat – a miniature bedroom and kitchen, a standing-room-only bathroom, and the stink of smoke and body odor.  
It looked – and smelled – exactly the way she remembered it, down to the pop bottles and pizza boxes strewn over the floor.
“Henry Lorz,” she called, “you are under arrest for the murders of Collin Vandermeer and Whittaker Beauchamp. Come out with your hands above your head.”




Chapter Thirty

0710 Hours, Station Time
Lorz didn’t come out with his hands raised. He didn’t come out at all. Not willingly, anyway. He’d holed up behind the wall, just past the door, and threatened to shoot anyone who entered the room.
A problem promptly solved by the sergeant, who chucked a stun grenade through the door. With the impact still reverberating through everyone’s bones, he signaled for his men to breech the flat.
Thirty seconds later, Lorz did come out – his hands cuffed behind his back rather than above his head. But the effect was the same: he was in custody.
After that, Kalandri more or less lost track of time. There was much to do.
Lorz’s possessions had to be catalogued – the carefully constructed clutter, behind and underneath which he hid his myriad supplies, and the supplies themselves. He had a small army’s worth of weapons and disguises in his possession.
And a hit list, sketched in a neat hand: the four names Kalandri had already identified.
Jasper de Burgh, physician
Whittaker Beauchamp, tailor and wigmaker
Collin Vandermeer, captain
Dani Agincourt, forger
She filed the list as evidence. She knew her chances of bringing whoever had written it to justice were slim. They’d be safe and secure on Mulikar Tanshier, enforcing their brutal laws on their people and dreaming up vengeance against anyone who crossed them.
But maybe, some day.
Then there was the business of finding Lorz’s boss, Danny Dukakis. No way did she believe Lorz had been acting on his own. Dukakis hadn’t left him here for any girl. He’d left him to complete the job they’d been contracted to do.
Kalandri put out a BOLO for the Crimson Kris, with Union command prioritizing the request. The entire fleet would be on the lookout for the mercenary vessel.
When and if Dukakis showed his face in Union space, he’d be looking at a lengthy prison sentence of his own.
In all the commotion, amid the forms filed and charges pressed, between gathering the evidence she needed to build an airtight case and checking in on Mattie – who, Dr. de Burgh informed her, would make a full recovery – she almost missed the arrival of an unscheduled ship.
In fact, she might have, if Deputy Rilka hadn’t alerted her to the fact. The Kudarian noticed that the ship’s registration listed it as belonging to the Via Robotics corporation. Which presented a crisis of all new dimensions.
The long-awaited – or perhaps more accurately, threatened – robot had finally arrived.
The strikers greeted the ship with loud hollers of protest, waving their signs and shouting down the men in suits who tried to offer placating words about efficiency and cost savings. But the robot trundled past without incident.
Belcher had finally crawled out of his own flat and met the Via Robotics representatives as they exited the docks.
This provoked a far more visceral reaction from the crowd, but again, nothing came of it. Belcher seemed not to mind. As far as he was concerned, he’d won.
As for Rilka, she took it all in stride. And no wonder. No sooner than had Kalandri apprehended the killer, the Kudarian had spent the rest of her morning with the lawyer, William Le Goix, filing for injunctions against Belcher’s actions.
That had been one of Dani’s machinations, and Le Goix assured her that they would be granted. Belcher had violated multiple statutes in firing the striking workers, and he wouldn’t win in the courts.
The case would end up playing out across many months. His strategy would be one of attrition, waiting the plaintiffs out as their funds dwindled, until they eventually took whatever settlement he offered.
But by pursing an injunction against the terminations, Le Goix meant to keep the engineers working – because as long as they were collecting paychecks, they’d be able to survive the mayor’s campaign.
So Rilka was willing to grant Belcher a few days of thinking he’d won. “It’ll make it that much better when he realizes he played himself by overstepping so far.”
Still, it added to the general chaos of the day for Kalandri, and she was relieved when, at eighteen hundred hours, she could finally call it a day – with Frontera’s assassin jailed; the threat resolved, or as resolved as it could be; the theft of the Star of Anuga solved, or mostly solved; and the Black Flag finally cleared for departure.
She headed straight to The Court, one final duty to perform. Dani Agincourt had requested an audience.
Kalandri wasn’t entirely sure if this would be an on the clock or off the clock talk, so, ever the stickler for proprietary, she clocked out before leaving. She hustled along at a good pace, and was a few minutes ahead of schedule when her comm unit sounded.
She swore under her breath, drawing the unit out and plastering a fake smile on her face – hoping it would transfer some fake enthusiasm to her voice – as she answered. “Mother, what a pleasant surprise.”
“I hope you’re a better liar when interviewing suspects than you are to me,” came the terse reply.
She decided to ignore the comment, and cut straight to the chase. “What can I do for you?”
“It’s me doing something for you,” her mother retorted. “Or have you forgotten? You asked me to look into a situation for you.”
“Oh yes. Of course.”
“Well, as I told you, I contacted several interested parties – and they are very interested. There’s a ship en route. It should reach the station two days from now.”
“A ship?”
“Yes. But keep it quiet. Ideally, they would like to catch the subject of the inquiry off guard.”
“Wow.” She remembered Belcher’s smug expression as he marched past with his robot in tow and smiled. “Well, between you and Mr. Le Goix, the mayor is going to have himself a very bad day.”
“Kalandri,” her mother hissed. “Discretion.”
“Oh. Right.”
“And who is this Le Goix?”
“A lawyer. Never mind, long story. The point is – thank you, Mother. I appreciate it.”
“Well, just doing my duty. Speaking of duty, I heard something about a murderer on your station.”
“Yes. An assassin.”
“I assume you caught him?”
“Yes.”
“Good, good.” A moment of silence. “Oh. I don’t know if you heard, but your father is retiring.”
“I heard.”
“We’re having a retirement party for him. I – well, I think your invitation might have been…mislaid.”
Mislaid my ass. “Ah. The post can be unreliable out here.”
“Quite. Well, never mind. I’ll send it again.”
Kalandri hesitated. “I’m not sure. With a murderer –”
“Your father only has one retirement, Kalandri. There’s a galaxy full of murderers.”
Whatever that was supposed to mean, she couldn’t quite fathom. Still, she said, “Oh. Yes, of course.”
“You’ll be there?”
“Sure.”
“Good. Sending the details now. Well, I should run. Take care of yourself, Kalandri.”
“You too, mom.”
With that, the call terminated. Kalandri shook her head, and hurried off – now, running behind schedule.
She managed to reach The Court only a minute later than planned. The bouncer waved her in, and said, “Boss is waiting for you.”
“Yes, I’m sorry. I had a call –”
He gestured for her to pass, clearly uninterested in any excuse. Kalandri stepped past, heading for the main room and drawing a deep breath. She needed to steel herself for the inevitable confrontation that lay ahead.
She didn’t know what Dani was up to, but she expected there had to be an angle. There was always an angle. And while they sometimes wound on the right side of a decent standard of ethics, they always ended up on the wrong side of the law.
Even her involvement with the underground railroad had been to lend a criminal aspect. Jasper hadn’t been breaking the law, nor Collin or Whittaker. Oh no.
Only Dani Agincourt.
Dani Agincourt…
The underworld queen was seated on her throne, on her dais, decked out in trousers and an elaborate jacket cut to resemble a Tudor gown. Its rich crimson and gold brocade caught the neon lights, and drew the eyes of everyone in the room.
At least, it drew Kalandri’s eyes. Not as much as the sparkling green eyes and crimson smile that went with it, though.
Her palms started to sweat, and all the snappy things she’d prepared to say, all the comebacks she’d planned to theoretical barbs, vanished.
Dammit. Why did she have to be so beautiful? Why couldn’t she be a plain Jane? Then Kalandri’s wits might not abandon her every time they met.
Dani’s eyes fell on her, and her face lit up.
Which was even worse. She’d been getting annoyed at the other woman. She could work with annoyance. But a smile? That smile.
Double damn.
Dani rose from her throne and crossed the floor. “There you are. I started to think you chickened out.”
“I’m only a minute late,” Kalandri said defensively.
“Two minutes late.” Dani was grinning.
Kalandri felt obscurely annoyed again. She hated being the butt of this beautiful woman’s jokes, and she couldn’t tell if she was laughing with her or at her at the moment. “Oh,” was all she said.
“Come on,” Dani urged. “Let’s go to the bar.”
Kalandri blinked at that. “The bar? I thought – well, I thought you wanted to talk.”
“Well, yeah. But I want a drink too.”
“Oh,” she said again.
They settled onto stools at the far end of the bar, and Dani flagged down a waiter. “A Gator Breath for me, please. And for you?”
Kalandri hesitated. “I…uh…probably shouldn’t.”
“Why not? You’re off duty, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Good. Make it two Gator Breaths.”
The bartender disappeared, and Kalandri remarked, “That sounds very unappetizing.”
Dani grinned. “It does. But you’ll like it.”
Kalandri had her reservations about that, but those she kept to herself. “So,” she said, “what’d you want to talk about?”
Dani studied her for a moment, smiling faintly. “A truce.”
“A truce?”
“Yes. You and me. Why are we always at sword’s end?”
“Probably because you’re always breaking the law.”
“We worked well together today.”
Kalandri nodded, conceding, “Yes, we did.”
“Look, Marshal – Kalandri – I know you’ve got your job, and I’ve got mine. Sometimes, we may not always see eye to eye.”
A hell of euphemism, Kalandri thought, for breaking the law. But she didn’t interrupt.
“But I think we’re both on more or less the same side.”
“I follow the badge,” Kalandri contradicted.
“No you don’t. You tell yourself you do. But you don’t. We both know you don’t.”
Kalandri started to bristle, to sputter out outraged denials.
“How may times did Jared McNolty have to call you about the pretzel vendor?”
Kalandri stared at her, feeling her jaw slacken.
“What about Dorothy Ovalken, the lady with the dog problems?”
“How did you-?”
“It behooves me to know things, Marshal.”
At that moment, the bartender reappeared, two green drinks emitting pale, swirling mist in hand.
Dani thanked him and pushed one toward a very skeptical Kalandri. “Don’t make that face until you’ve at least tried it.”
So Kalandri did try it, and a combination of sour apple and pure heat assailed her mouth. It was oddly satisfying. “Not bad,” she conceded.
“Amazing how that works, when you give something a chance,” Dani murmured.
Kalandri frowned at her. “I may not make pretzel vendors my top priority, but that doesn’t mean I can look the other way when you’re robbing museums or smuggling in goods.”
“I didn’t rob the museum,” Dani reminded her. “That was Mr. Grimald.”
“You know what I’m saying.”
“Yes, I do. But – I would put it to you that, just like the pretzel vendor, there are bigger fish for you to fry.”
Kalandri scoffed and took another sip of her drink.
“In fact, I would go so far as to say that a cordial relationship between The Court and the marshal’s office would be mutually beneficial to both parties.”
So that was her angle. “I can’t be bribed, Agincourt.”
Dani regarded her with twinkling eyes. “You really are a suspicious one. I’m not talking about bribes. I’m talking about what happened today, for instance: you saved my life, and I saw to it that your friends can fight to hold onto their jobs.”
Kalandri took another sip of her drink. It really was quite good. “Well, when you put it like that…I suppose there’s no harm.”
“Exactly. Now, someone on Mulikar Tanshier knows about me and Jasper. Chances are, they’ll try again. We’ll need your help.”
“You’ll have it. It’s my job, Dani. I don’t need anything in return.”
“I know. But, in my job, I come across information that might be useful to you. I could start passing it along.”
Kalandri scrutinized her for a long moment, trying to figure out if there was some hidden angle behind all of this, or if it was as straightforward as it seemed. She didn’t get very far, though.
In fact, she got no further than Dani’s emerald eyes, at which point she lost track of her thoughts.
“Well?”
“Huh? Oh, yes, I, uh, think that would be great.”
Dani flashed her a brilliant smile. “Good. Then – friends?”
“I can’t stop doing my job, Dani.”
“I’m not asking you to.”
“If you give me a reason to arrest you, I have to do it.”
“If I give you a reason to arrest me, I deserve to be arrested for being stupid. Now, what do you say?”
Kalandri grinned and raised her glass to the other woman’s. “Friends.”
“And maybe,” Dani went on, “we can have drinks again.”
“Sure,” Kalandri agreed. “These are pretty good.”
Dani opened her mouth, as if to say something, but then closed it again. They sat there in awkward silence for a long half a minute, sipping their respective drinks.
Well, Kalandri didn’t sip so much as gulp nervously, until she’d drained the glass of its strange green liquid.
Eventually, Dani tried again. “Do you dance, Marshal?”
Kalandri shook her head. “Not even a little. ‘Two left feet,’ that’s me.”
“Oh.”
She couldn’t quite understand the disappointed look that crossed the other woman’s face. “What about you?”
A pucker formed between Dani’s brows. “Uh, yeah, I dance.”
Kalandri nodded. “Awesome.”
They again lapsed into silence. The marshal reached for her glass, realized it was empty, and considered ordering a refill. She decided against it. It had been hours since she’d eaten anything. One drink on an empty stomach was pushing it, but two would put her square in the danger zone.
“Well, I should get going.”
“Oh, yes. Of course.”
“Good talking to you, though.”
“Yes. Good talk. Thanks for stopping by.”
“Any time.” Kalandri slapped some credits on the bar and slid off her stool. Humming to herself, she headed for the door.
She’d almost reached it before the import of Dani’s questions reached her. She froze in place, unable to move.
It hadn’t been a general inquiry about her dancing prowess.
Dani Agincourt had been asking her to dance.
And she’d totally blown it.
Oh hell.
Spinning around and almost knocking into another guest, Kalandri made hasty apologies and darted across the floor, weaving in and out of throngs of people.
She reached Dani just as she was stepping up on the dais. The music and crowd were loud around them.
“I really am a terrible dancer,” she shouted.
Dani turned, mild surprise written on her face. “What?”
“Dancing. I’m garbage at it. But, uh, I’m starving. You wouldn’t want to – get some food would you?”
A momentary pause followed, and then Dani’s beautiful face lit with a grin. “I’d like that, actually. Where to?”
“Uh…” Good question. “Well, um, anywhere you want. Anywhere that’ll let the pair of us in, anyway.” They were certainly mismatched – her, in her practical and somewhat disheveled marshal’s uniform, and Dani in a faux gown.
Laughing, Dani said, “Oh no: you pick. Anywhere at all, except here. I eat here way too much.”




Epilogue

2200 Hours, Station Time
Several hours, courses and drinks later, Dani and Kalandri were still seated at the Galaxy View. The maître de had cast a supercilious eye over the marshal, but admitted her anyway with a resigned sigh.
And ever since, the pair had been eating, drinking, talking and exchanging the kind of sizzling looks that left Kalandri’s head spinning – and not from the alcohol.
Where the night might end, she didn’t know. But the longer they talked, the less she wanted it to end.
Dani was regaling her with hilarious stories of outsmarting smugglers and outwitting crime bosses. All of it technically illegal, but Kalandri quieted her conscience with the reminder that stealing from thieves certainly was to be preferred to stealing from innocents.
And anyway, the stories were hilarious, and the food was delicious, and the wine was –
Both women jumped as her comm badge sounded with the klaxons of a Priority One hail. “Shit,” Dani gasped, sponging spilled wine off her jacket.
“Dammit,” Kalandri said. “Sorry, I have to take this.”
“Of course.”
Tapping to accept the call, she barked out a, “Kalandri here.”
“Marshal, thank God.” It was Jasper’s voice on the line, but the almost agreeable tones momentarily took her aback.
“Jasper?”
“It’s me. There’s been – there’s been another killing.”
“Another killing?” she repeated. “But how? Lorz is in custody.” Then, another, more pressing thought struck her. “Who is it?”
“It’s the mayor. Someone – someone shot him, Kalandri.”
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