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      Gareth suppressed a heavy sigh when the Bailiff paused, turned the page he was reading, and looked up at the judge, defendants, and court room.

      “Last page,” the man promised wearily. He stopped and took a long drink of water from a glass sitting on the counter in front of him.

      The rest of the room seemed to relax as well. It had been nearly three hours, just reading all the charges publicly for the first time. As public as this room was, anyways.

      “And finally, the defendants are accused of four counts of High Treason,” the bailiff continued. “And one count of Attempting to Overthrow the Accord of Souls By Illegal Force.”

      Gareth grinned as the man picked up the enormous stack of papers, tapped them into a clean pile, and walked across the court room to rest them on the bench in front of the presiding judge.

      That worthy rested a weary hand on the pile, nearly an inch think, and scowled at the defendants seated in front of him at a low table, the Yuudixtl scientist criminals: Morty and Xiomber.

      The judge was an older woman, Gareth would have guessed. Perhaps his Mom’s age, with all the wear and lines of a hard, disciplined life.

      Not a woman to trifle with, even today. Again, like Mom.

      He wondered how well she could bake an apple pie.

      “How do the defendants plead?” she asked it a fatigued voice.

      They had been at it all morning, and it was almost lunch time.

      Morty turned to the attorney representing them with a confused look. That man was rather exhausted as well, but holding up well.

      “That’s only six hundred and twenty-seven charges,” Morty said quietly.

      The room was still so silent that the words carried.

      “The State skipped all the jaywalking, speeding tickets, overdue books, and parking violations you two listed,” he muttered back.

      “Oh,” Morty chirped. “Gotcha.”

      Gareth watched Morty, dressed in an orange prison jumpsuit, push his chair back, stand with great ceremony and solemnity, in spite of being hand-cuffed, and grin at the judge. Next to him, Xiomber did the same, perhaps a little slower. Maybe he had been napping.

      Gareth would have liked to see the smiles on the two Yuudixtls faces, but he was back in the galley, several rows behind the two scientists, so he had to settle for listening to their voices instead. He could imagine it, though, just from the gleeful tones.

      “Guilty, Your Honor,” Morty called cheerfully.

      “Also guilty, Your Honor,” Xiomber joined his egg-brother a moment later.

      The Judge, for all her seriousness, seemed non-plussed.

      “You understand, gentlemen, that you intend to plead guilty to the only two crimes in my statute book that carry the possibility of capital punishment?” she asked slowly, waiting patiently for the two goofballs to suddenly realize what they had said.

      “I do, Your Honor,” Xiomber said, maybe morosely. Maybe it was just tiredness.

      Gareth felt the need for coffee, and he’d been able to slightly doze over the last few hours. Talyarkinash, sitting beside him, had nudged him in the ribs a few times when he had started snoring.

      “You betcha, Lady,” Morty said.

      For the briefest moment, Gareth wondered if the woman judge was going to lean forward and fling her gavel across the court room like a throwing knife, to bash Morty square in the forehead like a bolt from Zeus.

      She looked capable of it.

      But after a moment, she reconsidered.

      “In light of other circumstance, and requests from the Prosecution, the defendants are hereby found Guilty of all charges and remanded to State Custody, pending a sentencing hearing currently unscheduled,” she said evenly, bashing that gavel onto her desk top instead. “This Court is dismissed.”

      The entire room rose as one. Talyarkinash was obviously expecting it as much as Gareth, so she didn’t miss a beat.

      After all, she was the only other person in here besides Morty and Xiomber who weren’t wearing the uniform of the Constabulary. Blue-gray bodysuits and tunics, for the most part, although a few of the more senior officers and officials present were in really fancy attire. Even the judge under her black robes.

      Two Constabulary Explorers, the equivalent of Deputy Agents that Gareth would have seen were he back home in an Earth Force Sky Patrol courtroom, led the two convicted criminals off to wherever they were going to be fed lunch.

      Gareth watched Senior Constable Jackeith Grodray and Constable Eveth Baker turn and approach from the front row, surrounded by other men and women departing. Several paused long enough to offer congratulations and such to the two officers, which they took good-naturedly.

      Grodray was a serious cop. Intellectual and stern, but affable for the most part. As a Vanir, the man was seven foot three, but rather lanky and skinny, coming in at barely three hundred pounds.

      Since he had been transformed from human to Vanir, Gareth now had an inch of height on the other man, but at least forty pounds of bulk, mostly muscle.

      But Grodray was also a cypher. He appeared as a Senior Constable in public, a Level-4. A simple detective, back home. But in reality he was a Prime Inspector, a Level-7. A free agent with authority to pursue any crime, anywhere, and expect the willing assistance of every cop and civilian he encountered along the way.

      Eveth Baker was smaller than Grodray, but still big for a Vanir woman. Six foot seven and two hundred and forty pounds of grit, muscle, and tough rolled up in an athletic brunette body. Not that Gareth would ever consider her more than a cop.

      He had Pippa to think about. Back home, waiting for him. Pippa unknowing that he was even alive, and that he could never return to Earth. Even if he somehow did manage it, he would be a monster.

      That he wasn’t even human anymore.

      He had been modified. Talyarkinash, Morty, and Xiomber, the only three civilians present in the courtroom today, had reprogrammed his DNA to make him a Vanir. Bigger, stronger, faster, and smarter than ninety-nine percent of even that impressive species.

      And then they had gone beyond that, even if it had been at his insistence. They had tapped into something Talyarkinash called his latent psionic potential to let the former human Gareth trigger a transformation into a twenty-seven-meters-long flying lizard form that could breathe fire.

      A Star Dragon.

      It had been the only thing Gareth could think of at the time to make him dangerous enough to take on Marc Sarzynski. Maximus. Another human, the only other human in the Accord of Souls, Gareth hoped. The man vying to become the overlord of the underworld. The Master of Crime.

      And a man who, at one time would have been Gareth’s Best Man, on the day he finally wed Pippa. Maybe it was just as well that such a day was never coming now.

      Grodray came to a halt before Gareth, looking slightly up at him with a stern glare.

      “That’s done,” he announced so quietly that perhaps only the two of them and the two females close by heard. “Now the next part. Come with me.”

      Gareth waited for Grodray and Baker to pass, and then nodded Talyarkinash to precede him. They were the last four out of the court room, a sanctuary of law in the midst of a semi-secret, Constabulary research facility on Irron.

      Gareth had been brought here so the Constables could study the genetic engineering Talyarkinash had programmed into him.

      Every other one of the seventeen species in the Accord of Souls had been fixed by the Chaa, the Elders, fifty thousand years ago. Sixteen of the those species had been uplifted into their current forms at the time, and most of the Vanir had been reduced to a rough equivalence. The few remaining Chaa had then transformed themselves into gods of some sort and gone looking for the One True God who had created everything.

      Nobody had expected humans to suddenly become a technological species in that time, so the Chaa had left them alone.

      Which was a dreadful mistake on their part. The rest of the Accord was stuck in their forms and could not be modified in any significant way, beyond fixing flaws and changing hair and skin color.

      Nobody but Gareth could become a Star Dragon.

      Except, perhaps, another human.
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      Marc smiled as he considered the machine in front of him. It was off right now, but that was purely a safety measure.

      On, it could be lethal.

      Standing next to him in the small lab workshop was Zorge, an older Nari scientist turned spymaster who was still with Marc after so many of the others had fled or been captured.

      “What am I looking at?” the Nari asked as Marc touched at the machine.

      It was manlike in silhouette. Around six feet tall. Bipedal. Two arms ending in human-like hands with opposable thumbs.

      “My kind called this an android,” Marc purred.

      Zorge only slightly flinched at the implications.

      Humans were considered so dangerous that all knowledge of the Accord of Souls was blocked. There was a whole astronomy division dedicated to making sure that no signals from any Accord planet ever made it to Earth to be picked up and possibly give those xenocidal maniacs any clue that they weren’t alone in the universe.

      Marc had been human, once. Had been kidnapped via wormhole and brought here by a crime lord who wanted his own personal killer. Before that man realized he couldn’t control such a beast.

      So Marc took over. But Zorge stayed.

      “Android,” the Nari man mused, his ears flickering back and forth in a rhythm with his whiskers. “What do you do with it?”

      “At one time, it was considered a labor-saving device,” Marc replied. “You could program it to do things instead of humans having to. All the boring and mundane, or the very dangerous. Androids fell out of fashion a long time ago and never got used in any numbers.”

      “Why not?” Zorge asked. “Sounds like a useful thing, to be able to just tell a machine to clean the floors, or rush into a burning building to rescue people.”

      “Oh, humans still have robots,” Marc stressed the difference. “But those are automated systems that are engineered and optimized for to do one thing only. Like a small disk about a foot across and six inches tall that has a brush and a vacuum built in, to automatically sweep the rugs on a daily schedule. Or mighty factory robots that pick up three pieces of a vehicle, drop them into perfect alignment, and weld them exactly true every time. Androids are generalists.”

      “Okay,” Zorge reached up with one paw and scratched at his muttonchop sideburns absently. “So why are we needing one?”

      “Androids can be programmed to do a few, repetitive tasks that lets them replace human workers. Or Nari, or Grace. Whoever,” Marc smiled. “And they will be obedient to me, because they have been programmed that way.”

      Marc saw the lightbulb come on in Zorge’s eyes. The old Nari liked to pretend to be a simple scientist who dabbled as a spymaster from time to time, but Marc knew the truth. Knew how many citizens of the Accord had met an untimely end at the hands of the Nari man.

      Even Maiair and Yooyar, his Warreth cohorts that, with Zorge, formed his inner council, had only killed half as many people as the Nari had in his rise within the crime organization.

      “They won’t rat you out to the Constables,” Zorge breathed heavily. “And they’ll carry guns, but they aren’t bound by the Accord, unless you program them thus.”

      “Exactly,” Marc’s grin turned feral.

      “So what about the rest of us?” Zorge asked carefully.

      Marc turned more fully to watch the scientist. It was important that his inner circle stay loyal. They were the basis of building his new empire.

      “These do one thing,” Marc explained carefully. “They will kill things. That’s all. They don’t talk to people. Don’t build. Don’t do anything else except protect me, us, from Constables and other criminals.”

      “Do they have to kill?” Zorge asked, obviously uncomfortable, in spite of his own background.

      Very few members of the Accord were born broken enough that killing didn’t do something bad and strange in their heads. People like Zorge had managed to overcome it, usually in rage or fear. Flight or fight syndrome.

      “It has a hand,” Marc said. “What you put in that hand is your choice. These things are tools, just like hammers or guns. We will retain control. But I am never going to put my safety in the hands of someone I don’t trust again. That comes down to you and the girls. Nobody else. When we rebuild the organization, maybe there will be others.”

      “Understood, boss,” Zorge nodded. And then he paused for a moment.

      Marc watched the furry scientist walk slowly around the machine again, studying it from all angles before he stopped and looked at Marc.

      “”Does it have to be this size?” Zorge asked, his whole face screwed a little sideways in concentration. It was almost of a height with the Nari.

      “As opposed to?” Marc asked, intrigued.

      He had expected a major argument with the man. After all, killer robots on the loose was almost as bad a threat as humans. Like he had been.

      But something about the machine had piqued the scientist in the Nari, obviously.

      “Two thoughts,” Zorge answered distantly. “One, why not make one nine or ten feet tall, to scare the hell out of even the Vanir? Or maybe fifteen feet tall? Something huge.”

      Marc paused and considered. He had been thinking in human terms again. Six feet tall, as a labor-saving robot soldier who wouldn’t discretely call the cops and narc on him when he slept.

      But Vanir males were often over seven feet tall. He himself was seven foot four, these days, as was Gareth. Maybe he did need something that could overawe even Those Left Behind, the Vanir who liked to think of themselves as the direct descendants of the Chaa, in a galaxy where everyone else had been uplifted?

      “I’ll consider it,” Marc said, listening to both the angel on his left shoulder as well as the devil on the right. “Two?”

      “Two,” Zorge replied grimly. “Do we need one big enough to wrestle with a Star Dragon?”
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      Royston Loughty, PhD, WMU, FRS, CBE, CStJ, considered the massive, complicated device resting on his lab bench like a beached whale. He was the man affectionately known on this station as “The Big Brain” but even he was half-certain that much of what was resting in front of him could be just as adequately explained as magic as it could physics.

      But he was a scientist. Doctor of Physics. Warden of the Mathematical Union. Fellow of the Royal Society. Commander, British Empire. Commander, Order of St. John. One of the preeminent physicists in the solar system, and certainly the top expert on the types of solar radiation that Earth Force employed.

      Only a handful of men, and one woman, could even follow the details of the paper he had written. Dr. Sir Westfield van Duren-Abbott PhD, FRS, GMU, KCB, GBE was one of them. The Grand Old Man of science himself.

      Royston expected that one of the two of them would eventually have to write a second paper, just to boil it all down into terms that the average genius mathematician or physicist could follow, to say nothing of the man on the street.

      Magic, indeed.

      The door to his vast lab opened as he pulled a pipe from the pocket of his tweed jacket and considered stuffing it into his mouth. Something to chew on, to keep him from grinding his teeth in frustration.

      “So it must be going well,” Philippa Loughty, his only daughter, smiled and laughed as he walked in and spied him. “You only smoke that damnable pipe when you think you’ve hit a dead end and haven’t yet convinced yourself you’ve solved whatever problem confronted you.”

      “Eh?” he looked up, surprised and perhaps abashed.

      She might be right. Pippa usually was. That was why he had taken her on as his assistant, when all the major universities refused to admit a woman into their PhD programs in higher math or astrophysics. Nobody else was willing to admit that a woman might be the intellectual equal of a man.

      Fools.

      Pippa walked close and kissed him on the cheek. She was a bright spot of color in her uniform as an Women’s Auxiliary of Earth Force Sky Patrol. Crimson skirt just past her knees. Matching tunic as long as a blazer, double-breasted over the left with gold buttons and gold embroidery lacing. A yellow stripe edged the tunic and the collar, making her look like a true professional woman, emphasizing the red hair and bright green eyes of her Scots heritage.

      “Is it done?” she asked, spreading a hand to indicate the machine on the desk.

      Royston put the pipe back in his pocket, aware that he just might bite through the stem in frustration.

      “Theoretically,” he announced in an irritated growl. “The gentlemen who built it to my specifications and designs had to do some fancy work inside in places, and could not actually test it.”

      “Why not, Father?” Pippa’s beautiful face scrunched up in confusion.

      “Well, for one, the power requirements would require at least eighteen percent of the full output of this station’s power plant, dear,” Royston replied. “I have not yet gotten approval to set up such an experiment, even to try to configure the machine. Plus there is the safety aspect.”

      “Safety?” she asked. “How dangerous could it be?”

      “We’ll be opening a wormhole in physical space, Pippa,” Royston scowled at her. “It might suddenly turn into a black hole and destroy this entire station. If we were on the ground, it might destroy the Earth.”

      She grinned and kissed him on the cheek again, lacing her arm through his elbow.

      “And Oppenheimer had the exact same concerns at Alamogordo, Father,” she reminded him. “At a standard deviation in the same rough neighborhood as a cash register spontaneously turning into an ice cream machine. Certainly, if it requires that much power to simply open, it won’t have enough to trigger any sort of feedback loop faster than you could cut the feeds, could it?”

      She reached out a hand and tapped the one device he had insisted be external to everything else. A guillotine large enough to kill a rabbit perhaps, poised on powerful springs to sever the immense power cables that would feed the ravenous beast when he activated it.

      Without enough power, the theory said that the wormholes would collapse back into Einstinian physics immediately, leaving only a trace of radiation. That trace that had first set him on this mad quest six months ago.

      Even in his own mind, it sounded like the worst mixture of a lurid spy thriller combined with the silliest, most over-the-top scientifictional tale.

      Open a wormhole in space. Reach through and kidnap a man from his own cabin, never to be seen again.

      To what end?

      And yet, six months ago, Gareth St. John Dankworth, Field Agent of Earth Forces Sky Patrol, had vanished. Gone. Leaving no trace at all, except a detectable type of radiation that had no place in the current Extended Model of Physics. The understanding of the universe accepted by everyone else.

      In pursuing that, Pippa had accused him of having an incomplete understanding of physics and the universe. Which had galled him all the more, when he realized that she had been right. So he invented more physics, more mathematics.

      And built himself a machine. One that frightened him as much as he thrilled at the possibilities. Could they really travel through wormholes to other worlds? Explore the universe?

      What would they find out there?

      But, more importantly, who would they find?

      It had not been a natural occurrence, when Gareth vanished. Someone had opened that tube, Royston was sure.

      Why? And why Gareth?

      “Father?” Pippa broke into his train of thought.

      “Hmm?”

      “Is this device safe enough to test?” she asked, voice suddenly a bit more abashed.

      “Indeed, Pippa,” Royston tried to assuage her. “The cut-out will function perfectly, severing the line with non-conductive blades that are irresistible. I have considered a dead-man switch as well, so that if something were to happen and I lost control, loosening my grip would trigger the blades as well.”

      “So why then are you so frustrated?” Pippa stayed close, leaned against him.

      With her mother gone, it was just the two of them. Had been for nearly two decades. And she was as brilliant, and as stubborn as her mother had been.

      “I think it will work,” Royston mumbled nervously.

      “And?”

      “What if we are not alone in the universe, dear child?” Royston asked.
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      Gareth followed the other three into a small conference room that had been set up for lunch, glasses and linens already laid out. Stewards were just placing plates of hot food and filling glasses, and they quickly departed.

      Must have been following the trial and just waiting for everyone to get out.

      Quickly, they sat, three Vanir at a table full-sized for them and a Nari whose chair and foot rest had been elevated until she was comfortable enough to eat with the others.

      Lunch wasn’t cow, but the meat was close enough. And the vegetable wasn’t a potato. Wasn’t even remotely related to a potato, but it served a close enough purpose to hold butter, sour cream, and bacon. Or the gustatory equivalents thereof.

      Food went quickly and they settled for coffee. Gareth was glad that none of the others smoked tobacco. That smell would just undercut a fine meal.

      Grodray fixed him with a professorial eye.

      “It has been five months,” Grodray said in a characteristically terse tone. “People who saw you flying above Orgoth Vortai have largely written the entire thing off as some sort of crazy, massive public relations stunt organized as part of the Accord Ball. We have not worked to dissuade them of that notion.”

      Gareth nodded. He had done his duty that night, saving Morty and Xiomber and the driver of the van from dying when the crime boss Omerlon shot out the controls of the flying machine. That had gotten the man convicted of attempted murder of a Constabulary officer, so he was going to rot in prison forever.

      But they had also laid low in the time since.

      Partly, that was Grodray and Baker suddenly breaking open one of the biggest corruption scandals in the history of the Accord of Souls. They had been too busy chasing and catching all the cockroaches revealed when someone turned the kitchen light on.

      Gareth had returned to Irron with Talyarkinash to train and study his abilities more, and eventually Morty and Xiomber joined them, to try to understand what a Star Dragon was, and what it could and couldn’t do. The boys were now permanent convicts, but that really didn’t mean anything, as far as Gareth could tell.

      “Now that things have calmed down, the decision has been made to put you back out in the field,” Grodray continued. “Maximus has vanished completely this time, and nobody is even talking about the man. We can’t tell if that’s good news or bad, but all leads have dried up in the time we spent dismantling Omerlon’s organization. And dealing with a number of bent or criminal officers of the courts that needed to be removed as well. Baker?”

      Every eye turned to Grodray’s partner now. Eveth Baker would be a Prime Investigator soon. Of that Gareth had no doubts. She was young, barely four years older than Gareth, but she was being groomed for big things.

      Like running Gareth in the field. Possibly being the senior officer to him, if Gareth was made a full-fledged officer in the future, rather than just…whatever he was now. Trying to do the right thing as best he knew how.

      She took a deep breath and seemed to transform herself away from the ball of angry energy she usually presented, to something calm and almost scholarly.

      “Gareth, I went back and read your report about the Accord Ball,” Baker said simply, eyes locking with him across the table. “Before you spotted Morty and Xiomber, you were in the process of establishing a very useful contact with Diệu Ahn Jamart, an extremely wealthy art collector.”

      Gareth blushed as he thought back to the night. Her outfit that night had barely covered her enough for polite company, even in that crowd, showing off an extraordinary amount of pinkish, tanned skin marked all over with large freckle patterns, from the bits he had been able to see. And imagine. It had been like standing next to a bipedal giraffe.

      “That’s right,” Gareth said. “I have not contacted her as yet, pending orders. I am not sure I would be able to.”

      “The number she gave you was her personal comm,” Baker said with a smug smile. “We’ve confirmed with the right people that it still works.”

      Gareth felt all the blood drain out of his entire body, rushing instead into his face. That night, he had been moments from being pulled by the incredibly tall Borren woman into an interspecies erotica exhibit at the Accord Hall of Arts.

      An interactive exhibit.

      It was a Grace museum. A people who were human-sized bipeds that could pass for human at a distance. Until you got close enough to realize that instead of hair they had a mass of writing tentacles equipped with extensive sensory capabilities. And that they liked to touch.

      Finding those two criminal scientists at the last moment had been the greatest breakthrough in his life, as far as he was concerned.

      Gareth gulped again. Baker seemed to be enjoying his discomfort as she watched silently.

      Talyarkinash wasn’t any better at hiding her grin.

      “Enough,” Grodray growled. Dad cracking the whip.

      Baker sobered immediately.

      “You will contact her,” Baker said. “You will continue to use the cover of a traveling art critic and reporter with no last name. One who writes under a penname. It is our hope that she will provide you access to elements of society that the Constabulary is excluded from.”

      The dissipated wealthy, Gareth supposed. Those people with so much money that they couldn’t spend it all if they tried. The kind who collected esoteric art. The really weird stuff.

      “Am I real?” Gareth scowled at Baker

      “Real?” she replied, utterly confused.

      “Is there actually a bi-line somewhere?” Gareth said. “Some authentic art critic and fashion reporter from the Constabulary who does write this sort of thing, when you need to send someone under cover?”

      Baker paused and looked sideways at Grodray.

      The older man smiled like he had just won a bet.

      “Indeed there is, Gareth,” Grodray said. “You’ll travel to meet him shortly, and we will supply you with a collection of things you supposedly have written over the last few years, so that you can be prepared, in case someone tries to trip you up later.”

      “How many of me are there?” Gareth said. “No, don’t answer that. Above my pay grade and I don’t really want to know.

      Grodray just smiled.

      “At present, we do not have any leads,” Baker continued. “Nor do we necessarily expect anything out of such contacts, but you are to keep your eyes open. If something comes up, your job is to call me or Grodray and let us handle it. You will not get yourself into trouble, nor will you display your capabilities. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Gareth nodded sharply. “Deep cover.”

      “Deep enough,” Grodray spoke up now. “As your cover is a reporter, you can remain in regular contact with your editor. Baker will run you just like an editor would. You will write up reports as if they were going to be edited and reviewed before publication in some magazine, so keep your language clear, and don’t be afraid to include whatever background materials you feel appropriate.”

      “What do we actually know about Diệu Ahn?” Gareth asked. “I read a brief bio five months ago, but nothing since.”

      “She divorced one enormously wealthy husband, and outlived a second one,” Baker said grimly. “Somewhere in the top five hundred richest people in the Accord. Collects things that catch her eye. She will attempt to seduce you.”

      “She can try,” Gareth growled under his breath.

      “Understood,” Baker acknowledged. “This is more a warning than an expectation of success.”

      Baker turned the firehose of her attention to Talyarkinash now.

      “Doctor Liamssen, now that the two Yuudixtl have been officially remanded into custody, you will be transferred with them to work directly with Dr. Fitzroy, with whom you have previously consulted. Until we can capture or eliminate Marc Sarzynski, there is a significant risk that he will try to bring in more humans, as well as potentially performing experiments on himself to match Gareth.”

      “Okay,” Talyarkinash replied evenly. “What part will I play?”

      “We need the three of you to build me a human detector,” Baker smiled savagely. “Gareth is supposedly Vanir now, as is Sarzynski, but the transformation does not appear to have made either of them part of the Accord, at least that psionic link we all share to one degree or another.”

      “I see,” the Nari geneticist said. “And we need to find out how to identify a transformed human?”

      “The four of you, with Dalton, are the principal experts on humans I have available, Doctor,” Baker replied simply. “We cannot protect the Accord unless we can identify infiltrators. How they are dealt with is another department, and one I’m not interested in. We’re the hunters.”

      “Will we remain on Irron?” Talyarkinash asked.

      “You will for now,” Grodray spoke up. “Eve and I will trail Gareth at a safe enough distance, working mainly from a private office on Orgoth Vortai. Dalton Fitzroy is a Prime Investigator, like myself, so she will be able to punch through any bureaucratic issues that come up. Questions?”

      Gareth and Talyarkinash both shook their heads. It was too early to know anything, but they had been planning for this. Now it was time to put everything into action.

      Gareth just wished he had Pippa here to talk to. Diệu Ahn as likely to make unacceptable demands on him, and he would have to find a way to navigate the Scylla and Charybdis of the case.

      It would not be fun.
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      Morty put the book down as the lock to his cell rattled loudly.

      It was a compact space, if a bit roomy for a Yuudixtl, being Vanir-scaled. Bed permanently attached to the wall as a shelf. Sink and toilet in a corner. Small bookshelves hanging from another corner. Light switch by door that only worked to lower things to dimness, not darkness.

      Learning to sleep with the lights on had been the hardest part of prison. Even the food wasn’t all that bad. Of course, until today, the cops had wanted to keep him and his egg-brother cooperative.

      This morning, he had sealed his fate.

      Now, he got to find out what that would be.

      The big cop entered as the door opened. Grodray. The terror of the underworld, according to everything Morty had known about the man, back when he was still a full-time criminal scientist.

      Grodray brought a wooden chair into the room and sat on it as Morty put his book off to one side and concentrated on the man.

      The door closed loudly and the locks shot home with a thump.

      Silence fell.

      Vanir were huge. Seven feet tall. Twice Morty’s size. Nearly three times his weight. Skin without scales, but with fur in strange places. Grodray might actually look pretty good, if he grew a beard. It had made a helluva change in Gareth.

      Course, might also come in completely gray now, too. There was that. Yuudixtl just got yellower in the scales as they aged.

      Expressive and communicative face, at least compared to the hard ridges and bone of a Yuudixtl. Pointy ears that looked like they should move, catlike, like Talyarkinash Liamssen’s did, but didn’t.

      Oh well.

      Not a lot of communication going on with that face right now. Maximus had been like that. Hard, cold stare designed to unnerve people. Usually worked.

      Morty wasn’t that impressed. He cocked his head to one side and just sort of grinned at the guy.

      What more can you do to me besides sentence me to death, officer?

      Silence.

      “Why?” Grodray announced suddenly.

      Morty cocked his head the other way.

      “Could you narrow that down, Grodray?” Morty asked. “I’ve done some amazingly stupid shit over the years, so I’m not sure which bad decision you want to talk about today.”

      Pause. Hard-ass cop stare.

      “So let’s start with Gareth,” Grodray said. “I’ve read all your statements and reports, Morty, so don’t give me that line of crap. Tell me the truth about the man.”

      Morty took a deep breath. Only Xiomber knew that story, as far as those sorts of things went.

      Not that he expected a cop like Grodray to get it. But what the hell? They would be recording whatever he said for posterity anyway, after he was dead.

      “Because I thought I was God, the first time,” Morty finally replied.

      “God?” Grodray’s grunt was not all that amused.

      “Cinnra wanted himself a human,” Morty said. “A killer. So I got him one. Well, me and Xiomber did. He’s the smart one. I’m the sneaky one. Went and located the baddest, most dangerous human criminal I could find. Turned out he was a renegade cop. He came, he saw, he conquered. Cinnra’s dead and Marc Sarzynski takes the name Maximus. And now we’re going places.”

      “Such as?” Grodray asked.

      “If we’d done nothing to stop him, Maximus would have taken over the entire underworld on Zathus once and for all by now,” Morty said. “Then the government itself. Because nothing could have stopped him. Nothing at all, okay?”

      “Okay,” Grodray allowed.

      I mean, if we’re going to be honest here, cop, let’s talk turkey.

      “But then I woke up one morning and my house was on fire,” Morty continued. “Just a small one, but what do you do when the stove is suddenly on fire and it’s too big for you to put out alone?”

      “Call for help,” Grodray nodded.

      “Yeah, but what kind of help?” Morty felt his face and voice get all growly now. “And it is my fault that Maximus is likely to take over the whole shooting match. If I hadn’t thought I was a God, I wouldn’t have built the machine to grab the guy, one step ahead of his own cops arresting him, back home. Turns out later that Gareth, of all people, had Sarzynski’s gang cornered, and had caught most of them. But they missed out on the big guy.”

      “But—” Grodray started to say, but Morty cut him off.

      “So if I burn the whole damned house down, I don’t really get to complain about sleeping in the backyard when it rains, do I?” Morty snapped. “Once I woke up to that, the rest was easy. Set the psionic parameters almost exactly the opposite of what they had been before, look for a signal that matches, and realize the guy’s a cop. A human cop, of all things. But he’s the best fit I can find if I want to stop Maximus from taking over the whole damned galaxy. Kidnapping Gareth and bringing him to the Accord might be the biggest crime I’ve committed in a lifetime of debauchery, but let me tell you this. It was also the smartest thing I’ve ever done. And I’d do it again, if I had to. When we got separated from Gareth that first time, on Hurquar, he told us to find another Earth Force Sky Patrol Agent if we had to, and explain it all to them, using his name.”

      “Treason and Attempting to Overthrow the Accord,” Grodray quoted at him, but Morty wasn’t having any of it.

      “That was Maximus,” the Yuudixtl said angrily. “Gareth was to stop Sarzynski and save the damned Accord.”

      “And the Star Dragon?” Grodray asked.

      “Kid’s crazy as a junebug, Grodray,” Morty replied. “We were just gonna turn him into another Vanir, so he had an even chance to hide and stop the crooks. He wanted something big and splashy. Something that would strike utter terror into the hearts and minds of criminals everywhere. If I thought I could have wings and breathe fire like that, I would have stayed in legitimate business, buddy.”

      “Okay,” Grodray nodded. “So what do I do with you and your egg-brother?”

      “I told Xiomber that I’d rather spend forty years complaining that I had read the entire prison library twice, than be dead,” Morty said. “I can’t imagine you trust me, whatever I do or say, so what can I do?”

      “You willing to work?” Grodray asked in a hard voice. “You and your brother? To spend the rest of your lives trying to save galactic civilization?”

      “Yeah,” Morty said simply. “Can’t talk for him, but you and Gareth are the only things protecting us from Maximus.”

      “I’ve got the entire Constabulary, Morty,” Grodray growled back.

      “And it won’t be enough, cop,” Morty snapped. “Unless you know something I don’t.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Grodray rose suddenly. Lifted the immense chair easily and carried it to the door. One mighty fist banged three times on the metal door and it opened.

      Morty found himself alone in his cell again as the door slammed and locked, wound all the way up to the point he hopped off the bed and began to pace.

      How the hell would he stop Maximus, it was up to him?
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      The hotel lobby was vast enough to have its own telephone zone, as Gareth walked in from the busy street.

      Cream and tan marble on the floor, supporting white, stone columns that dominated a three-story vaulted space with two mezzanines wrapped around the edge, with glass fronts of their own so people could see everything. There were people here, but most of them looked like they were trying to be seen, rather than actually waiting for anyone.

      This hotel had that kind of reputation. Famous people passed through, staying and making their reputation as much as the hotel’s. Perhaps they were here to be interviewed on their next project. It was a good place for an undercover fashion and art reporter to use as his base, while he penetrated the world of elite luxury.

      Gareth had studied all the things he had supposedly written over the last few years under a pseudonymous penname. Fashion and art, for the most part, with the occasional foray into writing puff pieces on fabulous vacation spots for the extremely wealthy.

      The kinds of places where your name was on a secret list, or you weren’t even allowed to know it existed.

      Being undercover and not being required to be dressed as a dandy, he had fallen back on a replica of the outfit he first got when he came to the Accord of Souls. Baker had approved the replacement for the identical outfit Gareth still kept in his closet. The one that was still only human sized. Gareth had considered adding a cowboy-style hat, but decided that would be too much, most of the time.

      So comfortable cowboy boots with a heel high enough for roping, but low enough to walk considerable distances, and not too sharp a toe. Black dungaree pants, baggy enough that they covered his boots instead of tucking into them. He still missed his Sky Patrol tunic, but in its place he had a plain, white T-shirt, underneath a button-down, button-up shirt in Sky Patrol plaid colors. So he was almost home. A blue denim jacket with bronzed buttons on the breast pockets and a small SP button stuck through the flap of the left breast pocket completed the look.

      The only addition of note had been a plain, gold ring on his left hand. He could lie and pretend to be engaged, and use that as an excuse to turn down invitations gracefully. Explaining the truth to someone was impossible, anyway.

      So here he was. Dressed up and ready to go.

      As it was, he already felt like if he added a pair of toy, nickel capguns in twin holsters, he’d be seven years old again and all set to play Cowboys and Indians.

      But this outfit worked. All he had to do was wear it into Talyarkinash’s lab and watch her eyes light up. Or walk up to the lunchroom and sit where the female members of the Constabulary could watch him.

      He had no idea how or why, but it was apparently a good thing, to hear Baker and Grodray talk. And it helped keep him out of a jail cell, where he really, honestly deserved to be, all things considered.

      Or a freak show.

      Gareth didn’t let himself go down that path.

      A self-important Grace in a fancy suit accosted him as he crossed the floor, looking around. The tentacles for hair just added an edge of weird to Gareth’s day.

      “May I help you, sir?” he asked in a voice filled with serene, superior doubt on the topic.

      Obviously, one of those people who had wandered into the wrong building by accident. Or not known to use the delivery entrance around back.

      Something about the man’s silent sneer just rubbed Gareth entirely the wrong way.

      Rather than answer, Gareth drew himself up to his full height, glaring down at the man from a head and a half higher. He reached inside the comfortable jacket and pulled out an oversized card.

      “Is my room ready?” Gareth snapped at the Grace in a peremptory voice.

      Mother would have taken a wooden spoon to his bottom for such a tone, but she wasn’t here, and the role called for it, apparently.

      The difference in the Grace was night and day.

      Suddenly, Gareth wasn’t an imposter, but Important People who must be fawned over, and how could the Grace man have possibly make such a terrible mistake?

      “I’m sure it is,” the Grace said, carefully taking the card from his hand to inspect it before swiftly leading Gareth to the discrete desk off to one side.

      A cute Nari girl, barely out of her teens but composed and professional, stood behind the counter and took the card from the man.

      “Mary will take excellent care of you, sir,” the concierge promised in an utterly obsequious tone. “Did you have luggage?”

      “It will be delivered this afternoon,” Gareth noted absently, drolly. Playing a role he barely believed himself.

      Seriously, were people normally like this?

      “Very good, sir,” and the Grace was gone.

      “Just Gareth?” Mary asked carefully. “No last name?”

      “That’s right,” he said, playing the role Baker and Grodray had assigned him. Mysterious and aloof.

      “Everything is already taken care of, then, sir,” Mary said, looking down at a screen on her side of the desk.

      She paused for a moment, sniffing him. He had enough experience with Talyarkinash doing the same thing to note the way the nostrils worked. And the whiskers and ears twitching out of tune with each other.

      “May I escort you to your room, Gareth?” Mary asked brightly.

      Gareth swallowed the snarl that wanted to blister the girl. He would just have to get used to a world where females could be just as forward as males, bizarre as it was. Where he would be absently propositioned for meaningless sexual encounters by strangers in hotel lobbies, if he wasn’t careful.

      Worse, once he dove into this world, they would frequently be people with money, who were unused to being rebuffed.

      Tough, buddy.

      “Absolutely,” Gareth allowed, rocking his weight back onto his heels.

      She came around the counter with a plastic keycard in one hand and a small envelope that she handed him, passing too close for politeness. Just barely brushing herself against his side.

      The elevator ride was pleasant, as long as he focused on the lights and not the young girl focused on him.

      The room was larger inside than Patrol Cutter Bellerophon, his first independent command, had been. Huge. Suite didn’t do it justice, as it had a full kitchen and dining room, three subsidiary bedroom suites, and a salon large enough for his junior high chess club to hold tournaments in, plus a balcony that was four meters deep and ran the entire width of the suite, which was a significant radius of the hotel itself.

      Mary had to show him everything. He smiled and thought happy thoughts until he managed to get her out the door and drop the deadbolt into place. He considered sliding a heavy chair into the way as well, but stopped himself and moved out to the balcony to relax and enjoy the view.

      They were on Morthri, the original homeworld of the Nari. The skies weren’t the blue of Earth that he kept expecting when he looked up. Nor the greener skies of Irron where he had come from most recently. But at the same time, the reddish hue overhead wasn’t the cotton candy of Orgoth Vortai.

      The Underhives of Mars were probably the closest comparison he could make, in those rare times when you got out onto the surface to walk around, rather than staying safely below ground.

      Watching the sun slowly set as he stood on his balcony, he could see the inland sea in the near distance, and a swimming pool so close below that a cliff diver could have made a living.

      “Well, hello,” a voice came from his right. Female. Cheery. Welcoming. “It is so good to see you again.”

      Gareth turned at the voice and located the speaker. He watched Diệu Ahn lift her head up to smile at him, from where she had been lying face down on a lounge chair sunbathing. Hopefully, she had a towel below her, because as near as Gareth could tell, she was completely nude otherwise.
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      Royston surveyed the walls of the massive bunker where his experimental equipment had been installed. The Sector Marshal had tried to insist that someone else be here conducting it, but Royston had put his foot down rather angrily at that suggestion.

      The man had only subsided when Royston pointed out that the only other person qualified to handle the machinery was his daughter. It was a low, cruel blow, forcing the man to confront his own cultural chauvinism, but it was still God’s honest truth. And Royston didn’t always play nice.

      As a consolation, they had lengthened many of the cables. It put Royston two meters away from the machinery, instead of lurking over it, but he couldn’t see what difference it might make. The radiation involved was not working on anything like an inverse square model here. He would be just as exposed. Just as at risk.

      But anything to assuage the Sector Marshal. Alvin obviously feared that losing Royston to an accident would be a blot on his career that nothing would ever remove.

      And while he might be right, the Sector Marshal had nothing he could actually do here except sign off on the final approvals that made it all happen and let him build this little fortress.

      So Royston was standing in a secured, insulated bunker located in the middle of the Arizona desert. Inside walls nearly a meter thick and reinforced with armor cladding over that. Air conditioning kept the space cool and moist, as though he was still at a LaGrange Point station in space.

      The machinery on the wooden bench had seen better days. Scars from energy, chemistry, and brute force had left their marks on the glossy, black surface. Two power cables thicker than his arm passed through holes in the wall on his right and went off to the massive generators that had been installed nearby outside.

      There were no other humans within fifteen miles at this point, so if he did manage to blow himself up, hopefully nobody else would be hurt in the process.

      Oppenheimer had grown apocalyptic in his old age, convinced that he had personally opened the way for the destruction of the world and death of all humanity. Royston had his doubts about this particular theory, and the tools to exploit it, but at the same time, there was that element of risk in the back of his mind.

      Certainly, this was possibly the greatest step forward for humanity in centuries. Since Einstein, perhaps.

      But Royston was here because someone else had shown him it was possible. Had opened the door in his mind, just as they had opened the portal into Gareth’s cabin.

      They wished to remain anonymous. Whoever they were. And Royston was likely to wander up to their front door and knock at some point soon.

      Hopefully, they would be charitable hosts, along the old Nordic model, and not cannibals.

      No time like the present.

      Royston walked once around the apparatus to confirm everything in his mind.

      “Activating power,” he said aloud, knowing his words were being communicated to the Sector Marshal via several radio microphones. Possibly a few others. Sir West had suggested that Her Majesty might be listening in surreptitiously, as might an American President and a few others.

      This was bigger than one country. Bigger than the Sky Patrol. Possibly bigger than all of Earth Force.

      A small rocker switch had been installed on the right. He flipped it now, and listened to the machine slowly hum to itself.

      “We read power on, Doctor Loughty,” a man’s voice replied quickly. “Edging towards the high end, but still within the band you set previously.”

      Royston grinned silently. Those bands had been picked arbitrarily. To use the vulgar vernacular, a SWAG. Scientific Wild-Ass Guess.

      Half of his theory would need to be revised and refined after this, in light of experimental observations. By him if he survived. By Pippa otherwise. But which half was the question to explore.

      Royston moved to study the two big gauges set in the face of the machine. Both read zero right now.

      He stepped close and turned a dial slowly, watching the needles begin to move, ever so slightly. Again, SWAG. Not that he could ever tell anyone that. Except perhaps Sir West. That man understood the nature of pushing the edges of an envelope.

      The air took on a golden hue around him as the machine’s quiet hum built up to a low C on a concert grand piano.

      “Radiation readings at one point eight, Dr. Loughty,” the man said aloud. “Stable. Nothing dangerous detected on other bands.”

      No, there wouldn’t be. Either it would work perfectly, or it would fail. Or he would somehow open a portal large enough to annihilate the Earth, and do it so quickly that nobody was likely to notice.

      There was that.

      He adjusted the knob one last time, getting right to two point zero and letting it hum to itself for several seconds before it decided it was happy.

      So far, so good.

      Royston moved around to the long end of the bench and studied the Rube Goldberg contraption that his young engineers had made for him. A simple, elevated track starting at shoulder height and running straight and true for about four feet, to a spot eleven inches above the table top itself, where a final curve would bounce the marble coming off the tracks onto the work top.

      That much was Newtonian. Almost Galliliean. Simple and safe.

      At the far end of the bench, a bowl had been placed. White porcelain with a blue flower pattern around the rim. Six inches deep and a twelve across. Someone’s wife or mother might miss it, come fall when it was time to make casseroles again.

      Royston addressed himself to the set of switches installed here. These were larger. They reminded him of mad science in ancient horror movies from the early cinema era. The kind you grabbed with your whole hand and slammed shut like a gunshot.

      Hopefully, they had just run out of rocker switches in the construction, and it wasn’t the case that someone was making a socio-political statement on Royston’s work.

      Not that he would blame them, for this truly was mad science.

      And yet…

      With his left hand, Royston reached into the pocket of his tweed jacket and pulled out a simple marble. A catseye he had owned for fifty-some years. Just the right thing for this.

      It grounded him.

      “Activating primary power,” he said to history.

      With his right, Royston took hold of the first switch’s handle and closed it.

      Somewhere nearby, the generators would come to a higher level of activity, preparing to feed their enormous river of power into the ravenous beast before him.

      The lights flickered ominously, but Royston was prepared for that. At least in his mind. If he lost all lights, he had a pocket flash he could pull out. And the doors were locked from the inside with simple mechanical devices, rather than electronics.

      The golden hue in the air was brighter now. The air had a smell of ozone and something else he couldn’t place. Almost sweet, but that made no sense at all, except as a detail to be noted for later.

      “Initiating portals,” Royston announced grimly.

      It was hard keeping a note of triumphalism out of his voice. Especially since Sir West was standing in the other bunker with Pippa and the Sector Marshal. Doubting, as the man would.

      Still, this would be like being whacked upside the head with a four-days-rotting sand shark, if it worked. Even Sir West would be forced to come around.

      Royston closed the second big switch and quickly moved to the last one. The guillotine. He was poised to kill the machine at the instant there was a problem. Probably a flaw in his math in that case, as the mechanical construction had been relatively straight forward and the men he hired to perform it worked frequently in movies, constructing amazingly detailed models and mockups as sets. Their skill and professionalism was not to be doubted.

      A glowing, golden dinner plate opened beneath the ramp in front of him. Four inches above the surface of the workbench. Possibly eight inches across, and barely one deep, except that Royston suspected he would see infinity if he looked down. Like lining two mirrors up and watching reflections of reflections.

      If he dared.

      Across the way, a matching golden glow as a reciprocal plate opened.

      He hoped.

      “Releasing the payload,” Royston said as he placed his catseye on the track and let go.

      It rolled happily down the middle of the metal tubes, slowly accelerating, until it hit the curve and plummeted six inches into eternity.

      A heartbeat passed. Rapid, yes, but measurable, still.

      A tinkling thump as a catseye marble emerged at the far end of the workbench and bounced once, before rattling loosely around the bottom to bleed off inertia.

      Royston had been holding his breath. He released it now and watched the future explode out of his mind to reshape humanity.

      It was a heady load, but he had done it. This was not the conquest of the entire galaxy, but he could see it from here.

      Like Jim Ryan breaking the four minute mile centuries ago, this was as much a psychological hurdle as a scientific one. Others would suddenly have their blinders removed and would no doubt expand and improve on his theory.

      But he had just teleported a marble across the length of a workbench, without it seeming to cross the space in between. Technically, he had connected the two points via a fifth-dimensional structure that acted like the inside of a half-torus, in layman’s terms. Dig a tunnel underground from A to B and emerge over there.

      “Dr. Loughty, is everything all right?” the technician at the other end grew concerned. “Respond, please.”

      “I’m here,” he finally managed to say. “The experiment was a success.”

      He cut the power feeds and powered the device back down without lobotomizing it in the process, and the walked over to retrieve that marble.

      It was a lucky one. That was why he had traded two silverfish and a bloodstone to Tommy Wilson for it, when they were both six and those sorts of things were important.

      He would need that luck.

      In the back of his mind, Royston expected that he had just grasped the lamp and had summoned forth a djinn.
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      To be safest, at least in his mind, Gareth had insisted on a semi-public dinner, rather than having Diệu Ahn get room service delivered to one of their suites. Where she could have him privately.

      She had indeed been sunbathing nude, but had transformed herself into an ingénue when she saw the effect her nudity had on Gareth. Which had somehow made it worse, as she pulled a beach towel into place, mostly, when standing.

      Gareth had found himself staring rudely, hoping to catch glimpses of the things he had forbidden himself, like a teenage boy again.

      It hadn’t helped that she was Borren. Eight feet tall to his seven. Skinny, like a praying mantis. Perhaps a giraffe was more appropriate, when he considered the elaborate pattern of freckles that covered her entire body, most of which he had now seen.

      She had a tiny jaw and a beautiful smile. Small nostrils emerged at the bottom of a flat, plate nose that extended up to smoothly integrate with her forehead. Hers irises were a green/gray color he found fascinating, especially with black eyeballs. And her eyes were set at angles, low at the inner bottom of an invisible box, and high at the outer corner. Twin ridges of bone and skin served the save purpose as eyebrows, he presumed.

      Diệu Ahn, like all Borren, had fine hairs on her skin, like a human woman, but no other hair on her body. Just the various freckles like a giraffe’s camouflage.

      And a pretty smile.

      She wore red tonight. A long tunic dress, almost a sundress, except it was too tight and she wore nothing under it, as far as he could tell. And as Borren were mammalian, at least her small breasts weren’t outlined against the thin fabric of the dress.

      For a headpiece, she had gone simple, with a structure that rested on her ears and skull and presented almost as a pillbox hat, done in red and black, with a small fascinator attached that reminded Gareth of an Aztec temple.

      Gareth had stayed in his almost-cowboy outfit. He also had a black tie tuxedo and could go white-tie if the situation demanded it, but this one didn’t. Or he could find several layers of formality in between with a few hours and the right haberdashery computer system.

      The maître-d had seated them on a small, circular platform in the middle of the vast dining room. Where it felt like they were on display. Zoo animals, if you wanted to be rude.

      Diệu Ahn ate it up like candy, while Gareth tried to maintain his equilibrium. There was undercover, and there was making such a splashy entrance that everyone might forget why you were here, except to be seen.

      And here he was.

      “So tell me about her,” Diệu Ahn began, as they got seated and the first glass of wine served.

      The only glass of wine, as far as Gareth was concerned. He could handle his alcohol, but didn’t want to make a mess of himself if he had too much.

      “Her?” Gareth answered blankly.

      “You’re wearing a ring, Gareth,” Diệu Ahn smiled warmly at him and pointed with a long finger. “Hopefully that means you’ve found the woman for you, and it isn’t just a cheap trick to keep me from sneaking into your bedroom at night and cuddling up against your back.”

      Gareth blushed. He didn’t think she was joking. And wasn’t wanting to find out, either way.

      “Philippa Loughty,” Gareth said. “Pippa.”

      “Is she the one?” Diệu Ahn’s voice got serious.

      “I hope so,” Gareth replied. “My job takes me away for very long stretches of time, so I don’t get to see her. At times, I hope she’ll wait for me. But there are other times I wonder if she’d be better off finding someone else and settling down without me.”

      “Settle down, perhaps,” Diệu Ahn said knowingly. “She wouldn’t be better off.”

      More blush as the implications of her words struck home.

      “So what brings you to Morthri?” Diệu Ahn picked up the conversation rather than letting them dwell in bad places.

      Gareth brightened up immediately.

      “Partly, my boss sent me on something of a vacation,” he said. It was even more or less true. “Partly, she was intrigued that I might be able to contact you and finagle my way into your world for a time, where I could then be able to write some interesting pieces about the lives of the decadently wealthy. Her readers like that element of living vicariously.”

      “I see,” Diệu Ahn pouted slightly. “So you didn’t just come to see me?”

      “Not just,” Gareth let his tone grow soft. “You are still only the third woman I’ve ever kissed.”

      “Really?” that brought her back out of her shell quickly. “Such a disgrace. A handsome Vanir like you should have had his pick of the litter. All the litters.”

      Gareth shrugged. Part of his cover was to leave out pieces of his own backstory, but let the rest stand on its own. That way, you didn’t have to keep track of the lies you had told later.

      “When I was younger, I wanted to be a cop,” Gareth said. “Worked my ass off for it. Even succeeded for a time, but then everything went wrong. Now, I’m just trying to get my life back on track, and find a way to make a difference in other ways.”

      “Unknown writer and occasional secret agent?” she asked, taking him back to his excuse for abandoning her on Orgoth Vortai.

      “Something like that,” he acknowledge glumly. That part wasn’t even forced.

      “Pity you wouldn’t be happy as a kept man, Gareth,” Diệu Ahn smiled at him, licking her lips carefully. “And hopefully, Pippa will wait. But in the meantime, I think we can have some fun. When was the last time you had a true vacation from work?”

      Gareth picked up his wine glass and took a sip as he did math in his head.

      “Eleven years,” he answered honestly. “Just before I went off to school, I had an entire summer to myself.”

      “And what did you do?” she was intrigued.

      “Built a cabin in the woods, on some land my family owns,” he replied, letting his mind drift back. “Split the logs and fit them into the frame. Roofed it and then finished the interior from the shell inwards. Planted a garden for my mother. Swam in the lake when the day got too hot. Hiked when I didn’t want to work.”

      “And that’s your idea of a vacation, Gareth?” she was somewhere between amused and appalled, depending on how close the actual work part got to her.

      “No, that’s what I do when left to my own devices,” he corrected her with a grin. “I have no idea how to actually vacation.”

      “Well, then,” she raised her own glass in a toast that Gareth matched. “We’ll just have to see what we can do to broaden your horizons.”

      They drank and smiled at each other as the waitress approached.

      It would get him connected to a whole new stratum and element of society. The richest ones.

      Grodray had insisted that most were good little Accord citizens, and that many of the so-called crimes he might encounter around them were barely worth noting in passing. But at the same time, the money to fund the criminal underworld in the galaxy had to come from somewhere.

      Gareth was a bloodhound now, seeking a scent.
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