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“Are ye daft?”

He learned to remain quiet.

“That’s the third this month.”

Don’t blink. It only makes him worse.

“What are ye doin’ ‘bout dis?”

“I hired the best people. Trained ‘em myself.”

“Then where are me guns?”

“Confiscated.”

“I know tha’, ye prat. Find the dearc, cut out his tongue, and I want tha’ Guard dead.”

“Uh-”

“Do no’ interrupt me!”

“Sorry, sir.” 

The clock ticked five times before the boss said. “Ye just gonna stand there with yer finger up yer nose?”

“Sorry, sir. Killing dearcs is one thing. Killing Guards is digging up a nest of yellow jackets.”

“Yellow — wha’?”

“Sorry, sir. Like poking a starving Donn with a stick.”

“Fix yer mess, or yer brown bread.”

“Sir?”

“Dead!”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part 1

I
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“Lt. Peoples?” said Captain Fratus. 

Uh, oh. Fratus only called him Lieutenant when civilians were around, or he’d screwed up.

Toby walked across the hall. “Yes, sir?”

“This,” he said to a woman, “is the Messenger.”

She stood up and extended her hand. “I’ve heard so much.” 

He hesitated to shake her hand, but for only a second.

“The virus got ye, too?” she said.

“Ma’am?”

“Were ye ill?”

“He nearly died,” said the Captain.

“Oh, that’s right,” she said. “While serving as Council Leader.” She retook her seat. “I’m still struggling with shortness of breath and joint pains. I’m not sure shaking hands will ever feel normal again.” 

She looked at his chest. 

He looked down, worried he dribbled something again.

She laughed. “Sorry. Is that... the Call?”

He pulled out the Prime Amulet.
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He took a few steps back. “Still hear it?”

“No.”

He stepped closer. Closer.

“There,” she said.

“Not bad. Most can’t sense it at all.”

“And they do not know what the -Call- is?”

He slid the Prime back inside his tunic. “I’ve heard some ideas, but no.”

“Did we ever know?”

“Probably, before my ancestors burned the books.”

She shook her head. “It’s like murder.”

After an awkward pause, Fratus said, “Oh. Sorry. Lt. Peoples, this is Mistress Baily, the newly elected Mayor of Aganton.”

And like many in the castle -who thought spelling meant something- Fratus said ‘Aganton’ instead of the correct ‘Agantoon.’ 

“Welcome to Dúnbarnaugh,” Toby said.

“Thank ye. I also wanted to see me old friend Doc.”

“We expect a full recovery.”

“Excellent. I plan to stop by before the meeting. Haven’t seen the baby yet.” She glanced at her timepiece. “But before that, I mustn’t be late for me lunch date.”

“Nice meeting you,” Toby said as his mind was already back on the next report, complete with hours of tedium.

“Ye should come along.”

Toby looked back. 

She was talking to Toby.

“Ma’am?” Toby glanced at Fratus, who smiled. 

“My aunts and I will spend the whole meal arguing about ye, anyway.”

What?

She laughed. “Aunt Kaari is right. That look is so cute.”

“Madame Strunk?”

“Aye, and Madame Belangia is me husband’s aunt.”

“Ah.” 

“Someone said Aunt Karri is your grandmother. Is that true?”

“Technically, no.”

“But,” Fratus said, “true in every way that counts.” 

“And Aunt Millicent is your blood enemy?”

“Not from my side.”

“But,” Fratus said, “true in-” He closed his mouth.

“Every way that counts?” said the Mayor.

Fratus didn’t need to speak. 

When her gaze landed back on Toby, he said, “No comment.”

“Good answer. You stopped her from becoming Queen.”

“Didn’t seem prudent to destroy a centuries-old democracy during a medical crisis.”

“You know she used to like you.”

He didn’t know that in the slightest. 

“But then you became friends with Aunt Karri, Vaiden, his secretary, and worst of all, Insalaco.”

“Pardon?”

“For Auntie Millicent, the friend of an enemy is the enemy.”

Toby shrugged. “I can’t help that.”

Fratus said, “I heard your aunts grew up a few houses from each other in Aganton.”

“They did.”

“I heard Madame Belangia’s family moved to Dúnbarnaugh when she was a baby.”

“No, when Aunt Millicent was about ten. But even in those early years, living two houses apart, my aunt’s lived different lives. Aunt Karri’s illiterate parents did the best they could, and Aunt Millicent had every advantage money could buy. Both women became highly successful. One by being brilliant and talented. The other by marrying Mr. Belangia.”

Toby knew part of this story. Both became widows before they had children, so they worked with children. Madame Strunk instructed rich children in Dúnbarnaugh’s only school, and secretly tutored poor children on her “walks” every Saturday. 

Belangia felt a deep and abiding need to ensure rich children had every chance to get ahead in life.

The Mayor gave Toby a sidelong look. “Something to share?”

“No, ma’am.”

“I hear someone accidentally invited you to Aunt Millicent’s foundation meeting. And she gave a beware of commoners talk?”

“With her speech problems?” Fratus said. “Sorry. Didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

“Not at all,” said the Mayor. “Her speech and walking were awful for a long time. We thought the virus caused a stroke, but she’s getting better.” She looked back at Toby and said, “Commoners?”

“She might have mentioned them.”

“I heard she looked right at you and said, ‘Those -people- forget their place. They have no business trying to equal their betters. It’s simply unnatural.’ Did she really say that?”

Every word, but Toby said, “Madame Belangia tells her own stories.”

“She knows you are royal on both sides?”

“We don’t recognize royalty.”

“I see why you were such a popular Council Leader.”

Was he?

She stood up and said, “I’d better get moving.”

“I hope you have a lovely time.”

“You really should join us.”

“Uh... Well...” Shaking his head. 

“I’m sure the Captain will let you go.”

She laughed and touched his arm. “I’d run away, too, but we’re working on a trade agreement. I hope to see you again soon.”

“You will,” Fratus said. “He’s presenting at Council, assuming he gets his work done.”

“And on that note,” Toby shook her hand, “I hope you have a productive meeting.”

***
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Toby sat down at his desk flooded with charts and tables: he had his workload and much of Lieutenant Murdock’s, too. 

Doc’s planned family vacation went from two weeks at the coast to a five-week sick leave because fathers should not try to keep up with teenage twin daughters. 

A broken leg is scary stuff, but Doc was lucky. A vacationing physician from Lisanair knew how to save the leg without an operating room, which wasn’t available, anyway.

And had no sooner had Toby picked up a quill when the Prime buzzed. It was Sarah.

Hey.

Nothing.

Sarah? You there?

Aye. Golec wants to start the amulet function meetings again.

Okay.

She hesitated again.

He said, What’s wrong?

I don’t know if this is a good time.

Why?

No answer. 

I already heard about your new boyfriend.

He’s a friend.

Okay.

I didn’t want to say anything. You get so...

Teeth clenched, but he stopped. You asked for some time. I never expected you to sit in your room.

Ye seeing anyone?

He scoffed. No. It’s... crazy around here.

Ye don’t have to volunteer in the Healer’s rooms every weekend.

They wouldn’t keep asking if they didn’t need the help.

They wouldn’t need the help if they hired enough people.

True, but I like it.

Ye still planning on medical school?

Was he? Being Messenger, and a lieutenant is busy enough for now. He said, Tell me about your friend.

Ye sure?

Yes.

He’s a Corporal in the Lisanair army. Very sweet.

And the King does not object?

After seconds of silence, she said, Why do ye always do this?

Hang on. You can’t date me because we go on dangerous missions together.

I hate this.

Let me finish. You are the Minister of Defense for the Northern Alliance. You outrank the top general of the Lisanair Army, and you go on dangerous missions with those troops.

So?

Your Corporal is in your chain of command.

It won’t be a problem.

Then why did everyone insist our dating was a problem?

Golec wants-

Wait. You also could not date me, Princess, because I’m a commoner. Lisanair Royalty does not serve in the army as a corporal..

This was a mistake. I’ll have Golec call you with the details.

Now you’re mad.

I hate it when yer jealous.

I’m not jealous. I want you to be happy. I’m worried about a friend.

And the connection broke.

“Trouble in paradise?” Fratus said.

Toby looked up.

“Yer voice carries. Especially there at the end.”

“Sorry.”

“Ye got a minute?”

Toby looked at the ‘Urgent’ and ‘Critical’ piles on his desk. 

Fratus said, “Since Doc is out, I need ye to look at his task force.”

“Which one?”

Fratus smiled. “He was ramping up the gun smuggling task force right before his vacation.”

“Didn’t they stop a shipment in Coldtown?”

He nodded. “Fourth one this month. But even Doc said they got lucky. First, the perps hired a kid to deliver the guns. The kid grew up in Doc’s neighborhood and has had a few scrapes with the law. The kid stupidly decides to make he delivery during daylight and drives right past Doc’s house.

“Doc got a tip about guns in a warehouse. They went to look and saw the kid driving a cart filled with rifle-sized crates. Doc did not have probable cause to search the cart, so Doc decides to lean on the kid. Except the kid panicked, tried to get away, and crashed.

“Doc got the warrant, found the guns, then the kid lawyered up.” 

“So how’d the kid get off the hook?”

Fratus shook his head. “Doc was teaching proper procedures so some new recruits, so he had them fill out the reports. Doc and his team arrested the kid on the sixteenth, all the evidence tags show the sixteenth, but one number wasn’t clear on the last page of the report. The defense attorney asked a rookie to read the date. He said the thirteenth and repeatedly said he was sure. The jury had to say not guilty.”

“I bet Doc was livid.”

“Only with himself.”

***
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Two reports later, Toby started the budget variance report, and it had to be perfect. Belangia will question every line, looking for anything to prove Toby was stealing, even though Toby had no contact with the money.

“You ready to work?” said Fratus.

Toby pointed at the piles of papers. 

“I need my monthly patrol hours. Let’s go, partner.”

“But I’d much rather sit here and stare at numbers until my forehead bleeds.”

Fratus smiled. “Do I need to make that an order, Lieutenant?”

Toby made a perfect impression of himself at age 12, including the eye roll. “Fine!”

Toby stood up. The always warm Prime Amulet banged against his chest, as it did dozens of times per day.

But this time, “Ow.”

“Ye good?” said Fratus.

Toby rubbed the spot. “Yeah. Sometimes bangs on the scar.”

“The Mark?”

He pulled down his tunic just enough. 

[image: image]

Toby said, “I forget it’s there most of the time.”

“Still hurt?” 

He shook his head. “Itches sometimes.”

“It just burned into your chest.”

He nodded. 

“What was it like?”

“I blacked out just before.” He pulled out the Prime and turned it over.
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He pointed at the raised lines like running legs-

“The triskelion,” Fratus said. 

“Right. Apparently, passing the third test triggers that to burn the Mark.”

“Did ye know that would happen?”

He shook his head. “We’ve all seen the tapestry in the Keeper’s room, but no one knew how Messengers get the Mark.”

Fratus picked up his bulletproof vest and slipping it over his shoulders. “One Guard just called in sick, so ye and I are patrolling the western sector of Coldtown.”

“And we can drop by and harass Doc?”

Fratus smiled. “He lives out there?”

***
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They were starting their second lap through their sector-

Gunshots, off to their right. Sounded like an AK.

Hopefully, it was just some drunk celebrating too loudly. 

Fratus directed Toby to the alley on the right; he would take the street to the left. 

Toby picked his way around the garbage cans and bins. Toby wasn’t sure which was worse: the heat or the smell. 

Contrary to the name ‘Coldtown,’ the continuous gale off the alpine glaciers sometimes missed this western section. And where most Towners felt a windchill of 10oC or less every day, this stifling, fragrant alley had to be 30o. 

And Toby dressed for 10oC.

Toby arrived at the corner. This time of day, people usually pack this area, but he was alone. 

Brass casings reflected the afternoon sun. They look like 7.62 x 39’s: AK rounds.

Fratus appeared on the opposite corner of the building. 

Toby said, “Clear.” 

Fratus moved out. 

They collected the brass and talked to a shopkeeper who, like most citizens of Coldtown, wanted no one seeing him talking to the Guard. 

Since yelling at the Guard is much better for business, the owner said, “Ye know I pay yer salary.”

“Yes, sir,” Fratus said, jotting down some notes for the report. 

“Instead of being out here stoppin’ that clarty bastard,” he leaned closer and sniffed, “I bet ye were off having a beer.”

“No, sir,” Fratus said. “Did he fire into your store?” 

“That’s no’ the point.”

Fratus nodded and put his notebook back in a pocket. “We’ll patrol back through before we go off shift.”

The man threw up his hands, walked about 10m, turned, and shouted, “Why don’t ye and the boy go have another pint?” as he walked into his undamaged establishment. 

Fratus shook his head. “TDM or TDF.”

Too Damn Many guards roaming through their neighborhoods, or Too Damn Few. 

Fratus pointed south toward Doc’s house. “Ye patrol down there. I’ll head up this way. Meet back in 20 minutes.” 

***
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The crowds started coming out, and in minutes, it was like nothing happened. 

Two more shots. The crowd disappeared again.

Sounded like pistol rounds. The echoes bounced around but seemed loudest to the west toward Doc’s house.

Toby came to Doc’s house and found the Lieutenant disobeying the doctor’s orders: putting weight on the bad leg and cleaning up some broken glass. 

“Clumsy?”

“No. I was out back -with me leg up, thank ye- and heard two shots. Came up and noticed me broken window. Don’t know if it was bullets. Don’t see any holes.”

“See anything else?”

“Several people running. I...” He looked across the street toward an alley. 

“What?”

“Thought I recognized a kid.”

“Who?”

“That gun smuggling menace. Honestly, though, I didn’t get a good look.”

“Did he break the window?

He shook his large head. “Don’t know.”

“Description?”

“About 180cm, brown hair, maybe ten stone. Come to think of it,” Doc said, running his gaze down Toby and back. “You fit the description. What’s yer alibi?”

“Funny. You pull your weapon?” They’d have to report it.

“Still locked in the closet.”

“Want to file a report?”

“Couldn’t swear to anything.”

They both heard a woman scream. 

“Duty calls,” Doc said.

“Get off the leg.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Toby turned west and, about three blocks later, and found a crowd around a body. 

***
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Toby finished stringing off the crime scene and was talking to witnesses. 

A man came up and said, “I think someone broke into my house.”

And Toby still had stacks of reports on his desk. “Someone will help you in a minute. If you could please stand over there.”

“What we got?” Fratus said.

“Looks like two shots in the back, one exit wound.” 

Toby pointed toward the east. 

“Looks like a blood trail, and by the spacing of the drops, he was running. Scrapes suggest he fell and landed on his face.”

“Any identification?”

Toby shook his head. “Found this in his pocket.”

A locket.

“I think that belonged to me wife,” said the man who reported the break-in. 

Toby showed him.

“Can I open it?”

“Sorry,” Toby said. “I can’t let you hold it.” 

Toby opened the front and showed the man a picture of a young girl.

“Oh. That’s not my wife’s.”

“Go check out his place,” Fratus said. 

The man led Toby back east to a two-room house across the street from Doc’s house. 

“I came home from work and found this.” He pointed to a broken window and mud on the floor. 

Toby pulled out the Prime, and activated the blue diamond. 

A cool blue light illuminated the area and revealed a sizeable muddy spot and gradually smaller spots leading toward a dresser, but no distinct boot print. 

“Yer-”

Toby turned. “Sir?”

“Yer the Messenger?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why are ye working with - them?”

“The Guard?”

The man’s face looked like the words were foul.

“We know it’s been bad, and we’re working on it.”

The man just nodded. He pointed to a dresser in disarray. “This is where she kept her locket.”

“She be home soon?”

He shook his head. “Lost her to the virus.”

“I’m sorry. Anything else missing?”

“Don’t know.” 

“Can you describe the locket?”

“Gold. Oval. Some scrollwork on the front. Picture of my son.”

“He around?”

The man shook his head. “Lost him, too.”

They stood there in silence. 

After walking around and finding no other evidence, Toby said, “Let me know if anything else is missing and include any identifying features.”

“Will I get it back?”

“We will do all we can.”

He nodded. “Tha’ means no.”

***
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Toby headed back to the murder scene and saw a new man kneeling by the body.

Fratus said, “Lt. Peoples, this is Cosentyn.”

Toby wasn’t sure he heard it right. “Cosen...”

“Just call me Cos.”

“Toby.”

Fratus said, “He just moved here from Lisanair.”

“Welcome,” Toby said. “What brought you to Dúnbarnaugh?”

“They want me to start a forensics lab.”

“Where did you study?” 

“On Earth.” 

“Where?” Toby said.

“Ye’ve never heard of it,” Cos said, focusing on the wound in front. 

“Try me.”

“A town called State College.”

“Oh. Penn State.” 

“How would ye know that?”

“My parents live in South Carolina.”

Cos nodded. “That explains yer accent.”

Toby glanced at the body. “Any updates?”

“Not much until I get him on the table.”

“You do autopsies?”

“Just some basics. Can’t do the labs I want. I do have a comparison microscope for ballistics and,” he held up a spent casing, “might could match the breech and ejector marks if ye find a gun.”

“Where’d you find that?” Fratus said.

He pointed back toward town. “I followed the blood trail.” 

Cos led them into an alley across from Doc’s house. 

Pointing to a wall, he said, “More blood splatter here. I can’t test it for blood type or DNA, but it’s fresh. Probably where he got shot.” He pointed deeper into the alley. “And I found two spent casings back there. 9mm, smelled recently fired.”

Cos then pointed and said, “Isn’t that Lt. Murdock?”

Toby saw Doc limping back up the ladder, which swayed ominously with every shift of Doc’s tall frame.

Cos said, “I thought he was out with a broken leg.”

“He is.” 

Fratus started across and Toby noted Doc’s wife at the bottom of the ladder, giving her beloved the evil eye. 

Toby followed for moral support, but more likely to give Doc some crap.

“Lt. Murdock,” said Fratus.

“Ye’ve had a busy day.”

“Aye. Can ye come down, please?”

“Thank ye,” said his wife. 

“I’m not on duty.”

“I said please.”

“That window ain’t going to fix itself.”

“I’ll fix it. Today,” said the Captain.

“I can’t ask ye to do-”

“I’m tellin’ ye what’s going to happen, Lieutenant.”

“Thank ye, Captain,” said Aoife, which ended that part of the conversation. 

“Ye heard shots?”

“Sounded like a pistol. Already told all this to Toby.”

The Captain pointed to the alley. “Looks like it was right over there.”

Doc shrugged. “I was in the back.”

“Workin’ on the roof?” Aoife said.

“It ain’t goin’ ta’ fix itself.”

“Toby and I will fix it,” Fratus said. “And not another word.”

Toby lined up the alley across the street with Doc’s broken window, then shined his light inside. 

“I think I see something.”

A mark, high on the wall, in a shadow. Round. 

Toby grabbed the ladder next to a pile of shingles and used his knife to dig out a flattened slug: copper-jacketed, hollow point. “Looks like a 9mm.”

“Damn,” Doc said, squinting at the hole. “Glad me kids weren’t home.”
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The Council chamber seemed especially crowded for a routine council meeting. 

Toby hoped they’d call him before Madame Belangia spent hours complaining about every line of every committee report. 

“I call the Messenger forward,” said Belangia.

Vaiden looked at the schedule and said, “He’s not next.”

“This can’t wait.”

Council Leader Vaiden shrugged and waved him forward.

Belangia said, “Where were you this afternoon?”

“On duty.”

“Stop evading.”

“I’m not. Could you be more specific?”

“At 3:35 pm.”

“I was on patrol.”

“You were in Coldtown.”

“Yes, the Captain and I were on patrol.”

“You were with the Captain the entire time?”

“Ye- actually, I was not.”

“You were visiting friends.”

“No, ma’am. We heard shots, so he ordered me to check one area while he checked another. I heard more shots, so I went toward the sound, which took me near Lt. Murdock’s house.”

“While on duty.”

Toby nodded. “I was still on duty. Yes. 

“You talked to Lt. Murdock.”

“I saw the Lieutenant outside his house and asked if he heard shots. He did. Are you accusing me of something, Councilor?”

“I call Forensics officer Cosentyn to the box.”

Captain Fratus stood up. “This is highly irregular.”

“Sit down,” said Belangia. 

Madame Strunk said, “This is not a criminal court. I move we proceed with the schedule.”

And the motion failed 5-4.

Vaiden shook his head. “Is Officer Cosentyn here?”

He stood up and looked as confused as Toby felt. He said, “I’m not an officer, sir,” and replaced Toby in the witness box.

Belangia said, “You investigated a murder today.”

“The Guard investigates-”

She waved her hand, “Yes, yes. You are investigating a murder.”

Cos didn’t respond.

“Well?”

“We have not determined if there was a murder.”

“Shooting someone in the back is not an accident.”

Cos stood there. 

Vaiden said, “Answer her.”

“That wasn’t a question.”

“Was the victim shot in the back?”

“Yes.”

Belangia said, “You examined the bullets?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you find them?”

“I removed one from the body. The Messenger found another.”

“Where?”

“In a wall.”

Belangia rolled her eyes. “Where was the wall?”

“In Lt. Murdock’s house.”

“Have you identified the murder weapon?”

“This is all highly irregular.”

“Did you?” Vaiden asked.

“I need to do more testing.”

She smiled that little smile. “Why?”

He wiped his brow. “Because what I found makes no sense.”

“What did you find?”

“The bullets match one of our guns.”

“Whose weapon?”

“The one assigned to Lt. Murdock.”

A murmur spread across the crowd. 

“How do you know this?” Vaiden said.

“I collected a fired bullet and brass from every weapon in the armory.”

“How thorough.”

“Standard procedure, ma’am.”

“And you can match a bullet to the gun 100% of the time?” Vaiden said.

“Nothing is 100%, but the findings are dependable and reproducible.”

“Step back,” Belangia said, “but don’t leave the chamber. I recall the boy.”

“I assume you mean me?” Toby said. 

“Do you have an alibi?”

“For what?”

“The robberies and shooting.”

Toby looked at Vaiden, who only shrugged. 

“I was on patrol. With Captain Fratus, and I don’t carry a gun.”

“You were in the area.”

“As were hundreds of other people.”

“They don’t have criminal records.”

Toby shook his head. “You don’t know that, and I do not.”

She laughed. “You’ve been arrested dozens of times.”

“I have been questioned, as have you, Councilor.” 

“The Earthside Authority arrested you in connection with a shooting.”

“No, ma’am. They questioned every potential witness, which included me.”

“They did not detain you?”

“I answered their questions.” He looked at Vaiden. “We’ve been through all this. You have the reports from me and the EA.”

Ignoring Toby, Belangia said, “Did you use the Prime -on Earth- in direct violation of the law?”

“Dúnbarnaugh law?

She glanced into the gallery.

A man shook his head. Not just any man: her lawyer. 

“Please,” Toby said to the lawyer, “since you are advising the Council, please step up and be recognized.”

“Yes,” Vaiden said. “We’d all like some free legal advice.”

“It’s not free,” Belangia mumbled.

“Is it,” Vaiden said, “a violation of Dúnbarnaugh law to use the Prime on Earth?”

Even the man’s voice sounded oily, “Well, I don’t know of any case law rendering that opinion.”

“Any black letter laws?” Toby said.

“Not that I’m aware of.” 

“Does Dúnbarnaugh law apply on Earth?”

“It’s not my place to set Council jurisdiction.”

“Fine. In your legal opinion, does this council have authority outside the jurisdiction of Dúnbarnaugh?”

“Generally not.”

“Thank you,” Toby said and turned back to Belangia. “You accused me of being a criminal. Please specify the criminal code and present your evidence.”

“You will address me with respect.”

“I said please.”

“You violated Earthside law.”

“You know that is not true based on the EA’s report to this Council.”

Belangia pressed on. “Did you use the Prime on Earth?”

“Yes.”

She smiled as the room went silent. 

“You — admit it?” Vaiden said.

He looked at Belangia. “Do I need your permission to visit my parents?”

“I don’t care who you visit.”

“My parents live on Earth. If I can’t use the Prime while on Earth, how do I shift back here?”

“You — are a criminal,” Belangia said. “I don’t know why the EA hasn’t deported your whole criminal family.”

“We need to move on,” Vaiden said.

“I’d like to address that,” Toby said.

Vaiden -now looking a decade older- nodded.

Toby locked his gaze on Belangia. 

He gripped the wooden rail with both hands and leaned forward. “If the EA deported them, they would be here, suing several of you for the return of their land. Given this Council declared them not guilty of all charges, you can’t claim the land grab was a justified punishment. Lucky for you, they don’t want to move back. The EA cannot, and does not, deport EA citizens. And finally, Councilor, the EA has no law against using Conaeron amulets on Earth.”

“So yes.”

“To what?”

“You are a criminal.”

“Present your evidence, or this slander stops now.”

“Remember who pays your salary, boy.”

“Present your evidence.”

“What about your murder trial?”

“Are you talking about Jason?”

“You murdered anyone else?”

“You spoke to him -last month- at a state dinner. How did I murder him years ago?”

“Lisanair tried you for his murder.”

Toby looked at her lawyer, who was trying to walk out of the meeting. “Counselor,” Toby said. 

He kept walking. 

“Stop him,” Vaiden said. 

Doc stepped in the way. 

The lawyer hung his head. “Yes?”

“Jason was here last month. Did I murder him years ago?”

He turned to leave. 

“Answer him.” Vaiden said.

“No. Can I go now?”

Toby looked at Vaiden. “Questions?” 

“I demand the Guard search the boy’s apartment.”

“For what?” Toby said.

“Stolen property.”

“Stolen from where?”

“From the break-in.”

“What break-in?”

“In Coldtown.”

“This is ridiculous. I was on patrol; in my assigned area.”

“I recall Forensic specialist Cosentyn to the box.”

She said to him, “What did Lt. Murdock say to the defendant?”

“I’m not a defendant,” Toby said, which drew a gavel from Vaiden. 

Toby sat down.

Vaiden looked at Belangia. “This is not criminal court. The Messenger is not a defendant.”

“Answer me,” Belangia said.

“I... I’d rather not say.”

“Answer - the question.”

“I’m sure it was a joke.”

“Answer her question,” said Vaiden

“Lt. Murdock asked Lt. Peoples if he had an alibi.”

Another wave of murmurs flowed through the crowd.

Belangia cast her eyes across the crowd. “A young man is dead. The evidence suggests,” she pointed at Vaiden, “they killed him. If true, these fascists have compromised everything we hold dear. The prime suspects have access to the evidence, can intimidate witnesses, and we can’t let them escape justice. I move we arrest them for the safety of our democracy.”

And by a vote of 5-4, the Council ordered the arrests of Doc and Toby.

As two of Toby’s friends on the Guard removed his short sword, they asked him to remove the Prime. 

In the past, he would have fought, but they were not the enemy.

Toby pressed the barely visible spots on the chain and slipped the Prime from his neck. 

One guard slipped the Prime into his pocket, and with the Call still ringing in his head, they shackled his hands and feet. 

As they led him out of the Council Chamber, Toby saw many stares from the crowd and noticed a few smiles.

Just before Toby exited, he heard Belangia say, with uncharacteristic brightness, “I see my niece, the Mayor of Aganton, is next on the agenda. She is here to discuss a wonderful new trade agreement.”
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III
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Toby woke with a start.

Cold and sore.

He almost wondered where he was, but he recognized the upper section of the dungeon by the smell. 

“Ye up?” Doc said from his cell across the narrow stone corridor. 

“Yeah. You good?”

“Leg is throbbing bad. Couldn’t prop it up.”

They both heard the food cart squeaking down the corridor. 

“Mornin’ Leftenant,” said Madame Friar, whose smile showed her few good teeth. 

“Morning,” Toby said. “Got something good for us?”

“No, but it won’t kill you.”

Something else came clanking up the corridor. 

“Thank you, Madame,” said Uncle Insalaco. “Save that for the others.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

Insalaco smiled. “Ye know I retired.”

She patted his arm. “Ye’ll always be the Sergeant to me.” She looked at Toby. “Saved me Joshua from the One, he did.”

Insalaco signaled two servers from the dining hall to deliver slices of fried meat and something like grits grown up near Beauly. 

“We hired ye an attorney,” Insalaco said, “and they should have ye both out of here by lunch.”

“How bad are my apartment and his house?” Toby said.

“Not too bad.”

“Pardon?” Doc said between bites. 

Insalaco smiled. “Madame Strunk stood at Toby’s doorway. Ye know that look?”

“The blowtorch?” Toby said.

“Aye. She ramped it up several levels when one man got a little too rough with the floorboards.” 

Toby decided not to develop that mental image. 

Insalaco turned to Doc. “The men adore you.”

“And,” Toby said, “they will not cross Aoife.”

“There is that.”

Toby sighed. “This has to stop.”

“What?”

“They have no evidence of a crime, but because we are guards, they arrested us and put us in jail.”

The Sergeant of the Dungeon came to take them up to the interrogation rooms. 

“Stan’ up.”

“What are you doing?” Toby said.

“Turn ‘round and extend your hands out o’ the bars.”

“You’re cuffing me?”

“Toby,” Doc said as he offered his hands. “Ye know the rules.”

His teeth clenched, but then relaxed. “You’re right. Sorry, Sergeant.”

***
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Two Guards escorted Toby to interrogation two, his favorite because the greenish paint. 

And there, seated at the table, was a familiar face. Toby never caught his name, but he was one of a trio of lawyers who always wore an ascot of a particular color: Toby called this one, “Mr. Blue.”

“Sorry?”

“Where are Misters Red and Green?”

“I don’t follow.”

“Your law partners. Let’s see. Mr. Red got, what, five years in mines?”

“My name is Farvel. Mr. Green -as you put it- is with Lt. Murdock. Your friends hired us to defend you in the upcoming action.”

“Not going to pull a gun on me, again?”

“Toby,” said Madame Strunk from the doorway.

“You know what they did.”

“He cooperated with authorities and technically did nothing illegal. He agreed to put all that behind him if you will.”

Toby looked at Farvel. “I heard about you getting the gun smuggler off on
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