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ONIMA MADE HER WAY to the command station on the bridge of the Daedalus.

Captain Barr was looking at a screen in front of him when he noticed her. “Marshal Gwok? What brings you to the bridge?”

“Captain,” she began, “I have been making numerous attempts to contact Deputy Director Samarin for a whole day. Thus far, I haven’t reached him.”

“That’s unusual.” 

Onima nodded. “What’s more, I can’t seem to get ahold of anyone at CBI Headquarters over the rank of marshal.”

Barr tapped a different screen, and a new holographic monitor appeared before him. He swiped at it several times. “We’ve not received any communications from the Bureau, nor the Office of Confederation Defense, anytime in the last forty-eight hours. But that’s not unusual.”

“I understand,” Onima said. “Would you do me a favor, Captain, and request secure communications with Deputy Director Samarin—or any deputy director or director?”

“Of course.” Barr stood and left his command station, descending to the bridge. He made his way toward the combat information center aft and took a seat at a station there.

“You could have had the communications officer do this,” Onima remarked.

“Yes, I could have. But I feel it would be better that I do this.”

Onima appreciated Barr’s understanding of the gravitas of the situation.

The Daedalus remained in high orbit above Terre Ursa. After Onima and her team had gone over all the data they had accumulated, she’d felt they had more than enough to get a warrant for another search of Gray and Chuang’s offices. 

Onima disliked that their evidence was not as admissible as she’d prefer. But she was certain it would still be enough for her to get the necessary warrant for her search.

Onima looked over Barr’s shoulder at the holographic monitor. 

All his requests were being met with denials. She had experienced the same in making less-secure requests of her own.

“That’s a first,” Barr remarked.

“Flat-out denials,” Onima said. “Yes, that’s what I got too.”

Barr tapped at a screen below the hologram and sent a different signal. 

A moment later, a face appeared. “Confederation Bureau of Investigation.”

“Yes, I am Captain Martin Barr of the Office of Confederation Defense. I need to speak to a deputy director or director, please.”

The agent frowned as they examined a screen. “My apologies, Captain, but the duty officer is the ranking official presently available.”

“And who is that?” Barr questioned.

The agent clearly looked at another screen before replying, “Marshal Tarik Bell.”

Barr shook his head. “Thank you for your assistance, but it won’t be necessary that I speak to them.”

Barr ended the transmission and turned to Onima. “I have never encountered that before.”

Onima frowned. “It can only mean one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I suspect they’re being sequestered.”

“How does that work?” Barr asked.

“My apologies, Captain,” Onima began, “but I shall have to explain that later. Try again in a few hours, please, and then have Communications try every six hours or so going forward. But let’s not make contact with anyone there below a deputy director again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Barr replied.

Onima nodded to him and left the bridge.

As she made her way back to the MBCC, Onima recalled her last conversation with Deputy Director Samarin. As he’d told her in confidence, if she couldn’t raise anyone above a marshal, the deputy directors and directors were sequestered.

That meant Rand had pulled the trigger. In Onima’s way of thinking, that meant time had run out.

Onima entered the Mobile Bureau Command Center. The MBCC was the usual hubbub of agents and special agents at their stations, performing their work. This included research for ongoing cases under Onima’s lead, scanning news sources for anything that might need the CBI’s attention—and some were working on the most active case and its vast, convoluted conspiracy.

Onima found Deputy Marshal Kara Martinez and Jace Rojas sitting with cryptanalyst Deputy Marshal Teru Smith at their workstation.

Onima knew they were likely still going over all the data they’d acquired in the warehouse in Lebassier City on the planet below. The late Dr. Yagnesh Deng had kept extensive notes on his research. 

Though it did not mention in detail why the virus was manufactured, who it was manufactured to be used on, or what it would do - all the technical information about it was there. That was admissible evidence that could be tied to the less admissible elements of the overall conspiracy.

They could prove the virus had been engineered to attack clones. While its intent had been to take control of them, it had failed to work and instead killed them. 

In the warehouse on the planet below, they had also found an antidote created to counteract the virus. 

Dr. Maira Patel, Onima’s medical examiner, had been reaching out to the researchers of Clones Remembered on Dunia. As a nonprofit organization focused on clones post-war, they had the best researchers and information regarding clones and their DNA. 

Or, more specifically, the best legal information. Thus far, Gray and Chuang’s ties to the original cloning process and possession of material that was supposed to have been destroyed were still borderline circumstantial.

Onima joined her team at Teru’s workstation.

“Any luck?” Kara asked.

“No,” Onima confirmed. “Captain Barr tried a secure connection, and they only would let him make contact with the duty officer, who happens to be a marshal.”

Jace frowned. “You suspect what Barr warned you about is underway?”

Onima glanced around to make sure nobody in the MBCC was paying them any attention. “Most likely. Please join me in my office.”

She sent a message on her comm to Dr. Patel, Captain Barr, and her primary pilot, Special Agent Yael Amber, as she led the rest of her team into her office.

Onima stood behind her desk as Teru, Jace, and Kara took seats on the opposite side. They didn’t ask what Onima was waiting for, which she appreciated.

A moment later, Dr. Patel entered. “I got your message, Onima.”

“Thank you,” she said, gesturing, and Dr. Patel took a seat.

Captain Barr arrived. “I’m here.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Onima acknowledged. Captain Barr remained standing behind the others.

Yael entered the office. “What’s going on?”

“Have a seat, and I’ll explain,” Onima said.

Yael looked curious—something Onima had seen before. Of all the team, Onima had worked with Yael the longest and the closest.

But they had become more than just her primary team. These six represented the people Onima felt she could trust most, apart from Deputy Director Samarin. They had been with her through this very convoluted case and the conspiracy it had laid out. 

She looked them over a moment more before she began. “What I am about to share is confidential. At this point I am pretty certain I can trust all of you.”

They would all understand any hesitation on Onima’s part. The betrayal of her former cryptanalyst and trusted team member, Feroz Jones, was still a recent injury. While it had impacted the whole team, Onima knew Dr. Patel likely felt it the most, given that she and Feroz had been in an intimate relationship.

“As you know, I haven’t been able to raise Deputy Director Samarin all day. Captain Barr also tried, and upon expanding the communication to include any other deputy directors or directors, he was informed the highest-ranked official he could speak with was a marshal.”

Onima took a breath, then continued. “Which means the deputy directors and directors are being sequestered—as a result of someone calling for a vote of no confidence in the executive director.”

Kara inhaled sharply. “Rand.”

Onima nodded. “Yes. Director Jiro Rand, according to Samarin, has been making a lot of baseless allegations of wrongdoing against the ED. Samarin warned me that this might be coming.”

“What does it mean?” asked Kara. “I’ve read that this is not something used much at all.”

“A vote of no confidence hasn’t been called in about three hundred years,” Onima shared. “All of the deputy directors and directors are sequestered to go over the accusations and evidence, then to vote on the confidence or no confidence in the executive director. The process has occurred only twice before and removed only one of those EDs. And it takes from one to two weeks.”

“The clock is ticking,” Jace said. “If Rand is doing this now, and he’s part of this conspiracy—which, circumstantially, we know he is—then that means the conspirators are acting now.”

“Exactly,” Onima agreed. “We need to move on this if we’re going to stop it and save the Confederation from being toppled.”

“What can we do?” asked Yael.

“We need to raid a Gray and Chuang headquarters,” stated Teru. “A full raid—total data grab and local evidential search. And we just so happen to have a Gray and Chuang office in Lebassier City below.”

“Agreed,” said Onima. “But that means we have another problem to consider.”

“Just one?” asked Yael flippantly.

“We don’t have a warrant,” Onima said.

In most matters, a warrant was issued by the CBI deputy directors and directors under presumption of probable cause. The AECC Court judges signed off on the warrant after the fact. 

With no access to the deputy directors or directors, there was no getting a warrant.

“Can you go to the Confederation’s courts yourself?” asked Teru.

“Maybe,” Onima said. “But that is likely to raise a lot of questions and take too much time.”

“I suspect,” Kara added, “that since Ivanov and Dr. Deng were operating here, the local judges might be less favorable about giving you that warrant. Even using the Daedalus’ encrypted warpspace communications link to reach a different court, it would likely still take too long.”

“Onima,” Jace began, “didn’t your governor tell you to take whatever actions were necessary if you found yourself in this position?”

Onima had shared with Jace that Deputy Director Samarin had told her that even though the conspiracy situation went above and beyond her mandate as a marshal, Samarin trusted her judgement. Despite lacking an eidetic memory like Jace’s, Onima recalled what Samarin’s last orders to her had been: Employ whatever means you deem necessary to get solid answers and put a stop to this—before time runs out and the Confederation is taken down.

Onima took a deep breath. “He did. And, in my opinion, our necessary next course of action is to raid the Gray and Chuang headquarters in Lebassier City below. A full search and information-gathering, top-to-bottom raid.”

“Without a warrant,” Kara almost whispered.

“Yes,” Onima said. “And that’s why I can’t order any of you to come along. Captain Barr, I need you to be aware that I am taking this action and taking full responsibility and culpability for it. This raid will be on my orders—on my head. I am well aware that this may be a career-ending action. But I believe in the Confederation, and that we are the only ones who can stop this.”

“The crew of the Daedalus and I are with you, 100 percent,” Barr said without hesitation. 

“I’m in,” Yael said.

“Yes,” Dr. Patel pitched in. “Feroz and those assholes he works for need to be stopped.”

“I’m onboard,” stated Teru. “Besides, I wouldn’t pass up a chance to take on Gray and Chuang’s security and look at their data.”

“You know I’m in,” Jace said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Onima looked to Kara. Though she had been assigned to the team by Rand, she’d proven more than once that she was reliable. 

But even if Onima took the responsibility for this unwarranted raid, any participants might be putting their career with the Bureau at risk.

“I know what’s at stake here,” Kara said. “I also know that trusting me, particularly given that Rand is my governor, wasn’t easy. For any of you. But I believe in the Confederation. This must be stopped. I’m in.”

Onima hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath. It should have come as no surprise to her that they would all agree to the raid.

“Okay,” Onima said. “We plan it and lay it all out tonight and go first thing in the morning.”

“Just us?” asked Kara.

“Oh no,” Onima said. “We’re doing this with all the resources we have. Two different fronts and Warrant Teams One, Two, and Three.”
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WHILE HE WOULD HAVE appreciated an armored shell, Jace was glad he had some protection.

Getting shot, Jace found, had been more disconcerting than upsetting. Of course, he wanted to live. But he had no fear of dying.

Not for the first time, Jace wondered if that was part of the clone engineering. Fear had not been removed (fear was a safety reaction, after all), but the clones were all soldiers. Soldiers knew that death was their job. You either delivered it or received it. It was always more ideal to be on the delivering end than the receiving end. But death was inevitable: it was just a question of when and how.

For a soldier, this was the truth. But when the war was over, and the fighting ended, the instinct to survive went on.

Though the warrant teams were armed and armored, theirs was not to deliver or receive death. Instead, their intent was to be prepared if conflict should ensue - but do all that they could to avoid killing or being killed.

It was a subtle but important distinction. Law enforcement tended toward preserving life and peacekeeping. Soldiers on either side of a war tended toward taking lives to preserve their own or toward getting the other side to withdraw or surrender. Opposite sides of the same coin.

Philosophy was not a part of clone reskilling, as they called it. But Jace enjoyed critical thought, even in the abstract.

He was seated behind Yael in the smaller CBI transport shuttle. Onima was in the copilot’s seat, with Teru behind her. Kara was seated against the rear bulkhead.

Jace had been outfitted with a standard CBI field jacket, which offered basic protection against laser fire. Not to the degree of an armored shell—but it was better than nothing.

It also made him look as official as the other four in the cockpit with him. Jace, as a special consultant, had no rank. Yet Onima had determined he was part of her command team.

Warrant Team One were seated in the cargo compartment. The dozen agents were in full armored shells and armed with laser rifles. 

Another pilot, Special Agent Umar Falk, was flying the Daedalus’ second large transport shuttle. Aboard it were Warrant Teams Two and Three. 

The two ships were presently flying together in formation. But that would change as they approached Lebassier City.

Kara and Onima were both armed with rifles in addition to their pistols. Jace and Teru were each armed with two pistols. Yael was also armed—but would remain with the shuttle.

Jace noted that Onima was looking rather intensely out the viewport. He glanced toward the readout on the screen in front of him. The other shuttle was still with them.

“Three-One-Oh-One,” Yael commed. “Prepare to break formation and go for new approach.”

“Roger that, Three-One-Four,” Falk replied.

“Onima?” Yael questioned.

Lebassier City was growing larger in the viewscreen. Both shuttles were presently on a preapproved course for one of the spaceports. But that was not going to be their destination.

“Go,” Onima said.

“Three-One-Oh-One, break formation. Good luck, Falk.”

“Roger that, Three-One-Four. Clear skies.”

Yael maintained her course while the larger shuttle broke away on a different course.

“Lebassier City flight control,” Onima commed. “This is Confederation Official November Charlie Three-One-Four requesting flight plan deviation. Charlie Bravo India Priority Code Three. Repeat, Charlie Bravo India Priority Code Three.”

Jace suspected this was how they could fly anywhere in the open skies without a preapproved flight plan. Generally, law enforcement was among the few organizations that could make such a request with impunity.

After a moment, a controller responded over the speaker, “November Charlie Three-One-Four, confirm warrant for clearance.”

“Warrant confirmed, Charlie Bravo India,” Onima said. It was, of course, a lie. They had no official warrant. But that would be a matter to attend to later.

The controller replied, “November Charlie Three-One-Four, you’re clear for Priority Code Three flight.”

“Copy that.” Onima looked at Yael. “You know where we’re going?”

Yael grinned. “That tall building near the center of town, right?”

“You might want to be a tad more specific,” Teru remarked flippantly. “All the buildings in the center of the city are tall.”

On the heads-up display across the viewscreen Jace saw that one of building’s roofs was blinking. 

“Straight in,” Onima said. “We’re the direct approach.”

“They’re going to love this,” Yael said. She altered course and angled the shuttle more intently toward the specific tower. On the viewscreen there was a landing pad upon the building’s roof.

“Over/under; they comm us on final?” Yael queried.

“What’s that?” Jace asked.

Onima glanced back at him with a grin. “Given the nature of Gray and Chuang, they might have an active guard for the rooftop landing platform. They’ll use a line-of-sight signal to tell us to back off since we are not expected.”

“Huh,” Jace replied.

Kara added, “A lot of rooftop pads are just there and not monitored. Once we’re on final approach, somewhere within the five-mile range, they may or may not reach out to us.”

“What about weapons?” Jace asked.

“That would be illegal,” Teru replied. “Even a company like Gray and Chuang would not risk that sort of thing. It would be more than a fine: they’d likely face eviction. Dropping debris on city streets or other buildings tends to be unforgivable.”

Jace said nothing further as they made their approach.

The speaker for the comm came to life. “Unidentified shuttle, you appear to be on final approach to Rooftop Pad Golf-Alpha-One. This is a private executive landing platform. Change course immediately.”

Yael replied, “This is Confederation Official November Charlie Three-One-Four on official Bureau business. You should get your highest-placed executive out to the pad to meet us.”

The controller from the office tower did not respond.

As the shuttle reached the tower, they slowed to hover. With nary a sensation of movement, Yael vertically settled the shuttle down onto the rooftop landing pad.

With a faint thunk, the ship was down.

Yael was tapping at screens and toggling switches. “Going into standby. Good luck, gang.”

Jace joined Onima, Teru, and Kara as they left the cockpit.

The rest of Warrant Team One awaited them in their charcoal armored shells. Onima would lead them, with Jace, Teru, and Kara immediately flanking her. 

Just before opening the rear ramp, Onima turned to face the team. “This is a full-on sweep and locate. We’re here for all the information we can gather. Everything is fair game, so record whatever you come across. No room left unopened, nothing left alone. We look for anything and everything. If you come across anything suspicious, record it. If you need me or Deputy Marshal Martinez for anything, comm us. Clear?”

“Yes ma’am!” they replied.

“Take it away, Kara.”

Kara led the way, with Jace and Teru flanking her. Onima remained behind with Warrant Team One.

“Let’s go,” Kara said.

The hatch opened, the ramp swiftly extending to the rooftop below. Before them was a transparent aluminum rooftop access hut with a guard standing behind a desk.

Emerging from the hut were five figures in blue armored shells with black helmets and a woman in a business suit who was looking very put out.

Jace noted how Kara walked with utter confidence to confront the Gray and Chuang executive. 

Kara flashed her digital warrant card. “Deputy
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