
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Max Mars

      The Auriga Incident

    

    




      
        Tripp Ellis

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tripp Ellis]
          [image: Tripp Ellis]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

      

      
        
          Devastator

        

        
          Thank You!

        

        
          You Can Help!

        

        
          Author’s Note

        

        
          Max Mars

        

        
          The Galactic Wars Series

        

        
          The Tarvaax War Series

        

        
          Connect With Me

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Tripp Ellis

      All rights reserved. Worldwide.

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents, except for incidental references to public figures, products, or services, are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental, and not intended to refer to any living person or to disparage any company’s products or services.

      No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, uploaded, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter devised, without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Max ran for her life.

      Plasma projectiles whizzed past the beautiful brunette, impacting the wall, showering chips of brick and dust. Her quads burned, and her legs pumped, propelling her forward through the alleyway. Her chest heaved for breath as her heart hammered. Worry creased her sculpted face. Her crystal blue eyes were intensely focused on the task at hand—survival.

      Two thugs chased after her, spraying plasma bolts in her direction.

      Max wasn't used to being hunted—she was usually doing the hunting.

      She sprinted past the dumpsters. Past the green bags of trash that lined the alley. Past the scraps of paper that fluttered about. Grimy bums slept, huddled against the wall. The foul smell of refuse permeated the air—a potpourri of stale food. The stench was so pungent, she would have held her breath, if she had the option. But Max needed all the oxygen that she could get into her lungs.

      Skyscrapers towered overhead. The hustle and bustle of city traffic filtered between the buildings, echoing off the brick walls. The sprawling metropolis of Delavode was home to to 9 million inhabitants—all of them packed into an area not much larger than Manhattan. It was a cultural epicenter. Galaxy class cuisine, entertainment, fashion, business, organized crime—it had it all.

      Somehow, these goons kept up with Max. Her enhanced genetics usually let her put a great deal of distance between herself and anyone attempting to follow. But the thugs chasing her were fit and athletic—well muscled types with rippling biceps and sculpted abs. They had short crew cuts—one sandy blond, the other dark brown. They both wore sunglasses, tight T-shirts that hugged their muscles, urban camo fatigues, and lightweight all-terrain boots—perfect for running through city streets or hiking jagged mountains. These hunters were professionals. There was no doubt about it.

      Max exited the alleyway and dashed into the street. Tires squealed and horns honked. Traffic came to an abrupt halt as she narrowly avoided catastrophe. Automated warnings blared over PA systems. "Caution. You have made an illegal crossing. Please be more careful!”

      An illegal crossing was the least of Max's worries. She had no idea who these goons were, or why they were chasing her. She darted into another alleyway and continued sprinting.

      The goons darted into the street after her, disrupting the flow of traffic just as it had started again. More caution warnings blared from the automated cars. One of the goons smashed his fist into the hood of a car, leaving a hell of an impression. Another admonition blared from the car’s PA system. "Warning! You have caused property damage. Please exchange information or face criminal charges!”

      The warning was ignored.

      The thugs followed Max into the alleyway and unleashed another torrent of plasma fire. The blistering blue bolts streaked down the narrow passageway, racing inches away from Max’s delicate skin. The blistering heat from the bolts was enough to sear flesh. A direct hit could drill a hole straight through a person's torso, vaporizing muscle, bone, fascia, and organs. Getting shot by a plasma weapon wasn't a pleasant experience.

      Max turned the corner and barreled down the sidewalk. Her phone rang. She felt it buzzing in her back pocket. She tapped her earbud to take the call. Between gasps of breaths, she answered, "What is it?"

      "Is that any way to speak to the love of your life?" Dylan asked.

      “Sorry. A little busy right now." Max glanced over her shoulder to see if the goons were gaining on her. They weren’t closing in, but they weren't falling back either.

      More plasma bolts streaked toward her.

      Max darted into the street again. The plasma blasts slammed into cars parked at the curb. Windows shattered, spraying shards of glass in all directions. The projectiles eviscerated paneling and melted tires.

      Tires squealed, and grills ate pavement. One of the cars couldn't stop in time and slammed into Max. She flopped onto the hood and rolled onto the windshield before tumbling to the concrete. The hood flexed and popped. Thunk. Max kept running, albeit with a limp.

      The automated car wasn't happy about the situation. Max’s ass had left a sizable impression in the hood. "Warning. You've caused property damage!”

      Max was long gone by the time the car finished complaining.

      The goons sprinted after her.

      "Are you okay?" Dylan asked. You sound out of breath." His suspicious voice crackled in her ear. Dylan wasn't born yesterday. He knew Max had a way of getting into trouble.

      "I'm fine," Max stammered, fumbling for an excuse. "I'm at the gym… On a treadmill… Getting exercise."

      "I could have sworn I heard a car horn.”

      “It must have filtered in from outside."

      Dylan hesitated. "Well, the reason I was calling was… I found a couch that I thought would go great in our new living room, and I wanted you to take a look at it before I bought it."

      "I trust your judgment. Whatever you want. That's fine."

      "Really?” Dylan asked. He was more than a little suspicious now. Max was never this easy. "I assumed you'd want a little more input in decorating our new apartment."

      "How bad can your taste be? I mean, you picked me.”

      "I appreciate the vote of confidence. I think."

      "Listen, I'm kind of busy right now. Can we talk about this later?”

      "Sure," Dylan stammered. "Are you sure you're all right?"

      "Never better." Max glanced over her shoulder at the goons chasing her. More plasma bolts streaked toward her as she ducked around the corner, racing up 5th Street.

      "Good. Well, I guess I'll see you this evening." He waited for Max to respond but she was a little distracted. “There’s something I want to talk to you about."

      "Okay. Great. No problem. See you then." Max tapped her ear bud, trying to get off the phone as soon as possible. She wasn't about to tell Dylan what was going on. She didn't want him to worry about her—he worried enough already.

      Max dashed into a department store. She almost knocked over an old lady who was wearing an exoskeleton around her legs to walk.

      "Slow down, jackass!" the old woman exclaimed.

      "Sorry, ma'am!” Max said, sheepishly.
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      The flowery scent of perfume overwhelmed Max's nostrils as she ran through the department store. Sales reps shoved samples in her face. She blazed past the handouts, weaving through the horde of shoppers. She ran past the cosmetics counter, past the watches and jewelry, past the women's shoes—although she was tempted to stop and check out a pair of Adriano Bassi stilettos. She dashed off the main path and snaked through a maze of clothes racks. She snatched a black cocktail dress that caught her eye, then ducked into the women's change room. The remaining dresses on the rack swung wildly, disturbed by her fast grab.

      The sales clerk watched Max with wide eyes, not sure what to make of her.

      Max plowed into the change room and looked for an open stall. There were rows of stalls on the right and left. She found one toward the end on the right. She ducked inside, closed the door, and flipped the latch. Click!

      The goons weren’t far behind. They stormed past the cashier like bulldozers, plowing through the narrow aisles. Hangers scraped along the racks, and garments fell to the floor.

      "Excuse me. You can't go in there. That's the women's change facility!” The salesclerk’s face crinkled with distress.

      The goons ignored her.

      They stormed the change room with scowls on their faces. The man with the blond crewcut led the way. His narrow eyes scanned the closed stall doors. They had Max cornered. There was nowhere else for her to go.

      One by one, the goons kicked open stall doors. The metal latches ripped from the wooden door frames. Fragments of cheap particleboard splintered and crumbled. A woman screamed with terror and clutched her garments, trying to cover herself as they invaded her personal space. The goons moved on to the next stall.

      Smash!

      Another bloodcurdling scream.

      Smash!

      Another terrified woman belted in horror.

      The goons continued their rampage, making their way down the rows of stalls. More shrieks of terror filled the dressing room. Frantic patrons scurried out in various states of undress.

      The muscle-heads finally kicked open Max’s stall. The door practically flew off its hinges, smacking the wall.

      Max was ready for the goons.

      She grabbed the barrel of the thug’s pistol and twisted it upside down as she kicked him in the balls. In a fluid motion, she stripped the weapon from his hand. He groaned and doubled over, wincing with pain. His face flushed red, and it looked like his eyes were about to pop out of their sockets.

      Max elbowed him in the spine. The blow sent him crashing down, smacking his forehead against the bench. He was knocked out cold.

      The dark-haired goon fired at Max. A blistering bolt of plasma zipped past her ear and slammed into the mirror, shattering in a gazillion pieces. The sharp smell of plasma ions filled the air.

      Max returned fire. The blistering bolt vaporized the dark-haired man's trigger arm. What remained of his hand and forearm fell to the ground. The involuntary twitching of his hand discharged several rounds that narrowly missed Max. The projectiles blasted holes in several stall doors, leaving smoldering rings of fire.

      The goon collapsed, writhing in agony. Max pounced on him and put the plasma pistol to his head. "Who sent you?"

      The goon continued to moan and groan.

      "Why are you trying to kill me?"

      The muscle-head clenched his jaw and stared into Max's eyes. Veins bulged in his neck and his face reddened. He tried to stifle the pain. His eyes burned with rage, and he growled through gritted teeth. "Fuck you!”

      “No thanks,” she said in a snarky tone. “I’ll ask one more time. Nicely. Then, I'm going to turn into a real bitch."

      She jammed the hot barrel against his temple. It was still scorching from the plasma blast that had taken off the man's arm. With plasma at over a million degrees, the barrels stayed toasty for a considerable length of time, despite their heat dispersion properties. The metal seared into the man's skin. His epidermis blistered, and smoke wafted from the site. It sizzled like bacon, and the putrid stench of burning flesh filled Max’s nostrils. It was almost enough to make her gag.

      Sweat dripped from the man's forehead. With eyes like lasers he stared into Max. He kept his jaw clenched tight, grunting and groaning. He had too much pride to give any information to the enemy. This man was obviously some type of former military. Max could tell he had experienced combat injuries before, but nothing like this. Perhaps torture? He had a high pain tolerance and probably had been trained to never break. Never surrender. Never give up valuable intel. She was going to have to work this guy over for days to get any info out of him. But time wasn't on her side.

      "Freeze. Security! Drop the weapon and put your hands in the air!"

      Max glanced to see a mall security guard aiming a plasma pistol at her. He was a tubby guy with a round face and wide eyes. He had probably never pulled his pistol on anyone before—certainly no one like Max. His wrinkled uniform hugged his form so tight, the buttons looked like they were about to snap. He was sloppy. His pale skin beaded with perspiration. Sweat stains soaked his underarms.

      There was no way Max was going to let this guy bring her in.

      Max slowly set the plasma pistol on the ground so as not to upset the jumpy security guard. She gradually rose to her feet.

      "Grab the wall. Now!"

      Max complied. She placed her hands against the wall and spread her legs.

      The security guard inched forward, the gun trembling in his hand. He slipped a pair of handcuffs from a pouch on his utility belt. He was about to slap them on Max's hand when she spun around, grabbed his wrist, bent it at an unnatural angle, and stripped the weapon.

      She took him down to the ground with an arm bar takedown. Before the sloth could realize what happened, Max had slapped the cuffs around his wrists. He lay on the ground next to the fallen goon. "Don't hurt me. Please. I've got a wife and two kids."

      Max moved back to the change stall and grabbed the little black dress from the hook. She slipped out of the change room and weaved her way to the cashier.

      There was an awkward moment of silence.

      "How did everything fit?" The cashier’s voice trembled. All three of her eyes bulged, and her face creased with fear. She was too terrified to do anything other than what Max wanted.

      She had bright orange skin and wide eyes. Her head had three conical points that flopped about like a jester’s hat. She was probably Olfluvian, Max thought.

      "Perfect. I'll take it.”

      “Why don’t you just go ahead, take it? I don’t need no trouble here,” she said trying to appear calm and collected.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. Those men were trying to kill me, and… now they’re not,” Max said with a wink.

      “Oh, you poor thing. Are you okay?” the clerk asked, suddenly sympathetic.

      Max smiled. “I am now.” Max glanced around the department, then leaned into the cashier. “Would you do me a solid?”

      The clerk shrugged hesitantly, not knowing where this was going. “You got a gun. I’m going to do just about anything you want.”

      “I told you. I’m not going to hurt you. In a moment, this place is going to be swarming with security. They’re going to ask a lot of questions, and in the end, I’m going to look like the bad guy because I defended myself.” Max leaned in and spoke softly. “I’d appreciate it if you’d let me pay for the dress and didn’t say anything to security.”

      The sales clerk’s eyes narrowed with curiosity. “You took care of those big men all by yourself?”

      Max nodded.

      “What do you got in those fists? Dynamite?

      “Something like that.”

      “You go girl.”

      The sales clerk rang up the dress. Max paid in cash. The clerk folded the garment and placed it in a luxury shopping bag. “You have a nice day.” She held up a fist in solidarity.

      Max strolled out of the department as two more security guards raced through the store, heading toward the change room. They blew right past her without giving her a second glance.
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      "What did you get?" Max asked.

      A shopping bag from Dario De Luca hung from Winston's hand. The robot beamed with joy. "I bought a tuxedo."

      Winston was a sleek XR-709 service bot, with some modifications made by Max and the FCIS. He had been thoroughly reconditioned and refurbished. He stood 5’10” tall with composite plastic body panels. His alloy skeleton was almost indestructible. Designed by the famed sports car designer Zapharini, he was state-of-the-art, and one of the more expensive models— despite his protests that he was picked up by his original owner at a scratch and dent sale. Precision crafted gears, servos, and joints allowed Winston to have smooth and fluid movement. A composite smart-polymer allowed him to form expressions on his face plate. An advanced neural network made him compassionate and capable of the full range of human emotions.

      He was also quite neurotic.

      Winston greeted her at the food court. There were a plethora of dining options. Pizza, hamburgers, an upscale steakhouse, Italian, Chinese, Aledebaranian, a Proxima Vega style deli, you name it.

      “Why do you need a tuxedo?"

      "I need something to wear. I am the best man after all."

      Max's eyes narrowed at him. "Traitor."

      "You didn't really expect me to be a bridesmaid, did you?"

      "You could have taken one for the team!” Max spun around and perused the offerings from the various restaurants.

      Winston followed after her. ”I’m sure you'll find someone. You're very resourceful."

      "Thanks for the vote of confidence. But I don't have a lot of girlfriends."

      "You don't have a lot of friends."

      "Nobody asked you." Max scowled at him playfully.

      "You look a little frazzled?" Winston said, eyeing her curiously. "What have you been up to? Besides shopping?”

      Max shrugged. "Nothing," she said innocently.

      Winston's eyes narrowed at her. "Why do I feel like you’re withholding something?”

      Max shrugged again. “Nothing serious. Two thugs tried to kill me. That's all."

      Winston's eyes widened, and a look of concern washed over his face. "I suggest we leave the planet and assess the threat."

      "I came here for a reason."

      "I think it can wait."

      "Have you told Dylan?" Winston asked.

      “Hell no. He worries about me enough as it is.” Max's eyes narrowed at Winston. She pointed a finger at him. "And don't you say a word, either."

      "I'm not programmed to lie.”

      "I didn't ask you to lie. I asked you to omit."

      “Omission is a form of lying."

      Max growled at him playfully.

      "Starting a relationship with trust issues is not setting things up for success. Perhaps you need to address the deficiencies in the relationship first."

      Max’s eyes narrowed at him. “I don't have trust issues,” Max said, knowing full well she did. There were only a few people Max knew she could count on. “I mean, I don't have trust issues with Dylan."

      Winston arched an eyebrow at her.

      “We trust each other implicitly. It’s just that he can be a little overprotective at times."

      Winston sighed. He knew the futility of arguing with Max. "It's none of my business.”

      “Exactly. Besides, I’m not leaving until I find the perfect wedding dress." Max stepped up to the counter and ordered. “ I’ll take a cheeseburger and fries.”

      The robot cashier took her order and Max threw some cash on the counter. The robot scooped it up, tossed it into the register, and handed back some change.

      Winston rolled his eyes. "I think six months is plenty of time."

      "I only plan on doing this once. I want it to be perfect. I'm going to be totally stressed-out if all this crap isn’t taken care of beforehand.”

      The robotic cashier swung around, and grabbed a fully formed meal from the food fabricator. It was a 3D printer that mixed proteins, carbohydrates, and fats with artificial coloring, flavoring, and sweeteners. The end result was a synthetic meal that was almost indistinguishable from real food.

      “You should have ordered a real burger from Rocket Rick’s. Best burgers in the galaxy.”

      “This is faster. And we’ve got shopping to do.” Max took her tray and sat down at the table with Winston.

      She looked over her food and sighed. “It's really not my thing. Have you seen the list of decisions I have to make about this? I’ve got to figure out a budget, pick my wedding party, make a guest list. I’ve gotta pick a date and reserve a venue. I’ve gotta book a photographer, a florist, a caterer, a band. I need to register. I need to reserve hotel rooms for out-of-town guests. I’ve got to pick out invitations, bridesmaids dresses, save the date cards. I need to set the rehearsal dinner, pick a cake, plan the ceremony, make a playlist for the band, get a marriage license, and about a hundred other things. Oh, and I’m supposed to have a fun bachelorette party. How am I going to have any fun when I’m a nervous wreck? This is pure insanity. Remind me why I’m doing this?”

      "Why don't you just delegate all of that to me?"

      Max's eyes narrowed at him. "I don't know if I can trust you with such big decisions."

      "Should I be offended?"

      Max bit into the juicy burger. It was dripping with synthetic grease. She spoke with her mouthful, mumbling over the pasty bun. ”I think Dylan and I should just run off and get married on a beach with a few close friends."

      "I thought that was the original plan?" Winston asked.

      "It was. But somehow this thing has ballooned. Dylan wants an event now. He said we’re only doing it once, might as well make it count. I want something small.” Max groaned. “You know me. I'm not good with decisions. I’m much better when I can just focus on a singular goal."

      "Like killing someone?"

      "Yes. It's much simpler than planning a wedding." She took another bite, then made a face. “This burger sucks. And these fries are soggy.”

      “Rocket Rick’s. Just say’n.”

      Max scowled at him playfully and pushed away from the table. She grabbed the remnants of her meal and wadded it up. She grabbed her tray and emptied it in a nearby trashcan.

      ”Come on,” Max said. “We're on a mission."

      "I'm going to advise against this. We’re not properly armed."

      "The one time I leave the house without my weapon, and this shit happens. WTF? Can't a girl shop for a wedding dress in peace?" She reached into her shopping bag and pulled out the goon’s plasma pistol. “I’ve got this.”

      “Put that away before you attract attention to us. It’s against the law to open carry in this food court. Didn’t you read the sign?

      “I’m not much of a rule follower.”

      Max and Winston stepped out of the mall and grabbed an automated cab. They headed a few blocks north to an upscale boutique. Delavode was the fashion mecca of the galaxy. Every designer of note was located within a 10 block radius. You could find anything from bargain knockoffs to high-end couture—one-of-a-kind hand-sewn garments. The Galactic Bridal Emporium was the destination of choice for the rich and famous. If you were going to have a high-profile celebrity wedding, this was the place to find your garment—if you didn't have a direct relationship with one of the design houses.

      Max tried on a plethora of dresses. They had numerous fabrics and gowns of every style, cut, texture, and drape. Silk was a perennial favorite, but the selection and combination of materials seemed endless—batiste, chiffon, crêpe, satin, jersey, organza, damask, pique, rayon, taffeta, and more.

      Winston was the best shopping companion a woman could have. He didn't get bored. His eyes didn’t glaze over. He chronicled each dressed with exacting attention, noting the fabric, designer, cut, and fit. He could be an invaluable asset when comparing pros and cons of each particular dress. With his ability to scan and volumetrically analyze form, Winston could actually tell if a dress made you look fat or not. Winston's vast database made him a walking encyclopedia of fashion. Plus, with all the models he'd been scoring lately, he was in the know when it came to the hottest fashion designers in the galaxy.

      Max's eyes brightened and a grin finally tugged on her lips. Her perfect teeth sparkled as she tried on a gown by Giuseppe Bellandini. She turned in front of the mirrors admiring her svelte form. "What do you think?"

      Winston listed off a ton of facts about the garment. “A bespoke diamond encrusted silk gown by Giuseppe Bellandini. A v-neck with a low back and a sweep train—”

      “No, silly. How does it look?"

      "It looks fabulous."

      "How does it look on me?"

      He quickly ran through the database of every dress Max had tried on. "Aesthetically, this is the most pleasing."

      Max's smile widened. She twisted in the mirror, trying to get a good look at her rear. “And my ass looks good in this?”

      "Your ass looks good in anything," Winston replied.

      Max winked at him. "I can see why you do so well with the ladies."

      A sales clerk strolled up at precisely the right moment. Like a shark sniffing blood, she sensed a sale of a high dollar garment. "A fine choice. It looks absolutely wonderful on you. You will be the most beautiful bride in all the galaxy."

      "I love it. I'll take it."

      The sales clerk smiled. "Excellent. I'll have it boxed and shipped to you."

      Max hesitated to ask. "How much is it?"

      The clerk arched a disapproving eyebrow and looked down her nose at Max. Most of her clients didn't bother to ask the price.

      “This is a Ballandini. A one-of-a-kind creation, made from the finest fabric available. Painstakingly crafted—”

      "How much?" Max asked with a stern expression.

      “715,000 credits."

      Her words hung in the air like smoke.

      Max's jaw dropped.

      The sales clerk frowned, having wasted an afternoon attending to Max.

      "I don't suppose you have any type of payment plan?"

      If you're looking for a budget dress, I suggest the Bridal Barn.” The sales clerk turned up her nose, spun around, and marched off. "Try not to damage the gown when you take it off."

      Max clenched her jaw and snarled at the snooty woman.
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      Max changed out of the wedding dress and slipped back into her formfitting bodysuit that hugged every luscious curve. She had missed a call from United Intelligence Agency Director Ian Ashcroft. She grimaced at the notification that flashed on the display of her mobile device. What the hell did the UIA want? It couldn’t be anything good.

      Max had worked closely with the UIA as a special operator in the Navy. The agency would cook up wild schemes, and the Navy Reapers and the members of Project SW Ultra would execute them. The missions ranged from covert insertions in enemy territories, to rescuing hostages, taking out political leaders, and destroying high-value installations. The Reapers operated in small teams. They were swift, silent, and deadly.

      Max hung up the gown and returned it to the sales clerk. She left the store with Winston, and the two stood on the sidewalk, attempting to flag down a cab.

      "Can you believe how rude that woman was to me?" Max asked, indignant.

      "Well, you did try on 23 dresses, spent three hours in the store, and didn't buy anything."

      "So?”

      “If I were a sales clerk working on commission, I might be a little upset too."

      Max frowned at him.

      An automated car pulled to the curb. Max and Winston stepped inside.

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

      “Kosmova Spaceport." Max placed her hand on the pay-pad, and the car automatically debited her account for the fair.

      “So, we're actually going to leave the planet?“

      “I’m considering doing more shopping just to annoy you."

      "It doesn't annoy me. I'm just concerned for your well-being. Someone has clearly put a bounty on your head. My preliminary searches into the dark-net confirm this."

      Max arched a curious eyebrow at him. "Any idea who?"

      "Unknown at this time. But it's not like you've been gallivanting around the galaxy making friends."

      "What are you trying to say?" Max asked, feigning offense.

      "Well, I like you. But, I'm in the minority."

      "Dylan likes me. Felix likes me. I think Sam likes me."

      "Anyone else?"

      Max pondered this for a moment. "You might have a point."

      "Criminals tend to get angry when you interrupt their operations, destroy their facilities, and kill their employees. I think, perhaps, someone is trying to retaliate.”

      “Well, don’t overload your circuits with that deep thought,” Max said in a sarcastic tone.

      “Excuse me for pointing out the obvious." He paused. “I’ve noticed the increased stress that you've been under is making you a bit edgy."

      "Edgy?"

      "Grumpy."

      "I'm not grumpy. I'm just—“

      “Stressed."

      Max's face tensed. Then she exhaled a long breath. "You're right. This whole thing is stressing me out way too much. I just need to let it all go, decompress, and trust in the process. Everything will work out the way it's supposed to. Besides, the wedding isn’t the important thing. It's every day after that counts."

      "I believe that is an excellent perspective.”

      “I just need to get back to normal and focus on what I do best.”

      Max's slender fingers dug into her pocket and pulled out her phone. She decided to call Ashcroft back. She swiped the screen and dialed his number. After a moment, his face appeared on the display. He was a in his mid-40s with a short mohawk. He didn’t look anything like a standard UIA agent. He had blue eyes and a square jaw, and wore a T-shirt and jeans. His smile revealed perfectly straight, brilliant teeth. "Max. Thanks for getting back with me so quickly."

      “Nice doo. Are you going undercover, or is this a midlife crisis?”

      “Funny. I’ll have you know that chicks dig the ‘hawk.”

      “So, midlife crisis?”

      “Hey, my wife left me. I’m entitled to have a little fun. I’ve got this little blonde girl, 25. Likes punk rock. I can barely keep up. But I’m having fun trying.”

      “More power to you. I see you made director. I guess congratulations are in order."

      "Thank you. Hard work pays off."

      “You’ve never worked hard a day in your life.”

      “Smart work, Max. And I know how to play the game. Something you should look into.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed at him. “What can I do for you?"

      "Before you say no. Just hear me out."

      "No."

      "That's not hearing me out."

      "Okay. Fine. Let's hear your pitch."

      "I hate to admit it, but you've been able to accomplish some things that my agents have not."

      "That's not shocking."

      “I see you're still humble."

      Max said nothing.

      “I understand that you're responsible for the destruction of the Phantom Corps installation, and the death of one of its major operatives."

      "I can neither confirm nor deny that."

      "Look, Mars. We’re on the same team. I’m not after you. Everything you’ve been doing falls in line with our objectives. So, I thought, instead of being out there on your own, wreaking havoc, you could come into the fold. Join the family."

      "Absolutely not."

      "I can't imagine why you'd say no to this opportunity."

      "I don't play well with others."

      "You wouldn't have to."

      Max arched a curious eyebrow at him.

      Ashcroft took that as a sign to continue. "What I'm suggesting is a mutually beneficial arrangement. You would work for the agency on a contract basis. You wouldn't have to report to anyone other than me. You'd have the right to pick and choose your assignments. You’d have the full support of the agency when you needed it. It's a win-win scenario.” His eyes lit up with glee. “Plus, it would put a little extra money in your pocket. I know that pension you get isn't much. I also know that the payment you received for returning the Aurora to the agency went straight to charity. I'm gonna be honest with you. Anyone who is willing to hand over 500 million credits to help starving children in Zervatonia is someone I want on my team."

      The idea of giving that kind of cash away was insane, especially when you were broke. It was clear he admired Max.

      "You're not in this for the money. You’re in it because you want to bring justice to the galaxy. You want to see scumbags put away. And that’s what I want.” He paused and a solemn look washed over his face. “You’re a good soldier. And with the threat of Phantom Corps infiltrating the Federation, I know I can trust you. I need you, Max.“

      She couldn't help but feel a little flattered by the compliments. Maybe Ashcroft wasn't such a bad guy? Maybe this wasn't such a bad deal? She had worked with him before, and he was always on the up and up. "I'll think about it."

      Ashcroft smiled. "I guess I can't ask for any more than that. Please try to let me know by the end of the week. If there's anything you need in the meantime, don't hesitate to ask. I look forward to a long and prosperous relationship."

      Ashcroft disconnected the call. The screen went blank.

      Max glanced to Winston. The robot was full of curiosity.
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      Max and Winston boarded the Osprey at Kosmova Spaceport. The sleek devastating gunship sat perched on the tarmac in Bay 118. It was a state-of-the-art interstellar vehicle, complete with quantum drive and an array of Hellfire II missiles. Plasma cannons were mounted on sub-wing pylons. It was a lethal piece of equipment. In the hands of a capable flyer, it could hold its own against just about anything in its class. The leather seats were hand-stitched. Brushed aluminum accents on the dash gave it a stylish look. The handling was tight and responsive. When you pulled on the controls, it went exactly where you wanted it to go. The only downside was that the Ospreys could be temperamental. And parts were sometimes hard to come by—not to mention expensive.

      Max pressed buttons and flicked switches, powering up the craft. She ran through a series of preflight checks. She buckled into her safety harness, and Winston strapped in beside her in the copilot’s seat.

      All systems green.

      She engaged the vertical thrusters and lifted from the tarmac. Heat distorted the air as the engines lifted the massive craft. Max engaged the rear thrusters, nosed the Osprey skyward, and blasted towards space. The thrust slammed her against the seat. The G-Force flattened her skin against her skull, trying to peel it off. The craft rumbled and shook as Max rocketed into the upper atmosphere. Soon, Delavode was a distant memory.

      The safety harness dug into Max’s hips and shoulders as she lifted from the seat with the weightlessness of space. She gazed into the inky blackness of the cosmos that lay ahead while Winston programmed jump coordinates. She felt a tinge of regret that she left Delavode empty-handed. Perhaps she’d make another trip in the future to the shopping mecca of the galaxy?

      Winston programmed the nav computer, and Max engaged the slide-space drive. A quantum distortion rippled through the ship, bending the bulkheads and displacing time. Max's stomach twisted. It felt like she was at the top of a roller coaster and just took the plunge down. The transition to quantum space could be uncomfortable at times. Especially if you were prone to motion sickness. It only lasted for an instant, but sometimes that instant could drag on for what seemed like hours. Modern quantum drives had eliminated most of the glitches that were present with previous models. Rarely did anyone get stuck in slide-space, or have an unusually long transition. Some drives were smoother than others. Like with all things, you got what you paid for. Everything about the Osprey was the finest that don't money could buy. Fortunately, for Max, she didn't have to buy the Osprey. It was an indefinite loner, courtesy of Rourke Dakota.

      The jump to Cygnus Major took three hours. Max and Dylan had settled on the location because of its close proximity to major Federation sectors. It had clean-air, reasonable rent, and all the conveniences of a modern metropolis. It had one of the lowest crime rates in the galaxy, and quality-of-life was rated among the top 10. Property taxes were a little high, but there was no planetary income tax. It was a popular destination for a lot of retirees trying to stretch their savings. It also had top-notch medical facilities. Max was hoping that with the repair of her genetic code, injury and illness would be a thing of the past.

      Max landed the craft at Wilkes Spaceport in Crighton Bay and caught a cab back to her apartment. She caught the tail end of rush hour, and the sea of red taillights gave her plenty of time to think about her new job offer. There were plenty of pros and cons. Having the full weight of the UIA, with a plethora of resources available, was enticing.

      As Max strolled into the lobby of her apartment building she gave Winston a stern look. "Remember. Not a word."

      "I won't say anything unless asked a direct question."

      It was the best Max was going to get out of the quirky robot.

      The building security camera ID’d Max and deactivated the security shield long enough for her and Winston to stroll through. The lobby was opulently appointed. Marble floors and columns. Sleek modern furniture. Masterpieces of modern art hung on the walls. A robot sat at a baby grand piano, pounding out a classic concerto by Mozart. Another bot greeted the two with a smile as they entered. "Welcome back, Ms. Mars."

      "Thanks Sebastian. Good to be home." Max's boots clacked against the marble floors as she strutted to the bank of elevators. She and Winston caught the lift up to the 26th floor. It only took a matter of seconds. Her momentum was so great, Max almost felt like she was going to lift off the ground when the elevator stopped. She stepped off the elevator and made her way down the hall to her apartment. She placed her hand on the access pad and the door clicked unlocked.

      The chaos of a video game echoed into the foyer as Max entered. Sam's large eyeball was glued to the screen as his hands manipulated a game controller with fervor. He was desperately trying to give himself carpal tunnel syndrome. Sam was maybe 4 feet tall, on a good day. He was a blue alien that had three fingers on each hand with suction cups on the end of them. He had a single large eye and two antenna atop his head. He had large teeth, with a noticeable overbite, and large earlobes. His plump, pear shaped body was considered the ideal form where he came from, or so he had said.

      Felix, the blue haired Antarian cat, sat beside him watching the screen.

      Dylan greeted Max in the living room "And where have you been? I was beginning to get worried about you!”

      Max held up a shopping bag. "Winston and I have been spending money." She gave Dylan a kiss on the cheek. "Don't worry, I haven't been spending your money. Yet."

      Max set the bag down and strolled into the kitchen.

      Dylan followed after her. "I thought we might go grab a bite for dinner?”

      "Oh, that sounds excellent."

      "A quiet dinner, just the two of us," Dylan flashed Winston a look.

      "Oh. Of course. I'll leave you two alone." Winston spun around and marched back into the living room.

      “Is something on your mind?" Max asked.

      "No… It's just been a while since we've spent any quality time together. It's a little bit of a madhouse around here. I could use a little peace and quiet."

      Max smiled. “Aw… Is Sam getting on your nerves?"

      Dylan leaned in and spoke in a whisper. "He plays video games all day long. At full volume. When is he going to get a job? …Do something productive with his life?"

      Max chuckled. "I don't think Sam has any intention of ever getting a job."

      A hopeless look washed over Dylan's face. "Really?"

      "Yeah. He didn't have a job when I met him. I don't think it's in his nature."

      "So you're just going to let him leach off you, and by default me, for the rest of his life?"

      "I wouldn't call it leaching. He's just motivationally challenged."

      "All he does is sit around all day and get high."

      "What am I gonna do?" Max asked. "Kick him out and let him go back to being homeless?"

      "That's a thought," Dylan said, half joking. Mostly not joking.

      "Hey, these people are my family. This is what you signed up for. If it's too much for you, I understand," Max said, taunting him playfully.

      Dylan rolled his eyes. "You're not too much for me. I can handle just about anything. If this is part of the package, it's part of the package."

      Max smiled. "Good. Where are we having dinner?"
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      "So, how would you feel about me taking a part-time job?" Max asked, casually, between sips of red wine. It slipped off her tongue and dissipated into the air like a wisp of smoke. No big deal.

      Max wasn't used to asking for permission to do things. She wasn't really asking, merely broaching the subject. She was going to do what she wanted to do, no matter what anyone thought about it.

      Max and Dylan sat at a cozy table at D’Amore’s. An upscale bistro on 6th Avenue. Candlelight flickered on the table. The clink of glasses and the rattle of silverware filled the air, along with the subtle murmur of conversation. Sumptuous aromas emanated from the kitchen. Waitstaff in formal attire scurried about, attending to the patrons’ every need.

      Max and Dylan had devoured the appetizers and were waiting on dinner. Max had ordered a roasted breast of veltuki with smoked mozzarella, sun-dried tomatoes, spinach, and zeta-antari pasta. Dylan chose the grilled nataki beef with potatoes, roasted carrots, beans, and a mushroom bordelaise sauce.

      “I can't really picture you with a job-job," Dylan said. "But I think that's a great idea. I'm actually kind of relieved, to be honest."

      "Really. How so?" Max asked, her eyes starting to narrow.

      "I know we agreed not to interfere with each other's choices, but I wasn't exactly thrilled about the idea of you running around the galaxy, stirring up trouble."

      Max arched an eyebrow at him. He had no idea what he was in for.

      "Have you found something you're interested in here on Cygnus Major?"

      "I got an offer. And it's not on Cygnus Major."

      "Oh, really?” Dylan said, astonished. He looked almost hesitant to ask. "Where is it?"

      A devilish twinkle flickered in Max's eyes. She was about to lay it on him. "It's more of an outside sales position."

      "Why do I feel like this is leading somewhere I'm not going to like?"

      "I don't know. Why do you feel like this is going somewhere you're not going to like?"

      Dylan sighed with frustration. "Okay. I'll play along. What are you selling?"

      "I'm selling a whole lot of whoop-ass!”

      Dylan planted his face in his palms. “Okay. What exactly does that mean?"

      "The UIA offered me a position as an off-the-books contractor."

      That got Dylan's full attention.

      His wide eyes gazed at her with dismay. "Why would you even consider something like that?"

      "Why not?"

      "You’re just going to be another cog in the wheel."

      Max's face tensed, and a scowl blossomed. "Oh, and you're not just another cog in the wheel at the FCIS?"

      "That's exactly what I am. That's why I don't think it's something you would enjoy."

      "I think you're just jealous that I'm going to be a Special Agent.”

      Dylan scoffed and rolled his eyes. "Please. You're not going to be a Special Agent. You’re going to be a black-ops contractor. No name. No title. You'll be erased from the databanks if things go wrong. You’re just an excuse so they can have plausible deniability."

      "This is an opportunity for me to do some good. I'll have real resources at my disposal. And I can do a lot to help get rid of the corruption in the Federation. I don't know about you, but that's important to me. You know, words like freedom, duty, honor, integrity, loyalty… they are more than just abstract concepts to me. This is the only truly free system of government in the galaxy. I'd like to maintain that."

      "And I commend you. A noble pursuit. But you’re just one person. How much difference can you really make?”

      That was the wrong thing to say.

      By the looks of it, Dylan knew it the minute the words left his lips. But it was too late.

      Max’s scowl deepened. "Well. I really appreciate the support."

      "You know what I meant."

      By that time Max had already pushed away from the table and thrown her napkin down.

      “Where are  you going?" Dylan asked.

      "I lost my appetite."

      "Sit down. Let's talk about this like rational adults."

      "I'm not rational. Remember?”

      Max spun around and stormed toward the exit.

      Shocked faces gawked at the squabbling couple.

      Max was wearing the little black dress she picked up in Delavode. It fit her like a glove. Her toned legs and high heels caught many lustful stares as she stormed toward the door.

      Dylan chased after her. He caught up to her at the maître d' stand and grabbed her arm. "Max, don't go. I'm sorry."

      Max flashed him a look that said you’ve got 30 seconds to take your foot out your mouth and fix the situation.

      "How about we sit back down and enjoy the rest of the evening and we can discuss this later when we’ve both got cooler heads about it? Besides. This place has great key lime pie, and I know how much you love key lime pie."

      "You know. My tastes have changed. Key lime is not my favorite anymore." She spun around and marched out of the restaurant.

      Dylan was about to dart after her when the waiter tapped him on the shoulder. "Sir, are you still interested in your entrées?”

      Dylan dug into his pocket and handed the waiter a wad of cash. It was more than enough to cover the tab and a healthy tip. By the time he dashed onto the sidewalk, Max had slipped away in a cab. He groaned with disappointment. It was going to be a long night.

      The cab raced through the city. Towering skyscrapers and glowing lights blurred by. Max took a few slow deep breaths, trying to let her rage dissipate. It had boiled underneath her skin and raised her blood pressure. She could hear her pulse throbbing in her ears. Her fists were balled up tight. A thin mist of sweat coated her body. She was upset at the disconnect between her and Dylan, as well as him not wanting to accept her dangerous lifestyle. She didn't like the way fighting with Dylan made her feel. Her stomach twisted in knots. But she wasn't going to let that stop her from pursuing her goals.

      She pulled her phone from her purse and dialed Ashcroft. His face appeared on the display screen after a few rings.

      “I’m in,” Max said, her voice thick with defiance. "On one condition.”

      "Smart move,” Ian replied. “What's the condition?"

      "I get the title Special Agent.”

      “Look, call yourself whatever you want. I don't care. But you know the drill. If the shit hits the fan, you never worked for the agency. You're a ghost. And I will deny all involvement.”

      Max gave a subtle nod of agreement. "One more thing. I'll need clearance for my robot. It shouldn't be a problem. He's already been cleared by the FCIS. He's essential to my work.”

      "Anything else?" He had a slightly sardonic tone to his voice.

      “I'm sure I’ll think of something.”

      “Okay, Special Agent Mars. I'll need the robot’s name and serial number.”

      Max relayed the information.

      “I’ve got something I need you to get on ASAP!”

      "What is it?"

      "When can you get to Auriga Station?"

      “It's a couple hour flight from here. Why?"

      “That’s classified. By the time you get there, I'll have you into our system and granted security clearance. Call me the minute you arrive and I'll have full details for you. Time is of the essence.”

      "Roger that." Max disconnected the call and wondered what she had gotten herself into.
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      Max's high heels clacked against the hardwood floors as she stormed into her apartment. The door slammed behind her. Sam and Winston were playing video games.

      "No fair!" Sam grumbled. “You’re cheating!”

      Winston's game character had just vaporized Sam’s. “I am incapable of cheating. That would be unethical."

      "Winston. Gear up!” Max commanded. We're on a mission.”

      “Where are we going?”

      "I'll tell you about it later. We're wheels up in 15.”

      “Can I go with you?" Sam asked.

      “That's a negative. Your mission is to stay here and annoy Dylan as much as possible."

      "What happened? You get  into a fight?" Sam asked.

      "No. We didn't get into a fight. We had a disagreement.”

      Sam rolled his eyes. “See. That's why I'm not in a relationship. It's too much of a hassle."

      "No, you're not in a relationship because all you do is sit around and play video games. Maybe, if you ventured out of the apartment once in a while, you might meet someone."

      "I meet plenty of women online."

      “Have you ever gone out on a date with any of these women?"

      "No."

      "Well, get out there!”

      “Why? Everybody I know in a relationship is miserable. Plus, I like my freedom."

      "I'm not miserable."

      "You are right now.” Sam could see the frustration in Max's face.

      "Okay, I'm not taking relationship advice from you." Max stormed to her bedroom.

      Sam looked at Winston. "What crawled up her ass?"

      Winston shrugged. He was learning the fine art of omission.

      Max peeled off her dress, kicked off her high heels, and slipped into a tactical bodysuit. It was made of an advanced smart material that resisted tears, absorbed moisture, and was self-cleaning. The material was used in various types of military uniforms.

      Max grabbed a tactical vest and loaded it with extra magazines and couple of thermal grenades. She grabbed her .45 ACP from the drawer and press checked the weapon. She checked the safety and slammed the gun into the holster. Max checked the blade on her black, anodized tactical knife. It was razor sharp. She packed a change of clothes and a backpack—even though the tactical suit was good for 30 days without washing. She packed various unmentionables, along with a toothbrush, toothpaste, hair gel, and an automated makeup applicator. One had to look good when kicking ass.

      She shouldered the pack and marched back into the living room.

      Winston greeted her, carrying a backpack as well.

      "Sam, hold down the fort. Make sure Felix gets fed.“

      “Oh, Felix doesn't like Gourmet Kitty. He prefers Feisty Feline instead."

      "He told you this?” Max asked, incredulous."

      “What's wrong with you people? Can’t you read his mind?"

      Antarian blue-haired cats were rumored to be telepathic. Max had never spoken to Felix, but sometimes she felt like he had placed suggestions in her mind. She had always written it off as coincidence.

      "I don't see anything wrong with your legs. You can take yourself to the store and buy him whatever he wants.

      Sam held out his hand, expectantly.

      Max arched an eyebrow as she gazed at his blue palm.

      "Honey, the food ain't going to buy itself,” Sam grumbled.

      Max huffed and dug into her backpack. She pulled out a few bills and smacked them into Sam's alien hand.

      He looked disappointed. "I don't know if you’ve been to the store recently, but cat food is expensive."

      She rolled her eyes and slapped a few more bills into his palm.

      Sam looked like he was about to ask for more, but Max cut him off. "You're gonna have to make do with that. If you need anything else, ask Dylan."

      "I don't think he likes me,” Sam said.

      Yeah, well, I'm not entirely sure he likes me either, at the moment."

      Max spun around and marched down the foyer toward the door.

      “Felix says, be careful,” Sam hollered.

      Dylan burst in as Max reached the end of the hallway. The two almost slammed into each other. Dylan's wide eyes gazed at Max, taking in her outfit and gear. "Going somewhere?

      "Duty calls."

      "Where are you going?"

      Max smiled. "Sorry. Classified. I'll call you." She planted a kiss on his cheek and slipped through the door.

      Dylan looked to Winston for answers, but the robot just shrugged nervously. He scurried out of the apartment, not wanting to go into detail.

      Dylan poked his head into the hallway and called after her "Really? You're just going to leave?"

      "Sorry, hon. I've got to go save the galaxy. Again. All by myself."

      Dylan sighed in frustration and shook his head. He stepped back into the apartment.

      "Don't you think you should tell him where you're going?"

      “Stay out of this, robot."

      "I just think it's never a good idea to part ways angry. You never know what could happen."

      Conflicting emotions twisted inside of Max. She didn't like leaving Dylan on bad terms. Maybe she had been too abrupt with him? But she didn't have time to sort it out now.
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      Max slipped into the pilot seat of the Osprey. She went through her preflight routine, then lifted from the tarmac.

      Dylan had called twice in the time it took Max to reach the spaceport. She ignored both calls.

      Winston was like a child watching his parents fight, worrying they were going to get a divorce “Perhaps you should return his call?"

      "I'll call him when I'm ready, thank you very much." Max nosed the craft skyward.

      "Maybe if you could explain exactly what we're doing, he might be a little more understanding?”

      "I don't know exactly what we're doing."

      "You mean the classified bit wasn't just a line?"

      "Sort of. We’re going to Auriga Station. Plot jump coordinates. That's all I know."

      Winston programmed the nav computer and it made the calculations. Max engaged the slide-space drive. The transition to slide-space never bothered Winston. He didn't get queasy, or motion sick. His eyes perked up as he thought over the situation. "Does this mean that I'm going to get top-secret security clearance too?”

      Max shrugged.

      "I don't see why not. You're an essential member of my team."

      Winston smiled. "You're not just saying that, are you?"

      "Of course not."

      Winston hesitated. "If you and Dylan split up, where will—“

      “We’re not splitting up. This is just a disagreement. Couples have disagreements. Now, can we drop the subject?"

      Winston nodded.

      "I'm officially banning all relationship talk from henceforth. We've got other things to focus on."

      Max emerged from quantum space at Auriga Station in just under two hours and 30 minutes. It was a massive modular structure that could be expanded as needed. Lights flickered. Tall spires supported antennas and communications dishes. The modules interlocked in a chaotic array of geometric shapes. Some were round, some were rectangular, some were octahedral, others were elliptical. There were large domed portions of the space station that offered stunning views of the cosmos. Expansive parks with trees, and what appeared to be green grass. The view was often obstructed above the domes by networks of connecting modules. It wasn't the most aesthetically pleasing thing to look at. It was clear the station had lacked planning in the early stages of development.

      Max opened the comm channel. “Auriga Station Traffic Control, this is Osprey 2117. Request permission to land.”

      "Osprey 2117, this is traffic control, please state your business."

      Special Agent Max Mars with the UIA.” A sly grin curled on Max’s lips as she said the words. She had to admit, it was kind of fun to call herself a Special Agent.

      "Please hold for one moment," the traffic control operator crackled back.

      Max exchanged a glance with Winston.

      A moment later, a response filtered through the comm link. ”Permission granted. I'm sending an automated flight plan to your nav computer now. Welcome to Auriga Station."

      Max was a hands-on kind of person. She always liked to maintain manual control of the vehicle, but she let the automated controls take over. The craft followed the flight plan and landed flawlessly on the flight deck. The bay was just large enough for the Osprey to fit inside. There were several docking bays throughout the space station. Their haphazard placement made them difficult to locate without automated guidance. Electromagnetic shielding kept the atmosphere contained while allowing in-out privileges for transport ships.

      It was time to find out what Max was doing here. She slipped her phone out of her pocket and dialed Ashcroft.

      Ashcroft looked concerned. His face was tense and his fervent eyes were unflinching.

      “This must be something serious?” Max said.

      “You have no idea.”
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      "Fleet Admiral Adam Richter is dead,” Ashcroft said.

      Max's eyes widened with surprise.

      "Murdered in his hotel room. I've got a Marine detail there now securing the scene. They’re keeping local law-enforcement at bay, but I'm not sure they're going to be able to hold them off forever. I need you to get there, assess the situation, and find his killer."

      "Copy that."

      "Richter was in possession of classified material. I need you to recover that material, and return it to UIA headquarters at all costs. Is that understood?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "I've updated your credentials and security clearance. Your robot’s been cleared as well. You’re good to go." Ashcroft tapped a few strokes on his keyboard. "Check your ID to see if it's received the updates.”

      Max pulled a piece of smart glass out of her pocket the size of a credit card. Her Federation ID had automatically updated. Beside her picture, her title now read Special Agent, along with the UIA seal.

      “Looks good to me,” Max said.

      “I’ve got you booked into the Celestial Inn.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Don't fuck this up,”Ashcroft added.

      The transmission ended.

      Winston's eyes glimmered with excitement. "Yay! I'm a Special Agent."

      "I wouldn't go that far."

      Max unbuckled her safety harness and slipped out of the pilot’s seat. She moved to the back ramp and pressed a button on the bulkhead. Hydraulics whirred as the ramp lowered. She stepped down to the flight deck where she was greeted by Commander Murphy. His service dress blue uniform was decorated with shiny medals and colorful campaign ribbons. The pants and jacket were pressed. The shoes polished to perfection. He removed his pristine cover and shook Max's hand and introduced himself.

      He was a handsome man, brown hair, green eyes, and a muscular build. He stood about 6 feet tall, and had a friendly smile.

      Max shook his hand and introduced him to Winston.

      "I'll take you to the crime scene now. Ashcroft gave specific instructions that no one but you and Winston should examine the crime scene.” Murphy paused. “I gotta tell you. The local PD is pretty pissed-off."

      "Understandable. It's their turf,” Max replied.

      "But the murder of a UPDF officer falls under the clear jurisdiction of Federation authorities. Just be prepared to butt heads and not get any cooperation.”

      “Trust me. I'm used to not getting much cooperation,” Max said. “Did you know Admiral Richter?"

      "Yes. We were traveling together to the BattleCon™ convention."

      "The weapons conference?" Max asked.

      "Yes. The top manufacturers from all across the galaxy come together and display new technology and bid for government contracts. Admiral Richter and I were here to see the latest and greatest and meet with some executives about future weapons development. We like to stay on the cutting edge. Strength through technology."

      "What’s your security clearance?" Max asked.

      Murphy seemed a little insulted by the question. "Above top-secret. Anyone in my position has a very high-level of clearance. It comes with the territory. Acquiring advanced weapons systems requires individuals of a certain character." He smiled. "Trust me, I've been through rigorous background checks. I wouldn't be here otherwise."

      "Ashcroft mentioned something about classified material that the admiral was carrying?“

      Murphy grimaced. "Yes. It seems his briefcase is missing.”

      “Do you know what was in it?"

      Murphy flashed a courteous smile. "That information would be above your security clearance."

      Max’s faced tensed slightly. How was she supposed to solve this crime if she didn't know exactly what it was about? “Let's get this out of the way up front. Where were you at the time the murder?"

      "Seeing how I don't know what time the murder occurred, I can't actually say. But I can tell you, I was with someone who can verify my whereabouts for the entire evening.”

      "Who?"

      Murphy took a deep breath and his face tensed. "Can I count on your discretion?"

      "Commander Murphy, this is a murder investigation. I will regard the conversation with the utmost privacy, but any material facts may become a matter of public record."

      "I've got a wife and a kid, Agent Mars."

      "And I take it you weren't with your wife?”

      "I was with a young lady. I met her at Lily’s Landing Strip."

      "A hooker?"

      "A companion," he corrected.

      "What's this companion’s name?”

      "I don't know. Her stage name was Cherry.”

      Max arched a judgmental eye at him.

      Murphy looked at her, incredulous. "You can't really think that I'm a suspect?"

      “I think everybody is a suspect. Did your wife do a background check before she married you?”

      Murphy frowned. "Okay. I deserve that. But cheating on my wife doesn't make me a murderer."

      “No, but it speaks your trustworthiness."

      Murphy frowned. “Talk to the girl. Check out my story. That way we can move forward. Admiral Richter was a friend. I want to do everything possible to bring the perpetrators of this crime to justice."

      They weaved their way through a maze of octagonal passageways to Admiral Richter's hotel room. The corridors were lined with conduit and wiring. Lighting was embedded into panels on the bulkheads. Section members were stenciled on the strakes above the corridor. It was a labyrinth that was easy to get lost in.

      The hallway outside Richter's room was a chaotic mess of local PD in a verbal altercation with the Marine squad that guarded the admiral’s accommodations.

      "This is my station, and you can't keep me out of that crime scene!” Detective Palmer shouted.

      He had dark hair, dark eyes, a round face, and a thick mustache. He wore plainclothes—a suit and tie. His belly bulged over his waistline slightly. He carried what looked like an old style .38 revolver on his hip. Max could see a bulge around his ankle made by his backup.

      A slight smile curled on Max's lips. She knew she could find common ground with a man that carried an old-school .38. Most cops carried plasma pistols. It was hard to argue with the bang of a traditional gun. They were simple, reliable, and packed a punch.

      Max put on a smile and did her best to sparkle her eyes at the detective as she introduced herself. She flashed her newly acquired credentials. "Hi. Max Mars. UIA.”

      Palmer was about to bark at her when she diverted his attention.

      "That a Bösch-Hauer .38?"

      "Yeah? Why?" Palmer grunted.

      Max shrugged. "It's a nice gun. I keep saying that plasma pistols are for pussies. If you want real power, you carry something that slings copper."

      "Plasma pistols are for pussies. He snatched his .38 from the holster and displayed it for Max. Now this… This is a work of art. When this goes off, everybody knows about it. It'll put the fear of God in you." He leaned in and scowled at Max. "Just because you've got good taste in weapons doesn't mean were going to get along."

      Max smiled and batted her eyelashes, gazing at him innocently. "Oh, I think we'll get along just fine. Just let me do what I need to do, and then the crime scene is yours. I'll share what information I have with you, and you can do the same for me. Granted, some of this will be classified, and I won't be able to share that. You can understand. You’re a reasonable man. I don't want to step on your toes. We're on the same team here, aren’t we?”

      Palmer grumbled under his breath for a moment. "Fine. You do what you gotta do. Justice is my number one priority. But keep me in the loop." He motioned to his officers to stand down. The tension in the corridor dissipated.

      "Thank you. I need you to lock down this facility. No one gets on, or off, the station until I say so.”

      Palmer's eyes widened. "You've got to be kidding me?"

      "Nope."

      "Lady, do you know how many people come in and out of this place every day? It will be absolute chaos. There will be mutiny!”

      "Just do it.” Then Max added, "It wasn't a request."

      Palmer grumbled. "We might not get along so well after all."

      "Ah, don't be negative. I'm an acquired taste," she said coyly, winking at him. Max was a hard woman to resist.

      Max turned her attention to the Marines. There were four of them in the hallway. Two blocked the door to Richter's room. They were all groomed high and tight and wore their dress blue uniforms.

      “Who found the body?" Max asked.

      “I did," Lance Corporal Joshua Barnes said.

      He was short and stout and had innocent eyes. He had light brown, almost blond, hair.

      “How did you gain access to the room?" Max asked.

      "The admiral didn't respond when we arrived to escort him to his morning meeting. I found a service bot who let us into the room.”

      “Did you disturb the crime scene or touch the body?”

      "I checked the admiral’s pulse and backed out of the room and attempted to preserve the crime scene."

      “Was anyone else with you?”

      “Yes,” Corporal Anderson said. "I was with him."

      Anderson was a tall, lanky guy with intense eyes and angular features. He was a kind of guy you’d want with you in a bar fight.

      "Where is the service bot now?" Max asked.

      "I don't know," Barnes said.

      Max turned to Detective Palmer. "Would you be a doll and track down that robot? I'm going to need to talk to it."

      Palmer's jaw flexed. The veins in his forehead started to bulge. His cheeks flushed red. It was clear that he didn't like someone telling him what to do in his town. But he was going to play along for a little while. He yelled to one of his officers. "Go find the bot. Bring it here. Now."

      Max smiled. "Thank you."

      She turned her gaze back to the two Marines who were guarding the room. "I'm going to interview you both."

      "Yes, ma'am." They responded in unison.

      "And can someone explain to me how the admiral was murdered when two Marines were supposed to be standing watch outside of his room?"

      Sergeant Silva sheepishly responded. "The admiral requested some privacy and dismissed us for the evening."

      Max turned her gaze to Silva and the Marine standing next to him, Lance Corporal Prescott. "You were standing watch with him?"

      Prescott nodded.

      "Is Sergeant Silva correct?" Max asked.

      Prescott nodded again. "Yes ma'am."

      "Was anyone with the admiral?"

      "No, ma'am," Silva said. The Marine’s jaw flexed and he swallowed uncomfortably.

      Max noticed he was holding something back. Prescott fidgeted. She was going to question them later, when they could be isolated. "So, let me get this straight… The admiral was alone, but he wanted privacy?"

      “Yes, ma’am,” Silvia stammered.

      "Interesting."

      The Marines stepped aside and let Max into the hotel room. Winston followed behind her.

      It was a luxury suite with a king size bed, a small kitchenette, and a luxurious bathroom with a jacuzzi tub. The room was well appointed, and the furniture was sleek and modern. There was a large flatscreen TV, as well as a small office area with a desk and chair. Admiral Richter's body was slumped on the floor, face down by the side of the bed. Blood splatter peppered the white rumpled sheets. Dried, crusted blood had been there for several hours. Max’s eyes scanned the room for details. The dresser drawers had been pulled out and emptied. The admiral’s luggage had been rummaged through. Articles of clothing littered the floor in a haphazard manner.

      "Winston, I need a high-resolution scan of the room,” Max said.

      "On it," the robot responded. With his advanced optics, he captured a panoramic view of the hotel room. From the data, he was able to re-create a 3-D model of the environment, down to the smallest detail.

      Max knelt down beside Admiral Richter's body and felt for a pulse. His body was cold and rigor had already set in.

      “Well, based on the stiffness of the body, we know he's been dead for at least four hours,” Max said. “What's the local time here?”

      “09:15.” Winston was able to accurately measure body temperature with a laser meter. “I put the time of death around 01:30 hours, give or take."

      Max sniffed the air. "You smell that?"

      "My olfactory sensors detect a number of aromas. Not all of them are pleasant."

      "I smell perfume." Max examined the sheets carefully. She hovered close to the high thread count fabric. Bloodstains weren’t the only things on the sheets. "It seems the admiral had a companion. Winston, analyze the fabric for traces of hairspray, and see if you can determine the chemical structure of the perfume. Maybe we can track down the brand and see where it was purchased. Also, see what kind of DNA you can find on the sheets. I'm guessing you're going to find two distinct sets. One male, one female."

      Max moved to the bathroom and surveyed the area.

      She heard Winston mumbled to himself, “That’s odd.”

      “What’s odd?” she yelled back into the bedroom.

      “Oh, nothing. Probably some type of interference aboard the station.”

      Max continued her search of the bathroom. There was nothing out of the ordinary—a toothbrush and toothpaste by the sink, dental floss, a few containers of medication, and a nasal decongestant.

      Max stepped out of the bathroom.

      Winston was analyzing the sheets with laser spectrometry.

      "When you're done here, check the door for prints, as well as the lamp, bathroom door, toilet handle, the handles to these drawers, the latches on the suitcase, and anything else you can think of that may contain a print."

      "Do you want me to get you a cup of coffee too?" The robot said with a hint of sarcasm.

      Max could be demanding, no doubt.

      "That would be great. Could you?"
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      Max sat across the table from the service bot in an interrogation room down at the Auriga police station. Winston sat beside her. Palmer had been gracious enough to let Max use the facilities. But he didn't have much choice. Failing to comply with a Federation investigation was punishable with criminal charges.

      "What time did you open the door to Admiral Richter's suite for Lance Corporal Barnes?"

      “Approximately 6:41am.” The robot was a standard cleaning model. It didn't have much in the way of personality. It had a bipedal, anthropomorphic design. But it didn't have an advanced neural processor. It wasn't performing complex tasks. It's serial number was FRN 765217, but went by the name Frank.

      "When you unlocked the door, were you able to see into the room?" Max asked.

      "No. I unlocked the door and stood to the side. I couldn't see into the room from my vantage point." He spoke in a dry, monotone voice.

      "Who was with Lance Corporal Barnes at the time?"

      “Corporal Anderson."

      "Is there anything you can think of that might be relevant to this case?"

      "Not to my knowledge."

      "You're free to go. But don't leave the station. I may need to ask you some more questions later."

      Sergeant Silva was next up in the hot seat. He sat across from Max with perfect posture. He had a chiseled face and steely eyes. He had broad shoulders that tapered down to a slim waist. He had his fair share of campaign ribbons pinned to his shirt, along with a Bonze Star and a Purple Heart. This Marine had seen plenty of combat.

      “Why did you lie?"

      Silva stared into her, unflinching. “I didn’t lie, ma’am.”

      “Yes you did. I know Admiral Richter was with a woman. Who was she?"

      Silva hesitated.

      “Was it his wife?"

      After a long pause, Silva shook his head.

      “Didn't think so. I know you may feel like you're protecting the admiral's reputation, but I need your full cooperation on this.”

      Silva stared at her for a long moment. “The admiral asked us to leave. Said we made her self-conscious.”

      “Who? The girl?”

      Silva nodded. “The admiral assured us that he would be okay." Silva looked distraught. "Ma'am, this is entirely my fault. The admiral would be alive right now if I hadn't abandoned my post."

      "It's not your fault, Marine. You were given a direct order, and you followed it."

      A sullen look washed over Silva's face.

      “Do you know who she was?”

      "No.”

      “What did she look like?”

      “Blonde. Late 20s. Creamy skin. Green eyes. Looked like a movie star.”

      “Do you think she killed the admiral?”

      Sylvia shrugged. “She sure didn't look like a threat at the time. But in hindsight, I don't see who else could have killed him.”

      “About what time did you leave your post?" Max asked.

      "Around 2200 hours, ma'am.”

      “What did you do once you left your post?"

      “Lance Corporal Prescott and I grabbed a beer at Lily’s Landing Strip."

      “Seems like a popular destination," Max said.

      “It has its charm, ma'am." A sly grin curled on his lips.

      “What time did you to leave?"

      "Around 0430, ma'am."

      “Can this be verified?”

      "Talk to the bartender. The waitress. We ran up a helluva tab. You can talk to Jasmine and Destiny. They earned most of my paycheck.”

      “Is there anything else you think I should know?"

      Silva thought about it for a moment. “No, ma’am.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant. Please send in Lance Corporal Prescott when you leave.”

      “Aye-aye, ma'am.”

      Silva stood up, spun around, and marched out of the interrogation room. Prescott filed in after him.

      "Have a seat, Lance Corporal."

      Max asked him a series of questions and his responses matched up with Silva’s. Max interviewed Lance Corporal Barnes and Corporal Anderson as well. All of their statements remained consistent.

      After the last Marine left the interrogation room, Max turned to Winston. “What do you think?”

      “In my best estimation, I believe they were answering your questions truthfully."

      "Pull their service records and run a background check. See if there is anything out of the ordinary. See if they had any beefs with the admiral. Anything that would provide a motive.”

      “Roger that.”

      "How accurate is your voice stress analyzer?"

      “My analysis is inadmissible in a court of law. A trained professional could defeat my sensors. Keep in mind that I am basing my analysis on stress patterns in the voice, physiological responses such as pupil dilation and sweating, body language and fidgeting—these are not foolproof and are subject to interpretation. Drugs and other illicit substances could affect physiological responses, further complicating analysis."

      "I was hoping for a more definitive answer.”

      “I'm sorry, but in situations like this, your guess is as good as mine."

      Detective Palmer cracked the door and poked his head into the interrogation room. "I got in touch with the wife. She's en route now to identify the body. But there ain’t much left of his face.”

      “What’s your impression. Do you think she's a suspect?”

      Palmer shrugged. “Spouses are always suspects. She didn’t seem very broken up about it. She asked what happened. I gave her limited details. I'll let you know when she gets here.”

      “Thank you,” Max said.

      Palmer backed out of the room and closed the door behind him.

      “I think it’s time we go check out Commander Murphy’s alibi,” Max said. “I’d like to be able to cross him off the list.”
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      Music pumped. Haze filled the air. Beams of colored light carved through the darkness. Spotlights highlighted exotic beauties on stage, slinking around chrome poles in various states of undress. Sailors and interstellar pilots crowded the stages, sticking bills into G strings and showering money. If that wasn't entertainment enough, the main bar was lined with large display screens that played sports games from all across the galaxy. The GFL, the GBA, the GBL, and other galactic sports teams. A DJ kept the music pumping, and called girls to the main stages.

      There was a long line to get in, and the cover charge was high. But with a flash of Max's new credentials, she was granted access and free admission. Max could get used to this kind of treatment. Nothing was off-limits to the UIA, and their jurisdiction spanned the entire Federation.

      "Talk to the bartender and the waitstaff, see if you can verify the Marines’ story,” Max said.

      Winston nodded and strolled toward the main bar. He couldn't take his eyes off the exotic dancers. It was part of his programing to admire the beauty of female humans. Ever since he had taken a course on how to pick up women, Winston was unstoppable. He had girlfriends all across the galaxy. Winston was safe, charming, and attentive. He didn't mind being put in the friend zone.

      The girls who weren't on stage were looking for more lucrative engagements amongst the crowd—private dances, and sometimes more. Svelte bodies undulated. Curvaceous hips gyrated. Smooth flesh and supple curves titillated patrons.

      Max stopped a dancer who strutted by. "Excuse me, do you know where I can find Cherry?"

      “There are three girls that go by the name Cherry. Which one do you want?"

      Max's face crinkled. "I'm not sure.”

      The dancer pointed to a redhead, a brunette, and a blonde. "Take your pick."

      “Thanks," Max said. She strolled through the crowd and made her way to the brunette. She was dancing for a petty officer on leave. "Excuse me. I hate to interrupt, but have you ever seen this man?"

      A scowl washed across the sailor's face. "Ask questions on your own dime."

      Max held her phone in front of the dancer as she rubbed her hips on the sailor's lap. Murphy's face displayed on the screen.

      The brunette shook her head and went about her business.

      “Thanks." Max weaved her way through the tables to the blonde who was entertaining a Marine private. Max held out her phone with Murphy's picture. "Do you recognize this man?"

      The blonde glanced at the image for a moment, then brought her attention back to the Marine. "Yeah. He was in last night."

      “Your name’s Cherry, right?”

      “The one and only!”

      Max furrowed her brow. “There are three of you.”

      “I’m the original.”

      “Listen, lady. You're kind of killing it for me," the Marine said. “Unless you want to join in, I suggest you wait your turn."

      Max flashed her UIA credentials again.

      The song ended and Cherry climbed off the Marines lap. She started to strap on her lace bra.

      "Hey, wait a minute. I got shortchanged here." The Marine glared at Max. "You owe me for this dance!”

      Cherry strolled away, looking for another customer.

      Max chased after her. "I need to ask you a few more questions."

      “Time is money, honey.”

      Max pulled out a wad of cash and handed it to the woman. Cherry counted the money then stuffed it in the heel of her stiletto. She grabbed Max's hand and pulled her through the dim club and sat her down in a secluded chair. Cherry began to perform for Max.

      “Cherry’s a stage name, right?”

      “Actually, no. My real name is Cherice. I’ve gone by Cherry forever.”

      “What’s your last name?”

      She hesitated a moment. “Cherry Doll is how my customers know me, but Eriksson is my real surname. Keep that between us. I don’t need the crazies showing up at my door.”

      Max gave a nod of agreement. “How long were you with Commander Murphy?"

      Cherry unsnapped her bra. Her svelte hands unlatched the front snap. Her nails were done in a perfect French manicure. A charm bracelet dangled around her wrist. Her bra straps slipped from her shoulder. The garment dropped, once again revealing Cherry’s perfect endowments. "He came in about 12pm. He bought a few dances, then we went to one of the VIP rooms.”

      “What did you do there?”

      “What do you think we did there?"

      "How long were you with him?”

      “A few hours. I think we left the VIP room around 4:30am. He was a nice guy. He wasn't all wham bam, thank you ma'am. We talked for a long time. Don't get me wrong, we didn't just talk. He wasn't bad either. Kinda cute. I’d have probably done him for free. But don’t tell him that.“

      "And you're sure about the times?" If she was telling the truth, it completely ruled out Murphy as a suspect.

      “I’m positive. I have to keep track of that kind of thing. Management takes a cut of everything I make. The girls pay a minimum fee to work here. Then we have to tip out again at the end of the night. It's easy to get upside down around here, no pun intended. If you're not out hustling the customers, you can end up owing the club money."

      “I see. Well, thank you for your time. I'll let you get back to work."

      Cherry flashed a sultry smile. "The song’s not over. You haven't had the full Cherry experience yet. Are you into girls?"

      “I have a fiancé."

      “So do I." Cherry's eyes smoldered at Max.

      “Your fiancé doesn’t mind that you do this type of work?”

      “He's open-minded. Plus, he likes the money I bring home." Cherry pressed her luscious body against Max. "So, what do you say? Want to have some fun?"

      "I'm on duty,” Max said, politely. “Maybe some other time."

      “Party pooper." Cherry slinked aside and Max stood up. She strolled through the award of rambunctious sailors and found Winston. He was talking to one of the waitresses. Their conversation ended, and the waitress strolled away. Winston stepped to Max.

      “What did you find out?”

      “The Marines’ story checks out. What about Murphy?”

      "His alibi is solid."

      “That's good. I'd hate to think that we had an internal problem here."

      Max pondered the evidence so far. "I don't know about you, but I need a drink.”

      The two strolled to the bar and Max ordered a glass of Bulvacci Special Reserve. It was her favorite whiskey. She held the glass to her sultry lips and tipped it back. The smooth liquor flowed into her mouth. She swallowed it down, and warmth filled her body. She slammed the empty glass down on the counter and motioned for the bartender to pour another.

      "Maybe you should take it easy?" Winston said.

      “I’m fine. I feel great.”

      “Remember what happened on the star cruise? Two drinks and you were hugging the toilet?"

      Max rolled her eyes. "I wasn't feeling well to begin with. But that's ancient history now. After Doctor Tor’s injection, I'm as good as new. Better than new.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      Max slugged a few more drinks down and watched a ballgame. The Proxima Zeta Falcons were demolishing the Beta Crux Vipers 21 to 3.

      Max felt her phone buzzing in her pocket. She pulled it out and swiped the screen. Detective Palmer appeared on the display. “I need you to meet me in the morgue.”

      “What’s going on?” Max asked.
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      "Yep, that's him," Janice Richter said, as she surveyed the remains of her husband's body.

      She was an attractive woman in her mid-40s. Her sandy blonde hair was starting to gray. She had been fighting back the subtle lines in her face with skin rejuvenation treatments. The sight of Admiral Richter's corpse lying on a metal slab in the morgue didn't seem to have much emotional impact. She looked over the body with a cold, disdainful gaze.

      “I know this is a difficult time, but I was wondering if you might be willing to answer a few questions?" Max asked.

      Janice scoffed. "Are you kidding me? This is cause for celebration.”

      Max arched a curious eyebrow at her. "So, I take it you weren’t on good terms."

      "This saves me from the hassle of getting a divorce.”

      “So, you wanted him dead?”

      Janice’s eyes narrowed at Max. "No, I didn't want him dead. And I didn't kill him. But the fact that he is permanently out of my life doesn't make me the least bit upset."

      "How long had you been having difficulty in your relationship?"

      Janice sighed. "Oh, there was a time where we got along. But the last few years had been rather contentious. Especially since he started seeing that little twit."

      “So, you knew about his affair?”

      “Yes. I hired a private detective. I got photographs, text messages, love letters. I was planning on hammering him in the divorce.”

      "So, you know the woman's name?"

      "Ava Grace.”

      “Can you describe her for me?”

      “I can do one better." Janice pulled out her mobile device and tab through a few screens. She pulled up a series of images of the admiral and Ava cavorting together.

      Max flipped through the photos. Ava was stunning. Her description matched that of the woman that Admiral Richter was with on the night of his murder.

      Max handed the phone back to Janice. "Thank you."

      Janice slipped the phone into her purse.

      "Can you tell me your whereabouts last night and this morning?"

      "Several thousand light-years away from here. I was at our home at Fort Brinkman on Centauri Epsilon 2. Base security keeps a log of all comings and goings. Check with security. I'm sure they will verify my whereabouts. Is there anything else?”

      “Not at this time. But I'm going to need you to stick around in case I have any further questions.”

      Janice huffed. "You can't be serious. You actually want me to stay in this dump?”

      “It would be beneficial to the investigation.”

      “You can’t make me stay here. I'm not under arrest, am I?"

      “No."

      “Then you can find me on Centauri Epsilon, if you need me.” She turned and stormed toward the exit hatch.

      Detective Palmer stopped her. "Excuse me, Mrs. Richter. The entire station is on lockdown. I'm sorry, but no one leaves until the restriction is lifted.”

      Janice's face tensed.

      “The UIA will provide accommodations for you at the Galaxy Hyton,” Max said.

      “Ugh,” she growled and stormed out of the compartment.

      Palmer’s gaze turned to Max. "I hope you've got job security. That's a powerful woman, and you can bet she's going to make a complaint to your superiors."

      "I'm used to complaints," Max smiled.

      "I can believe that," Palmer said. He strolled out of the compartment.

      Max addressed Winston. "Let's track down Ava Grace. I'm sure she's left the station by now, but search the hotel records."

      It only took a moment for Winston to connect to the network and scan the list of registrants at all the hotels aboard Auriga Station. “It seems there is an Ava Grace registered at the Galaxy Hyton.”

      Max seemed surprised. "Let's go pay her a visit."

      She and Winston weaved through the labyrinth of passageways to the luxury hotel. She flashed her credentials at the front desk. "I need the room number for Ava Grace.”

      "We don't normally divulge such information, but since this is for official purposes...” The desk clerk scrolled through his computer screen. "614."

      “Thank you." Max strolled through the lobby to the bank of elevators. The constant stream of travelers came and went. Soft piano music filtered through the lobby. There were couches and coffee tables. The sounds of glasses and silverware clinking spilled into the lobby from the attached restaurant. The bar was fairly busy. Robotic bellhops scurried about, assisting travelers with baggage.

      The elevator dinged and Max and Winston stepped inside. It whisked them up to the sixth floor. A cleaning cart was in the hallway, and a robotic maid attended to one of the rooms. Max hammered her fist against the door to room 614.

      She was surprised when she heard Ava's voice call through the door. Max figured she would have been long gone by now. “Who is it?”

      “Max Mars. UIA. I'd like to ask you some questions."

      After a moment, Ava pulled open the door. She looked confused. "What's this about?"

      “Were you with Admiral Adam Richter last night?”

      Ava swallowed hard and shifted nervously. “Yes. Is there some kind of problem?”

      “I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this, but the admiral is dead."

      Ava’s eyes widened, and her face drained of blood. "What?"

      “You didn’t know?"

      “No, I didn't know.” Tears filled her eyes, then flowed down her cheeks. “When did this happen?"

      “We've got witnesses that put you in the admiral’s hotel room last night. What time did you leave?”

      Ava shrugged. "I don't know. 1:30am, maybe.”

      “Where did you go afterward?”

      Ava's hands trembled. "You mind if I sit down. I'm feeling weak.”

      Ava staggered into her hotel room and sat on the edge of the bed. Max and Winston followed her inside. The room had two double beds. A movie played on the TV. Ava’s suitcase was open and clothes were strewn about the room.

      “I’m sorry to have to ask you these questions now, but time is of the essence. So, after you left the admiral?”

      "I came back here." Her face grew concerned. "You don't think I'm a suspect, do you?"

      “I'm just trying to get a picture of what happened last night." Max grabbed a tissue from the dresser and handed it to Ava.

      She gave a nod of thanks and wiped her red, puffy eyes. It was clear she had an emotional connection to the admiral.

      “Why did you leave?"

      "We got into a small fight.”

      “About?”

      "He suggested we stop seeing each other until the divorce was finalized." Ava choked out the words between jerking sobs. "He felt his wife would use our relationship against him in court if she found out."

      Max didn't feel the need to tell her that the admiral's wife already knew. “The admiral was in possession of classified material. We believe he was carrying it in his briefcase. Do you know where his briefcase is now?"
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      “No," Ava said. "I don't know where his briefcase is. He never discussed any of his business with me."

      “Do you remember seeing his briefcase in the room?" Max asked.

      “I really wasn't paying attention, to tell you the truth."

      “Do you know of anyone who wanted to harm the admiral?"

      "No. I can’t imagine who would want to harm him, except for his wife. Obviously, I didn't know her personally, but he made it sound like they had a contentious relationship. I mean, he wouldn't have been seeing me if things were going well at home, right?"

      Max paused for a moment. "Would you mind if we look through your room?"

      Ava looked a little insulted. Her face tensed, but then she softened. "Go ahead. I've got nothing to hide."

      Max and Winston scoured the hotel room, looking through drawers and baggage. There was no sign of the admiral's briefcase or any classified material. Max didn't really know what she was looking for, but there wasn't anything out of the ordinary in Ava's room.

      “Satisfied?”

      “Yes. Thank you. My apologies for the intrusion into your privacy."

      "Do me a favor. Promise me you'll find out who did this?"

      “You can count on it." Max turned for the door. She craned her neck back over her shoulder, "I'll need you to stick around in case I have any additional questions.”

      Ava nodded.

      Max and Winston stepped into the hall and closed the door behind them.

      “What do you think?” Winston asked.

      “I don't think she did it. She seemed genuinely upset." Max pondered her next move. "I need Admiral Richter's itinerary. Is that in the Navy logs?"

      Winston accessed the server. "It seems the admiral was scheduled to meet with Anthony Carr of WarTek™ Industries.”

      "I think it's time we hit the BattleCon™ convention and visit the WarTek booth.”

      Winston's eyes sparkled. That should be fun. Max shared his enthusiasm. BattleCon was the largest gathering of weapons manufacturers in the galaxy. It was a massive event. The convention floor was a sprawling space lined with booths from all the major vendors. Giant display screens looped promotional trailers of new product releases. They were shot and edited like action films. A horde of attendees swarmed the convention floor. Spokesmodels displayed products and interacted with customers. You could find everything imaginable. There were handguns, plasma pistols, assault rifles, parts and accessories, hand grenades, rocket launchers, missiles, nuclear warheads, directed energy weapons, mechanized battle units, tanks, gunships, artillery cannons, and more. You could find holsters, tactical vests, fatigues, helmets, comm systems, boots, optics, and ammunition. Girls in bikinis showcased the latest and greatest weapons of mass destruction.

      Max’s eyes filled with wonder as she stepped onto the convention floor. She was like a kid in a candy store. Her eyes scanned the various products available for purchase as she strolled through the rows of vendors. Her eyes lit up when she saw exactly what she was looking for. She had been wanting to build a ZX-17, customizing it from the ground up. The ZX-17 was a modular weapons platform that allowed an endless variation of customization options.

      Max picked up a forged lower receiver from a vendor table. It was a Viper Arms ambidextrous design with a mag release and bolt catch on both sides. It was made of lightweight titrium, and weighed less than 2 ounces. It had a flared mag-well for easier magazine changes. It didn't look like much all by itself. It didn't have a grip, or trigger, or any of the components—Max could add that later. But it was the foundation of a weapon. The lower receiver was what the Federation Bureau of Firearms considered a weapon, even in its unfinished form.

      “How much?" Max asked.

      “For you,” the vendor said, pondering his price, “520.” He sat behind the table gazing up at Max.

      “I’ll give you 450.”

      “Deal.”

      Max placed her thumb on the pay pad and transferred the money.

      The vendor bagged up the lower receiver and handed it to Max. "Stay safe, shoot straight."

      Max smiled. "Always."

      “Are you sure you don't need a lower parts kit?"

      “I'm looking for a Shäfer speed combat trigger.”

      “Sorry. I'm out of those. Good trigger. They sell out fast. You might want to try Kilo Company Arms at the end of the aisle. They make some great uppers to go with that lower.”

      “Kilo Company is my favorite,” Max said.

      “Maybe we should visit the WarTek booth first,” Winston said. " You can finish shopping later."

      “Probably right. I could spend all day in this place.” Max would rather shop for weapons than shoes. Her life didn't usually depend on her stilettos.

      The deck rumbled as a mech unit stomped around the convention floor, showing off its maneuverability. It was a Combat Dynamics XR12. The mechanized assault vehicle had massive legs and arms, and a stocky torso. It was a single occupant vehicle with a neural interface that allowed the pilot to control the anthropomorphic features of the unit. It had 2, 30mm machine guns, along with two VM-7 plasma cannons, and an array of armor piercing depleted uranium TXR Tank-Buster missiles. The Marines loved these things. They were more agile than tanks.

      WarTek Industries had a large corner booth, showcasing multiple new weapons technologies. They were one of the larger weapons manufacturers, up there with Hughes & Kessler, BattleTek, and Combat Dynamics.

      Max had accessed the UIA database and pulled up Anthony Carr’s  picture and file. The UIA had mountains of data on every Federation citizen, as well as known terrorists, enemy combatants, and enemies of the state.

      Max strolled up to Carr and flashed her ID. She definitely enjoyed throwing her credentials around. “Anthony Carr?”

      “How can I help you?”
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      "We were actually supposed to have a meeting this morning," Anthony said. "I was heartsick when I heard the news. I had known the admiral for quite some time.”

      Carr was well-dressed and well groomed. He wore a gray silk suit and blue tie with a white cotton broadcloth shirt. He wore leather cap-toe shoes by Zangari, and a gold Räuber watch that cost more than most people made in a year. Nobody ever went broke selling weapons.

      "What was the meeting supposed to be about?" Max asked.

      “That's classified.”

      “I've got clearance.”

      Carr tensed. He didn't look comfortable talking about classified information. "I'm not discussing anything until I have a letter from the DoD approving it."

      "What can you tell me?”

      He took a deep breath. "All I know is we were going to discuss the manufacturing of a new weapons technology. That's really all I know about it.”

      “How long have you been aboard Auriga Station?”

      “The rest of the team traveled ahead of me to set up the booth. I got in this morning about 5:15am, local time."

      “Can you verify that?"

      “Yes, I can verify that. Talk to my pilot, Rick Robinson. Check our flight logs. The admiral and I had done a lot of business together. Do you know how hard it is to get a high level contact like that on your side? I wouldn't do anything to jeopardize our relationship. And I had no motive for killing him, if that's what your getting at?"

      Max smiled. "Just trying to scratch you off the list."

      “Well, I hope you're making some headway.”

      “Slowly but surely.” Max said with a confident grin. "Thanks for your time."

      The two shook hands.

      Max and Winston continued perusing the convention. She was about to head over to Kilo Company Arms and look at upper receivers when she noticed Commander Murphy marching toward her, plowing through the crowd.

      “I’ve got something you might be interested in,” Murphy said. "Commander Mike Larson.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “The admiral passed him over for a promotion about six months ago. Has a substance abuse problem. Heavy drinker. He threatened to kill the admiral when he didn’t get his own command. He was drunk at the time and nobody took it seriously. Somehow he avoided disciplinary action."

      “You’ve got my attention.”

      "Guess where he's at?"

      "Here?"

      “Yes, ma’am. Been here since the day before yesterday. On leave.”

      “Do you know where he is right now?"

      “He’s three sheets to the wind in the Lucky Star casino.” Murphy’s blue eyes were full of anticipation.

      An almost imperceptible grin curled on Max’s lips. “Lead the way!”

      Max and Winston followed Murphy as he snaked through the maze of passageways to the casino. Buzzers rang, lights flickered. The sound of shuffling cards, casino chips, and roulette wheels filled the air. There were shouts of victory and groans of despair. Scantily clad waitresses served bottomless drinks. Cigar smoke wafted from poker tables. Dice rolled across craps tables. It was a never ending chaotic jumble of excitement. Millions were made and lost on a daily basis, and the only true winner was the house.

      “Hit me," Larson slurred as he slouched over the blackjack table. He had a 10 of diamonds and a 2 of spades showing.

      Larson had dark curly hair, brown eyes, and was a little soft around the midsection. He had the hint of an extra chin hanging down, making his face look elliptical. His eyes were bloodshot. He wore his service khaki uniform.

      The dealer slapped down a one-eyed Jack.

      “Son-of-a-bitch!” Larson growled.

      The card had put Larson over 21.

      The dealer scooped up Larson’s game checks.

      "Commander Larson, I’d like to speak with you for a moment," Max said.

      “I'm busy,” Larson barked. “And your bad luck.”

      The dealer shuffled the shoe.

      Max sat at the table to the right of Larson and tossed some cash to the dealer. He exchanged it for 5, 100 credit game checks.

      Larson grumbled, but he couldn’t do anything about Max entering the game at the shuffle.

      The minimum bet at the table was 100 credits. Max put two checks in the betting circle. The dealer dealt her into the game, placing two cards face up on the green felt—a queen of diamonds and a jack of clubs.

      Max doubled down. "Where were you last night?"

      "Gambling,” Larson responded. “At the Goldmine.”

      “All night?”

      “Yes. All night.”

      The dealer split Max’s cards and dealt two more—an ace of spades, and an ace of hearts.

      A cocky grin curled on Max's lips. “Did you pay a visit to Admiral Richter at any time last night?"

      Larson had 7 showing. He motioned for another card. “No.”

      The dealer slapped down a nine of clubs.

      “You sure about that?”

      “What’s with the questions?”

      “Admiral Richter is dead."

      Larson looked surprised. His eyes widened. He contemplated the news for a moment then went back to his cards. “Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy.”

      Larson motioned for another card.

      The seven of diamonds that the dealer slapped down put Larson over the top. The hand was a bust. Larson’s face twisted with anger. He growled at Max. “I knew you were bad luck.”

      “You have no idea.”

      The dealer slid 600 credits worth of checks to Max.

      “I'm done talking to you," Larson said. "You got any more questions, talk to my lawyer."

      “I'm sure I'll be in touch." Max scooped up her winnings and pushed away from the table.

      “He was pretty quick to lawyer up,” Murphy said. “Innocent people don't usually request a lawyer.”

      “Winston, see if you can pull the security footage from the Goldmine,” Max said. “Let's see if his story checks out."
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      "Yeah, I remember the ass-clown,” Vaakto said.

      He was the head of security at the Goldmine. He was a big thick alien, built like a tank. He had red skin that was lightly speckled with dark spots. His head disappeared into his shoulders, and his chest was broad and muscular. His fists were like bricks, and he looked like he could hold his own against just about anyone or anything. He wore a tailored suit that accommodated his large features.

      Display screens line the walls of the security center. Vaakto hovered over the control console as he pulled up the footage from the previous night. “He was drunk and belligerent. Caught several bad hands and became verbally abusive to one of the dealers.”

      Max, Winston, Murphy, and Detective Palmer watched the footage. It showed Larson mouthing off and resisting security personnel as they escorted him out of the casino. The footage was time stamped at 1:30am.

      “Security at Lucky Star says he didn't arrive there until 8am this morning,” Max said.

      “That gives him opportunity," Murphy added.

      “I'll have my boys pick him up from the casino, and I'll get a warrant for the hotel room," Palmer said. He copied the footage from the casino, and dispatched his officers to the Lucky Star.

      Max and company made their way to the Five Sectors hotel. By the time they arrived, the warrant had been issued. Max found a cleaning bot and gained access to room 239. She stormed in with Detective Palmer, weapons drawn. They cleared the room with tactical precision.

      It was empty.

      It was a mid-level hotel, and the accommodations weren't quite as nice as the Hyton. There was a small bathroom immediately on the left. The short foyer opened up into a bedroom that contained two double beds. There was a large display screen, dresser, and a small office area. No minibar. No kitchenette.

      The team began rummaging through drawers and luggage. It wasn't long before they found something of interest.

      "I think you might want to take a look at this," Winston said.

      Max rushed to his side.

      In the drawer, underneath a few T-shirts, there was a standard issue 9mm pistol.

      Max grabbed one of the T-shirts and used it to pick the weapon up by the tip of the barrel. She sniffed the weapon. "It's been fired recently."

      Palmer produced an evidence bag and Max dropped the handgun inside. Palmer sealed it up. "I'll have forensics check ballistics against the slugs that were pulled from Richter’s skull.”

      Max continued searching the hotel room, but there was no sign of the admiral’s briefcase or any classified information.

      It didn't take long for Palmer's men to arrest Larson. He hadn't budged from the blackjack table at the Lucky Star.

      At the station, Max interviewed the commander in one of the interrogation rooms. She and Winston sat across the table from Larson. She had been hammering him with questions, trying to wear him down. The room was small and claustrophobic—enough to drive anyone mad. Larson’s face looked pale—the effects of a few days of binge drinking starting to catch up with him.

      “You found my service pistol. So what?" Larson said in a defiant tone. "Why don't you harass someone else?"

      “By your own admission, you weren't a fan of the admiral,” Max said.

      “I'm not a fan of a lot of people. Doesn't mean anything."

      “You weren't upset to hear that Richter was dead.”

      "Why should I be upset? The guy ruined my career. I'm never going to make captain. Being passed over for a promotion twice is justification for separation. I'm walking on thin ice. I'm this close from getting booted out of the Navy.” He measured a distance of less than an inch between his thumb and index finger. His wrists were cuffed in front of him.

      “So, you're mad?” Max asked, egging him on.

      “Goddamn right, I’m mad!”

      “Mad enough to kill him?”

      Larson shook his head and chuckled. "You people… I see what you're doing. Trying to get me riled up, hoping I’ll say something stupid.” He shook his head again. “You're not going to pin this thing on me.”

      “Getting passed over for promotion can seriously affect your retirement pay. Might be an incentive to steal classified material and sell it on the black market."

      “Are you out of your mind? I didn't kill the admiral, and I didn't steal any classified material!”

      Max gazed into Larson's eyes, looking for any signs of deception. It was hard to tell if he was putting on a good act, or if he was genuinely frustrated by a false accusation.

      Detective Palmer pushed open the door and stepped into the room. His intense eyes met Max's, and he gave her a slight nod. He marched to the table and slammed down Larson’s service pistol. It was like a crack of lightning. It got everyone's attention, and made Larson twitch slightly. The gun was still contained within a clear plastic evidence bag. "The ballistics are a match for the slugs we pulled out of Admiral Richter."

      Larson's eyes widened and his jaw dropped. He was speechless for a moment.

      Palmer didn't say anything else. He just spun around and marched out of the room. The heavy door clicked shut behind him.

      "That's bullshit. No way! I want an attorney. Now!"

      “You're going to need one," Max said.
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      "I've got good news," Palmer said.

      Max and Winston sat in his office along with Commander Murphy. Their eyes were wide with anticipation. Palmer's desk was overloaded with case files. Clutter filled the tiny space. Pictures lined the wall of Detective Palmer that stretched from his days at the Academy to the present. There were photographs of the detective receiving various awards, posing with local political leaders, and laughing with fellow officers. His entire career was on the wall.

      “The grand jury indicted Commander Larson for the murder of Admiral Richter," Palmer said with a twinkle in his eyes. "His prints are on the gun, and there was powder residue on his hands and uniform. He has no alibi at the time Richter was killed, and a history of verbal threats. This is a slamdunk. I can guarantee you, that scumbag is going to spend the rest of his life behind bars.”

      “And the Navy will still likely bring an Article 32 hearing,” Murphy said. “If he ever does get out, he'll be court-martialed and put back in."

      “I know you're still looking for your classified material," Palmer said. "I'm sure we can talk to the DA and offer some kind of deal if he cooperates."

      “Recovering that material is my primary objective,” Max said. “I’d like to speak with the DA as soon as possible."

      “I’ll set up a meeting. But, to tell you the truth, whatever it is you're looking for is long gone. It's easy to move contraband around the station. It could be halfway across the galaxy by now."

      Max grimaced. "Looks like I've got my work cut out for me."

      “If it's okay by you, I'm going to lift the lockdown,” Palmer said. “I’m going to have civil unrest and riots if I don't."

      Max reluctantly nodded. "Go ahead."

      Max stood up and shook hands with the detective. She flashed an alluring smile. "I appreciate your cooperation, Detective Palmer. It wasn't so bad after all, was it?"

      “I can think of worse things. Just don't make a habit of stepping on my toes."

      “No offense, but if I have my say, this is the last time I step foot on Auriga Station.”

      “Oh, it’s not so bad here. A little overcrowding and poor ventilation never killed anyone,” he said, tongue planted firmly in cheek.

      Max turned to Murphy and shook his hand. “Commander, thanks for your assistance.”

      “The pleasure was all mine.” Murphy said with a charming smile. "Where are you off to next?"

      “I’m going to stick around for a little while and continue to look for classified material that I'm not even authorized to know about.”

      Murphy chuckled.

      Max and Winston strolled out of the office. They weaved their way through the crowded department. Detectives and officers were taking prisoners into custody and interviewing them. Residents made complaints. The clatter of keyboards and phone calls filled the air. It was just another busy day at the ASPD.

      Max stepped into the hallway outside the police station and dialed Ashcroft. His face appeared on the screen after a few rings.

      “What have you got for me?"

      Max relayed the details. "Don't you think it's about time you tell me what I'm looking for?"

      The muscles in Ashcroft's jaw flexed. "Are you familiar with Project SX 71?”

      Max shook her head.

      "About three months ago in the Natraku sector, a long-range reconnaissance patrol discovered a derelict craft." Ashcroft paused for dramatic effect. "An unknown alien craft. Something we had never encountered before. The ship was empty. There was no sign of the crew. All of the escape pods had been jettisoned. The Navy captured the ship, and we took control of it, along with the Navy Special Warfare Development Group. We dubbed it Project SX 71.”

      “Great. You captured an alien ship. What does that have to do with the admiral?”

      “This wasn't an ordinary ship. Its propulsion systems were far more advanced than anything we have currently—or have even theorized, for that matter. The most remarkable aspect of this vessel was its power source—a small crystal that could fit in the palm of your hand. We've been calling it the God Stone. It seemed to contain an unlimited amount of power.”

      “And the God Stone was in Admiral Richter’s briefcase?"

      “He was meeting with the folks at WarTek to see if they could reverse engineer the technology.”

      There was a long silence.

      "You can imagine how devastating this could be to the Federation if our enemies gained this advantage first." Ashcroft's solemn eyes gazed into Max. “I need you to recover the God Stone at all costs.”

      “I will do my best, sir.”

      “You will do better than that.”

      Ashcroft disconnected the call.

      At least Max knew what she was looking for now. But she had no idea where to look.

      She and Winston weaved their way through the maze of passageways, heading toward the Celestial Inn. Max hadn’t gotten a moment to spare since she arrived on the station. She hadn’t slept in over 24 hours. All she wanted to do was flop on a comfortable bed and get a little shut eye before she kept looking for the stone. But the two gentlemen following her through the corridors were going to keep her from getting any rest.

      She made a few unnecessary turns, just to make sure she was being tailed. The goons stuck with her no matter where she went—a thick muscular man with a shaved head, wearing a black T-shirt, and a tall barrel chested man with dark hair and dark eyes.

      “I think we’ve got company.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Winston said. “What do you want to do about them?”
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      Max turned the corner, pressed a button on the bulkhead, and dashed into a storage compartment. She pulled Winston in along with her and sealed the hatch behind them. She peered through the polycarbonate viewport in the hatch, waiting for the goons to pass by. After a few moments, the thugs strolled past. Their heads began to swivel, having lost sight of their target. But by that time, it was too late.

      Max launched from the storage compartment with her weapon in the firing position. “Don’t move!” Federation agent. Grab the bulkhead!”

      The two thugs grumbled to themselves, but complied. They flattened their palms against the bulkhead and spread their legs.

      Max kept her pistol pointed at them. “Why are you following me?”

      The goons didn’t say anything.

      “It’s been a long day. I’m not in the mood for your bullshit.”

      Before Max could get an answer out of them, she found herself surrounded by more thugs with hateful weapons. The angry black barrels stared her in the face.

      The two goons against the bulkhead relaxed and joined their comrades.

      “Mr. Notaro would like a word with you,” a goon with dark sunglasses said.

      “I suppose I don’t have a choice?” Max asked.

      “Put the weapon on the deck,” the goon said. “Don’t do anything stupid. Do what I say, and you might not get hurt.”

      “You realize I’m a Federation Agent?”

      “I don’t give a shit. Neither does Mr. Notaro.”

      Max carefully set her pistol on the deck.

      One of the goons kicked it aside and picked it up.

      “Move!” Sunglasses said.

      Max complied, and the thugs escorted her through the labyrinth of passageways to a cargo bay. It was three stories high and filled with crates of all sizes. The compartment was dark. Inactive loader units were parked in the aisles. They resembled the mechanized infantry units, but were designed for lifting heavy containers. Shafts of light cascaded down from the high ceiling. Only a few of the overhead lights were on. The rest of the cargo bay was enveloped in blackness.

      The goons brought Max before an older gentleman with gray hair—presumably Mr. Notaro. He wore a bespoke silk suit by Valentino Giordano. A white shirt by Delacroix. And hand crafted shoes by Géroux. He wore a gold LeClair watch.

      He smiled and looked over Max. “Special Agents are getting better looking every day.” He extended his hand. “My name is Fabrizio Notaro. I apologize for the inhospitable treatment, but you did draw your weapon first, so I am told.”

      Winston had access to the UIA database and pulled up Notaro’s file. “Fabrizio Notaro. Head of the Red Dragon crime syndicate. Suspected of racketeering, money laundering, drug trafficking, weapons trafficking, and illegal loansharking.”

      “He does his homework,” Notaro said, impressed by Winston’s diligence.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Notaro?” Max asked, ignoring his hand.

      “Please, call me Fabrizio.” He smiled again.

      Max didn’t return the smile.

      “I’ll just get down to business. You’ve cost me a considerable amount of money. I mean, to me it’s really not that much, it’s more of the principle of the thing. But it’s money, nonetheless.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Surely you can put two and two together. But I can spell it out for you, if need be.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed at him.

      “Commander Larson owes me 250,000 credits. With the vig at 20%, that sum is going to compound rather nicely over time. I’m afraid that the commander will never be able to repay me now that he is incarcerated. His earning potential is severely decreased.”

      “That’s not my problem. If Commander Larson wouldn’t have committed a crime, he would never have been incarcerated.”

      “It is your problem. Someone is going to have to pay his debt.”

      Max scoffed. “Don’t look at me. I don’t have two nickels to rub together.”

      “I don’t know what your reasoning is, perhaps you needed to bring a speedy resolution to the case. But you’ve imprisoned an innocent man.”

      Max’s brow crinkled with defiance. “Commander Larson is far from innocent.”

      Max detailed all the evidence against Larson.

      “Circumstantial. It doesn’t prove that Commander Larson killed Admiral Richter.”

      “It goes a helluva long way.”

      “But the commander couldn’t have killed the admiral.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he was with me at the time.”

      Fabrizio’s words hung in the air like smoke.

      “Somehow I think your testimony would be a little less credible than most.”

      “You won’t need my testimony. I can prove it.” He nodded to one of his associates.

      The man handed Max a small piece of smart glass—a data disk.

      “On that disc you will find surveillance footage from the Jackpot casino. It’s time stamped and has the casino’s digital signature. You can clearly see that Commander Larson, although highly inebriated, was losing in a poker game to me.”

      Max handed the disk to Winston. He inserted the small disk into his data port and reviewed the footage. After a few minutes, he nodded to Max.

      Max’s face filled with dread. The muscles in her jaw flexed, and her stomach twisted. She had put an innocent man behind bars, the real killer was out there somewhere—with the God Stone.

      “If I were you, I’d get back down to the police station and work on getting Commander Larson out of jail,” Notaro said. “You wouldn’t want something like that weighing on your conscience, would you?”
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      “We’ve got a problem,” Max said to Detective Palmer at the station.

      He cringed.

      “I’ve got evidence that exonerates Commander Larson.”

      Palmer’s head fell in his hands. He let out an exhaustive sigh. He rubbed his face and looked back at Max. “I suppose you want to release the scumbag?”

      “Well, I’ve got proof he didn’t commit the crime, so that would be the reasonable thing to do.”

      “You could always lose the evidence,” Palmer said casually.

      Max glared at him.

      “I’m kidding. I’m kidding. Mostly.”

      Max wasn’t amused.

      “Okay. Fine. I’ll call the DA and notify the correctional facility that he needs to be released.”

      “Thank you,” Max said. “Somebody clearly tried to set him up. If I can find out who, maybe I can figure out who really killed Admiral Richter.”

      “And I thought this was going to be a simple case,” Palmer muttered disappointedly.

      Palmer called the correctional facility. It was a temporary housing unit where inmates awaited trial. They could be incarcerated there for a few weeks, or up to a year. Sometimes more.

      Once they were sentenced, inmates were transferred to a long-term correctional facility. The hard-core criminals were moved to super-max slams at various locations throughout the galaxy. Most were in inhospitable locations, making escape difficult or impossible. Life expectancy dropped dramatically in the harsh correctional facilities. Not only were the conditions reprehensible, the nature of the violent inmates made for frequent altercations and power struggles.

      Palmer was put on hold while the prison administrator checked the status of the inmate. He covered the phone and spoke to Max. “You got any other leads to follow up on?”

      “No. I’m dead in the water. I’m going to go back over everything and see if there’s something I missed.”

      “Excuse me?” Palmer muttered as the correctional officer returned to the phone. The detective listened intently.

      Even with her enhanced hearing, Max couldn’t decipher what the correctional officer was saying.

      “Really?” Palmer’s eyes widened. “How?” He paused for a long moment as he listened to the story. Palmer slumped. His shoulders sagged, and his chest deflated. “Okay. Thank you.”

      He hung up the phone, and turned his sullen gaze to Max.

      Max’s body vibrated with nervous anticipation. She knew Palmer wasn’t about to give her good news. “What is it?”

      “Commander Larson is dead. He was stabbed by another inmate.”

      Max clenched her jaw. Guilt flowed through her body and tugged at her heart like a lead weight. If there was anything she couldn’t stand, it was injustice. And she felt responsible. Her guilt and sorrow soon turned to anger. Her cheeks flushed red. “Somebody wanted him dead. This was a professional hit.”

      “I agree.”

      “I also think this is going to get dangerous, from here on out,” Max cautioned.

      Palmer chuckled. “I’m amused that you’re concerned about my well-being, but this wouldn’t be the first time I worked on a case that somebody didn’t want investigated.”

      “I want to look at the security footage from the correctional facility. I want to interrogate the inmate that killed Larson.”

      “I’ll set it up.”

      Max thanked Detective Palmer and made her way to the correctional facility. It was a giant barge that was attached to the station via a docking corridor. There was only one way in, and one way out.

      The corridor was secured with a state-of-the-art force-shield. The red beam was as solid as a steel wall. A communications terminal on the bulkhead allowed contact with the correctional facility. Beyond the force-field, an old-fashioned iron gate blocked the hallway. It was a backup in case a power failure rendered the force-shield useless.

      Max pressed the call button on the communication terminal and held up her UIA ID and placed her hand on the bio-scanner. “I’m here about Commander Larson’s murder.”

      An officer appeared on the display screen. “Proceed to the access terminal. You will be required to fill out paperwork, sign a waiver, and surrender your firearm.”

      Max grimaced. She didn’t like the idea of surrendering her weapon, but it was prison policy.

      The corrections officer looked at Winston. “Robots aren’t allowed inside the facility. He’ll have to wait outside.”

      The officer ended the transmission.

      Max turned her gaze to Winston. “Sorry pal.”

      “Do you want me to wait here for you?”

      “I’ll meet you back at the hotel. Go over everything we learned so far. We must have missed something.”

      “I’ll keep digging.”

      The steady hum of the force-shield stopped, and the beam deactivated. The iron gate buzzed unlocked. Max stepped forward, pulled the heavy iron gate open, and stepped into the restricted area.

      The gate slammed shut behind her, and the lock buzzed. The force-shield reactivated. Max suddenly felt claustrophobic. The corridor felt a little narrower. The bulkheads closed in around her. Her heartbeat elevated, and a thin mist of sweat formed in the small of her back and in between her breasts. She didn’t like being in a cage. She wasn’t a criminal, but being locked up in a prison made her feel like one.

      “Have fun in there,” Winston said, his voice tainted with sarcasm.

      At the end of the corridor, Max flashed her ID again. She scanned her palm. After a moment, the hatch slid open and a corrections officer greeted her. She was an athletic woman with brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. It framed her square jaw and hard eyes. This woman wasn’t going to take shit from anyone. She was dressed in a black and red uniform, with a shiny silver badge on her chest. She had an STN-50 stun pistol on her right hip. It fired pulses that disrupted neural activity. It typically rendered subjects unconscious from  1 to 4 hours. It was generally recognized as safe and effective. Though there was some debate about the long-term effects on cognition. A preliminary study indicated the neural disruptors may be a contributing factor in early onset dementia. But the manufacturer sponsored plenty of studies to demonstrate the long-term safety of the device. One thing was for sure, if you got hit with an STN-50, you’d wake up with a helluva hangover. They had an effective range of up to 25 yards. Beyond that, they were practically useless. But at close range—less than a foot—they could cause permanent brain damage. With the barrel of the weapon pressed against someone’s head, the disruptor blast was considered too intense to be safe. It would scramble your brain, and you’d spend the rest of your days drooling on yourself, staring into space.

      “Follow me,” Officer Baker said.
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      Max shook hands with Officer Baker and stepped to the weapons-check counter. She placed her pistol and tactical knife in a small drawer. The weapons were shuttled across to the other side. Behind thick, bulletproof glass, a correctional officer received the weapons, tagged them, and stored them. The officer pushed several forms of paper through a small slot in the glass.

      Max wrote the make, model, and serial number of her pistol on the form. She also had to sign a liability waiver that released the prison, and all of its employees, officers, heirs, and assigns, from any and all claims or causes of action. She had to acknowledge the threat of serious bodily harm and injury, including, but not limited to, death.

      When she had finished signing her life away, Baker led her down the corridor through several more security hatches to the surveillance room. Display screens showed video feeds from every conceivable angle of the prison. Officer Baker pulled up the footage from the murder of Commander Larson.

      The footage was grainy, but it was easy to see that a large alien stabbed the commander multiple times with a homemade weapon. The alien was a massive red and orange creature, thick with muscle—a Vatovian. He had a long neck and head that resembled a demon. His legs were the size of tree trunks.

      Not somebody you’d want to tangle with.

      “The inmate’s name is Sarvok,” Baker said. “He’s in administrative segregation now. He’s been convicted of multiple counts of first-degree murder. He’s awaiting transfer to the Lytek maximum-security penitentiary on Beta Crux 9.”

      “Sounds like a nice guy,” Max said.

      “I can have him brought to an interrogation room, if you like. Or, you can interview him in his cell.”

      “Where do you think he’d be more cooperative?”

      Baker shrugged. “I don’t think he’s going to cooperate anywhere. But, he’s a pain in the ass to move. It takes four guards and a supervisor.”

      “I’ll talk to him in his cell,” Max said. “I’ll get what I need out of him.”

      Baker seemed amused by Max’s confidence. She led Max through another series of security hatches, taking her into the housing pod.

      Max’s presence caused quite a commotion. There were hoots and hollers as she strolled through General Population, heading toward the maximum security housing block. It was a little bit of excitement in the prisoners’ otherwise routine day.

      The segregated housing unit was where they sent the troublemakers. Locked in 5 x 8 cells for 23 hours a day, it was enough to drive even a sane person mad. The prisoners had no privileges. They weren’t allowed communication with the outside world. The accommodations within the maximum-security unit were sparse. Prisoners weren’t allowed to decorate their cells or enjoy any commissary items.

      This prison used good old fashioned steel doors to contain the inmates. A polycarbonate viewport allowed officers to see into the cell. A food slot in the door provided access for meal trays, and it also allowed officers to handcuff inmates without entering the cell.

      Max noticed surprisingly few guards in the prison. There was an officer in a secure control booth that monitored the activities in General Population. One guard walked the floor. There were two guards in the maximum-security wing. That was it.

      Baker led Max down the hallway of the segregation unit. It was a madhouse. Prisoners screamed and hollered and banged on doors. It was chaos, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

      “You want to talk to him through the door, or do you actually want to go into his cell?”

      “I think I could establish more rapport if we talked face-to-face,” Max said.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I can handle myself.”

      Baker kicked Sarvok’s door. “Looks like you’ve got a visitor. You know the drill.”

      The big creature rolled off his bunk and strolled toward the door. His menacing eyes peered through the polycarbonate viewport, glaring at Max. He stuck his massive hands through the food slot and Baker slapped cuffs around them. She ratcheted them tight, cutting into his scaly skin.

      “Step away from the door,” Baker commanded.

      Sarvok backed up, still glaring at Max.

      Baker placed her palm on an access pad next to the door. The latch clanked, and the door unlocked. She pulled it open and let Max step inside. She shut the door behind Max and locked it. “I’ll be right here in case you need anything.”

      The hulking creature was almost as wide as the cell. His heavy breath rumbled the air. Being alone in a cell with a creature that size was intimidating, even for Max. He didn’t blink once as he stared into Max’s blue eyes. His ferocious gaze was that of a predator ready to strike.

      Max’s fierce eyes kept him at bay, for the time being. “I’m Max Mars with the UIA. I’d like to ask you some questions.”

      “You can ask anything you want,” the alien said with a sly tone. His voice was thick and booming.

      “I’m hoping you’ll answer.”

      “Depends on the questions.”

      “Why did you kill Commander Larson?”

      “I didn’t kill anybody,” the alien said with a grin. “I’m innocent.”

      “Knock it off. I saw the video.”

      “Maybe you need to get your eyes checked?”

      “Who paid you?”

      The alien scoffed. “Ain’t nobody paid me to do nothing.”

      Max’s face tensed. This was leading nowhere. “You know, Larson was set up for a murder that he didn’t commit.”

      “See, we’re all innocent.”

      “What does it matter to you?” Max asked. “You’re never going to breathe free air again. Why don’t you come clean?”

      “I don’t think you understand how things work in here.”

      “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      “See, there are rules in here. And I’m not talking about the rules put down by the warden. I’m talking about the inmate code. Nobody breaks the code.”

      “Snitches get stitches?”

      “Something like that.” Sarvok paused. “So, I ain’t gonna say shit. Now, hypothetically speaking, if I killed...” Sarvok struggled to remember his victim’s name.

      “Commander Larson.”

      He smiled. “Yeah, Larson. If I killed Larson, it would have been for one of two reasons. To boost my reputation, or as a work-for-hire.” He paused for a long moment. “I don’t need to boost my reputation.”

      “You’re telling me things I already know. Who hired you?”

      Sarvok grinned. “Tell you what. I might be more forthcoming if the amount of money in my commissary fund reached a certain level.”

      “You want me to put money in your commissary?”

      “How thoughtful of you. I’d be most grateful.”

      Max figured this guy was just yanking her chain. She could load this guy up with more than enough money to buy candy bars and potato chips for the rest of his life, and she probably still wouldn’t get a straight answer.

      “I can see this is going nowhere. Thanks for your time.” Max was about to knock on the door and request Baker to let her out when an alarm sounded. Klaxons blared throughout the prison.

      “Officer Baker,” Max shouted.

      “Hang tight! I’ll be right back!” Panic filled her voice.
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      Sarvok groaned. His muscles flexed, and the veins in his neck bulged. His red face grew even redder. He strained with all his might and snapped the linkage on the handcuffs. His arms swung free. The beast coiled back his fist and swung at Max.

      Max ducked as the wrecking ball fist careened toward her. It whooshed overhead and smacked into the metal bulkhead. The alien’s metacarpals cracked and crumbled. He growled in agony and shook his wrist, trying to dissipate the pain that throbbed in his hand.

      Max added to his pain by kicking him in the groin. He doubled over, and Max kneed him again in the ribs. It knocked the wind out of the big fellow. Max drove her elbow down into the alien’s spine. He fell forward and crashed into the wall.

      That would have been enough to put most people down for a long time. But the alien staggered to his feet, spun around, and squared off against Max. Rage filled his eyes. He snarled, displaying his sharp teeth. He looked like a bull ready to charge.

      He did just that.

      The cell wasn’t wide enough to avoid the steamroller heading toward Max. The beast plowed into her like a lineman and slammed her against the bulkhead.

      Air rushed from Max’s lungs. She tried to suck in a breath, but the alien punched her in the stomach. She felt like she had been hit by a cinderblock. She doubled over with pain.

      The beast grabbed her by the collar and slammed her head first into the steel door.

      THUNK!

      Pain filled Max’s skull and shot down her spine. She collapsed to the ground. Her vision blurred. Before she could stagger to her feet, the alien kicked her in the ribs. Each blow felt like a knife to her thoracic cavity. Ribs crackled, sounding like stalks of celery snapping in half.

      Curled on the ground, Max still hadn’t been able to take a full breath—and the alien showed no sign of letting up.

      The blaring alarms flooded the housing unit. The muffled sounds of chaos filtered in from the General Population housing pod—screams and shouts. Banging and clanking. It sounded like a full-scale riot was in effect.

      Max grabbed the alien’s foot as it slammed into her chest. She hugged it, not letting it go. She wasn’t about to let the goon kick her again. With all her might she twisted the alien’s foot clockwise until she heard ligaments snap. Then she yanked his foot at an unnatural angle and swept him from his feet. He fell backward, slamming his head against the bulkhead.

      Max pounced on top of him and drove her elbow into the bridge of his nose, shattering it. Green blood splattered. Once Max had the advantage, she never let up. She administered a ruthless beating, until the beast was unconscious.

      She finally stopped pummeling him with her fists and staggered to her feet. Her chest heaved for breath. Each inhalation triggered sharp pain in her rib cage. She had a knot on her head the size of a baseball. Her clothes were stained with the alien’s green blood.

      She peered through the viewport in the hatch, looking for officer Baker. She was nowhere in sight. Without Baker, Max was trapped in the cell. The bulkheads seemed to close in around her at the thought of being locked in a cell during a riot. She hollered through the food slot for officer Baker, or anyone else, to assist her. But there was no response.

      Max squeezed her arm through the food slot and reached for the scanner pad beside the door. Max had sampled Officer Baker’s fingerprints when the two shook hands—it was a subconscious aspect of her enhanced genetics.

      The scanner pad was just out of reach.

      Max’s fingers grasped toward freedom. But she was a few millimeters short.

      She pushed her deltoid farther through the slot. She was able to get two fingers on the pad. She hoped it was going to be enough. She focused her attention and morphed her fingerprints to match those of Officer Baker’s.

      “I’m sorry. I am unable to confirm your identity. Please scan again,” the security system said in a soothing voice.

      There was nothing soothing about the situation.

      Max pushed even farther, struggling to get every millimeter she could. She was about to press the scanner pad again when Sarvok yanked her from the door.
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      Sarvok’s face looked like a tomato that had been run over by a Mack truck. He wasn’t a happy camper. He pounced on top of Max and squeezed his massive hand around her throat.

      Max struggled for breath. She clutched at his gargantuan wrists. She raised her arms up and hammered them to the side, trying to twist her way out of his grasp, but the beast was too strong.

      His heavy hand squeezed her trachea. Her eyes bulged. The veins in her forehead looked like they were about to pop. She kicked and flailed, trying to get the big behemoth off her.

      Darkness enveloped Max’s vision, starting at the corners and working its way toward the center. Her extremities tingled. The cell began to swirl as the lack of oxygen made her dizzy. A blackout was moments away.

      Just as Max’s consciousness was fading into oblivion, she heard the cell door unlock. The hinges creaked as it swung open. Officer Baker stood in the doorway with her STN-50 drawn. She blasted the narrow pulse at Sarvok’s fat head. The ogre slumped aside, instantly unconscious.

      Max gasped for breath. Her chest heaved as she filled her lungs. She regained her vision, but she was still woozy. She mustered all of her strength and pushed the heavy giant off her. She staggered to her feet, and almost tumbled back down. Max grabbed the bulkhead and steadied herself.

      “Are you okay?” Baker asked, her face painted with worry.

      Max nodded and swallowed hard. She rubbed her throat—it was bruised and sore. It hurt to swallow. “What’s going on out there?”

      “Mayhem. And the only way out of here is through that mess.”

      The clack of locking mechanisms filled the cellblock. All of the cells had been unlocked from the master control booth. A wave of panic washed over officer Baker.

      Max wasn’t thrilled either.

      The main entrance attached to the housing unit slid open, and an inmate barged in with an STN 50 placed against the temple of a corrections officer.

      It was inmate 118365. Jacko Storm. He was in for murder, aggravated assault, and armed robbery. He yelled down the corridor to Officer Baker, “Drop the pistol, or I scramble Officer Doyle’s brains!”

      The hallway flooded with inmates from the segregated housing unit. Evil gazes blazed into Max and Officer Barker. Scowls painted the inmates’ faces. They were out for blood.

      Baker's eyes narrowed at him. She gripped the trigger as she contemplated the inmate’s demand. She still had the thug lined up in her sights. She squeezed the trigger.

      Zrrp!

      The beam knocked Jacko unconscious. His body tumbled to the ground, and the weapon clattered across the deck. The disruptor pulse was wide enough to knock out officer Doyle as well. But at this distance, it probably wouldn't cause him any permanent damage.

      The inmates rushed Baker and Max.

      Baker swung the barrel of her pistol around trying to take out as many of the approaching horde as possible. Oncoming inmates dropped like flies.

      Max took a combat stance and prepared for battle. She round-housed one of the inmates. The heel of her boot slammed into the man's temple, and he crashed into the bulkhead.

      Another inmate swung at her.

      Max deflected the blow and punched the man in his rib cage. He groaned and arched to the side. Max slammed her her elbow into the bridge of his nose. Blood splattered as the man's head tipped back. He fell to the deck incapacitated.

      An inmate grabbed Max from behind and wrapped her in a bear hug. Another inmate charged from the front. Max kicked the oncoming attacker in the face, then ripped free from the hugger’s arms. She hammered her boot into his groin. The inmate doubled over, and Max kneed him in the face. Crimson blood sprayed against the bulkhead.

      An inmate scooped up Doyle’s weapon and fired several disruptor beams down the corridor. The first few shots missed Officer Baker. But the shooter finally got lucky. Baker’s body went limp, and she collapsed to the deck like a sack of bones. Her weapon clattered against the ground.

      Another inmate dashed toward the weapon.

      Max ran for it as well.

      The race was on, and the inmate was about to win. As he reached down to scoop up the weapon, Max kicked him in the face. Her boot shattered teeth. His lips shredded, drizzling blood onto the deck. He flopped aside and groaned in agony.

      Max scooped up the disruptor pistol, spun around, and took aim at the shooter. Before she could get a shot off, she was hit with a disrupter beam. She staggered back, dazed—her mind blank. Her body felt numb, her brain having difficulty processing nerve impulses. Her enhanced genetics kept her on her feet, but a few more blasts from the STN-50 would put her on the deck.

      The shooter gazed with wide eyes. It wasn’t too often that you saw someone who could withstand a direct hit from a disrupter beam. That momentary hesitation was his undoing.

      Max gathered her wits, and took aim at the shooter. He was a blur at the end of the hallway. Max lined the blob up in her sights and squeezed the trigger. The beam turned the shooter into a wet noodle. His body collapsed. The weapon tumbled from his hand.

      With lightning speed, Max took aim at the other prisoners as they lunged for the weapon. She dropped them one by one.

      Another inmate rushed her.

      She kicked him in the chest, then spun around and blasted him. Despite her dazed state, she moved with speed and precision, taking out the rest of the inmates in the corridor. When it was all said and done, there was a pile of bodies in the hallway.

      She advanced down the hallway to the main hatch of the administrative segregation unit. She could still hear the chaos of the inmates in General Population. She crept down the hallway and held up at the entryway to the day-room.

      A horde of inmates rushed toward Max as soon as they spotted her.
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      Max opened fire, dropping three of the inmates as they sprinted toward her. It was enough to persuade the rest of the prisoners to back off. Anyone who had ever been shot with an STN-50 before avoided it like the plague. The headache that resulted was almost unbearable.

      The inmates no longer had a hostage. It freed the emergency response team to enter. They had been watching the incident from the video monitors. Correctional officers in black body armor stormed into the day-room. They secured the area and began the process of restoring order to the housing pod.

      EMTs rushed in to attend to the wounded officers. One had been killed, bludgeoned to death. The medical technicians carried Doyle and Baker out on a hover gurney. Baker’s eyes fluttered as she regained consciousness.

      “Are you okay?” Max asked, following beside the EMTs.

      “My head feels like somebody jammed an ice pick through my ears,” Baker muttered. “Other than that, I’m fine. I don’t think I’d still be alive if it wasn’t for your help.”

      Max smiled. “I think we’re even. Thank you.”

      An EMT strolled up to Max with a concerned look on his face. “Let me check you out. You look pretty worked over.”

      “I’m fine,” Max protested.

      The EMT looked over the baseball-sized bump on her head. It was purple and blue and black and yellow. Her throat was bruised and red from Sarvok’s attempts to strangle her. Max visibly winced with each breath. “I’m going to do a quick scan.”

      He pulled out his enhanced PDU and scanned it over Max’s skull and body. It created a three-dimensional image of her bones, ligaments, muscles, nerves, and vascular system. His face creased with concern. “The scan showed signs of a cerebral contusion, a mild skull fracture. There is increased intracranial pressure. I’m sorry, but you’re going to the hospital.”

      “I don’t have time for a hospital.”

      “It’s not an option.”

      Max arched an eyebrow at him. “Excuse me?”

      “I have to take you in for a formal evaluation by a doctor. For liability reasons. Now that I’m aware of your medical condition, I cannot, in good conscience, let you go untreated.”

      “I’ll live. I’ve had worse,” Max said. “Besides, I’m a fast healer.”

      “Ma’am, I could lose my job and be held legally liable. You wouldn’t want me to lose my job, would you?”

      Max sighed. “Fine.”

      The EMT  tapped his ear bud. “I’ve got another trauma victim. I’m going to need another gurney.”

      “Sorry. But I’m walking out of here,” Max protested.

      The EMT reluctantly agreed. He held onto her arm like she was an old lady. Max had a slight stagger, like a drunk—the effects of the neural disruptor, and her head injury, affecting her motor control.

      “Really, I don’t need your assistance.”

      The EMT smiled at her, but refused to let go. It was a good thing. After a few more steps, Max blacked out. Her body tumbled to the ground. The EMT kept her from knocking her noggin again.

      Max woke up several hours later in a hospital room. The pulse of a heart monitor filled her ears. As her vision came into focus, she saw Winston hovering over her bed. Vital signs displayed on the monitor—BP 120/80, oxygen saturation 99%, pulse 64bpm. All within the range of normal.

      “I heard about the riot. I’m glad you’re okay,” Winston said.

      Max had an uncomfortable look on her face. She squinted at Winston, her head still throbbing. She moved her arm and noticed it was tethered to an IV unit. The needle punctured one of the veins in her forearm and fed a steady drip of saline and electrolytes. It was held in place by thin white medical tape.

      Max was about to tear off the tape and pull the IV out of her arm when a doctor strolled into the room. He had a bright smile on his face. “I see you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I got hit by a truck.”

      The doctor was a young man in his mid-30s with brown hair, brown eyes, and an affable face. He wore a white lab coat and teal blue scrubs.

      “I don’t quite understand it myself,” the doctor said. “The EMT’s scan of your cranium revealed a small fracture and some swelling and bruising within the brain. But the recent scans here show none of those things. Either there is something wrong with his equipment, or you’re an incredibly fast healer. Unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

      Max’s background as a genetically enhanced super-soldier was above the doctor’s security clearance. She didn’t feel the need to elaborate.

      “Either way,” the doctor said. “I’d like to keep you overnight for observation.”

      “Not possible,” Max mumbled. “I’ve got work to do.”

      The doctor smiled. “You’re not going to be able to do any work if you don’t properly recover. Think of it as a mini vacation.”

      “This place is not what comes to mind when I think of a vacation,” Max said, dryly.

      The doctor chuckled. “Oh, don’t be so negative. You’ve got people to wait on you hand and foot at the press of a button. All the television stations anyone could ask for. And of course, a wonderful selection of meals.” He knew the food was crap, he was just trying to put a good spin on it.

      The doctor darted out of the room as quickly as he had entered. There were other patients to tend to.

      Max waited until he was well out of view, then she pried off the tape and pulled the IV from her arm. “Find my clothes. We’re getting out of here!”
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      Max slipped out of the sickly green hospital gown and dressed in her body suit. She had pulled off the electrodes monitoring her vital signs, and her heart rate flatlined.

      Max grimaced, realizing she had left her pistol in the weapons-check at the correctional facility. She felt naked unarmed.

      A nurse came rushing in to check on the wonky vitals that had been transmitted to the nursing station. Her face crinkled with irritation. “The doctor wants you to stay overnight for observation.”

      “You can’t make me stay.”

      The nurse clenched her jaw and huffed as Max strolled out of the intensive care unit. Winston smiled at the nurse as she followed behind Max.

      She marched down the corridor, heading toward the bank of elevators. Doctors and nurses scurried about. Announcements from the intercom filtered through the corridor. “Dr. Carmack to room 415, STAT! Dr. Carmack to room 415, STAT!”

      A patient’s name on the display screen by one of the doors caught Max’s eye. The small monitor listed the patient’s ID, time of admission, and current status. Max wouldn’t have paid much attention, but the name was somewhat unique—Cherice Eriksson.

      Max’s jaw dropped. She stepped to the door and craned her neck from side to side, scanning the hallway, trying to see if anyone was looking. Then she gently pushed open the door.

      “What are you doing?” Winston asked.

      “I think it’s Cherry,” she whispered.

      The room was dim. The heart monitor beeped, and a respirator whooshed as it helped the patient breathe. A single bed sat in the center of the room. The monitor displayed stats, and an IV hydrated the patient. The woman lying in the bed had blonde hair, but her face was unrecognizable—bruised and swollen with multiple shades of purple, blue, and a greenish-yellow color. The woman had been beaten within an inch of her life.

      Max recognized Cherry’s perfect French manicure, and the charm bracelet that dangled around her left wrist. Her stomach twisted in knots, and sadness tugged at her heart. Every second this investigation dragged on was an opportunity for someone else to get hurt. Max knew she had to get to the bottom of this, soon.

      A nurse poked her head into the room and hissed at Max. “You two can’t be in here. Out! Now!”

      Max and Winston shuffled out of the room.

      “What happened?” Max asked.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t share patient information with you” the nurse said.

      Max flashed her UIA credentials.

      “She was mugged leaving her place of employment.”

      “Lily’s Landing Strip?”

      “I don’t know. That’s just what I was told.”

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      The nurse shrugged. “I don’t know. It doesn’t look good though.”

      “Thanks,” Max said, solemnly.

      An emergency light flickered above the door to a nearby room. The nurse dashed away to attend to the patient.

      “Cherry wasn’t mugged,” Max said.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “They left a diamond studded charm bracelet on her wrist. I think it’s time we take a second look at Commander Murphy. Can you tap into the security feed around the station?”

      “I believe so. Detective Palmer gave me full access to ASPD resources.”

      “Find Murphy. And see if Ava Grace is still on Auriga Station.”

      Winston multitasked as he wirelessly accessed the station network. He searched the hotel registry for Ava Grace, and scanned the thousands of video feeds for any sign of Commander Murphy. “Ava Grace is still apparently checked into the Galaxy Hyton.”

      “Let’s go pay her a visit. Let me know the minute Murphy turns up.”

      Max and Winston took the elevator down to the lobby and stepped out into the corridor. The hospital was near one of the domed parks. It was covered with lush, synthetic, greenery. Artificial trees and grass. Max and Winston cut through the park. The Galaxy Hyton was on the other side.

      People picnicked, threw frisbees, and cooked barbecue. The domed roof offered a view of the cosmos that was obstructed by a crisscrossed maze of corridors that connected modules of the space station. Max and Winston made their way down a synthetic gravel path that meandered through the park. Joggers and cyclists whizzed past her.  Couples rode in horse-drawn carriages, admiring the scenery. Rickshaws shuttled people about.

      Max noticed some individuals following them—a human and an alien. She didn’t recognize either one. The alien was tall and had blue skin.

      Max picked up the pace.

      So did the goons following her.

      “Don’t look, but do you recognize those two ass-clowns following us?”

      Winston craned his neck and stared directly at them. “No. I have never seen them before.”

      Max shook her head. “I said, don’t look.”

      “Sorry. But how else was I to see?”

      Max flagged down a hover-rickshaw and climbed into the passenger compartment. It looked like a floating jet-ski towing a two-seat passenger car.

      “Take us to the Galaxy Hyton as fast as possible,” Max said to the driver. It was an actual person. She wasn’t used to being chauffeured around by a living breathing human. Almost all forms of public transportation were automated. The driver looked like a college kid trying to earn a few extra bucks. “There’s an extra 20 in it for you if you get us there in the next five minutes.”

      The shaggy haired kid revved the engine, and the rickshaw took off, spitting ion exhaust in its wake. It kicked up bits of synthetic gravel and dust as it left the two goons behind. They ran for 20 or 30 yards, trying to catch up. But it was futile.

      The rickshaw weaved through pedestrians on the path, almost mowing them over. There were no seatbelts, and Max held onto the side of the car for dear life.

      Suddenly, the driver veered off the path and cut across the grass, heading straight toward a small stream that cut through the center of the park. He obviously took the five minute time limit seriously. Max was beginning to think she should have given him 10 minutes instead.
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      The rickshaw plowed toward the small stream. Max’s eyes widened. She white knuckled the side of the cart. Her heartbeat elevated. Not many things frightened Max, but the young reckless driver certainly made her uncomfortable.

      The rickshaw had enough momentum to rocket over the stream without losing altitude. It only hovered about a foot off the ground normally. By the time it reached the other side it was down to a few inches. The rickshaw cleared the watery surface and continued to blaze a trail across the park. The driver dropped Max and Winston off at the main entrance to the Hyton with three seconds to spare.

      Max tossed him 20 credits and climbed out of the rickshaw. She was pale as a ghost.

      Winston had a sparkle in his eyes. “That was quite enjoyable. Can we do that again?”

      “You can do that anytime you’d like. I’m going to stick with a more reliable means of transportation.”

      “We arrived safely, didn’t we?”

      “I’m in a delicate condition. I’m recovering from major trauma. Excuse me if my nerves are a little frazzled.”

      Max marched into the hotel lobby and took the elevators up to Ava Grace’s suite. Max rapped on the door, but there was no answer. “Ava? It’s Max Mars? Are you in there?”

      There was still no response.

      Max didn’t see a cleaning bot in the hallway. She called down to the front desk, and asked for assistance. After being put on hold for 15 minutes and transferred to multiple different people, she finally spoke to the manager.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. I can’t let you into the room without a warrant.”

      “This is a matter of Federation security. Now, I can go through the proper channels and get a warrant, it’s just going to take time. And time is something I don’t have much of right now. Three people are already dead in connection with this investigation.”

      The manager paused for a long moment, trying to come up with a workaround. “I believe Ms. Grace ordered room service and requested that the food be left in her room if she didn’t answer.” He seemed quite pleased with his ingenuity. “I’ll send room service up shortly to let you in. I mean, to let the food in.”

      “Thank you. You’ve been helpful.”

      After a few minutes, a bellhop pushed a cart down the hallway. It contained a dinner tray with the silver cover on top. Max lifted the lid as the bellhop opened the door. A gourmet hamburger and fries sat on the plate, inviting Max to indulge herself.

      The bellhop pushed the tray into the hotel room and Max followed after him. He stood with his hand out, waiting for a tip.

      Max slapped a few credits into his palm, and the bellhop disappeared. She snatched the burger from the tray and bit into it. She’d been craving a good burger since the food court in Delavode. This one didn’t disappoint. Her tastebuds exploded with culinary delights. Real beef, grilled to perfection, onions, pickles, cheese, mushrooms, and ketchup.

      She scarfed down a few bites as she looked around the hotel room. Ava was either extremely messy, or someone had searched the room and tossed the contents about. Lacy bras and panties littered the floor. Dresses were crumpled atop the bed. An assortment of stiletto heels were scattered about the suite.

      “I think Ava lied to me.”

      “Not shocking.”

      “I think she had the God Stone all along.

      “Do you think she killed the admiral?” Winston asked.

      Max shrugged. “I don’t know. I find it odd that someone beat Commander Murphy’s alibi into a coma. Maybe they were worried about her changing her story.”

      Max slid her phone from her pocket and dialed Detective Palmer. She caught him up to speed. “I need you to put out an APB on Commander Murphy. I think he may have kidnapped Ava Grace.”

      “I’ll let you know if either of them turns up,” Palmer said.

      Max disconnected the call. “I’ve got to get back to the correctional facility and pick up my weapon.”

      She moved through the foyer and stepped into the corridor. She was greeted with a massive fist to the jaw. The blow wrenched her neck aside, sending her tumbling to the ground. The big blue alien from the park had pummeled her.

      Another fist slammed into her face, toppling her back down as she tried to stand. The alien’s human partner didn’t want to get left out of the action.

      Max wiped the blood from her lip on her sleeve. The tinny metallic taste filled her mouth. The two blows brought her headache back in full force. Her temples throbbed and it felt like someone had jammed a kitchen knife into her skull. She tongued her left incisor. It wiggled a little.

      She gazed up at the two thugs that towered over her. Barrels of plasma pistols stared her in the face. She could smell the ion residue wafting from the well-worn weapons. The muscles in her jaw flexed.

      Winston hovered in the doorway with his hands in the air. One of the goons motioned for him to step into the corridor.

      He complied.

      “Who the hell are you people?” Max asked.
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      “On your belly. Put your hands behind your head!” the man shouted.

      He had dark curly hair and wore mirrored sunglasses. His tight white T-shirt clung to his muscular frame. He wore a zippered hoodie over it. He wore urban tactical fatigues and combat boots. He was 5’10”, 180 pounds. Solid muscle. The blue alien had referred to him as Douglas. Max didn't know if that was his last name or first name.

      The blue alien went by the name Zark. He was from Lorzoka—a territory within the Federation that had been annexed.

      Max complied, rolling onto her belly. She felt cold steel handcuffs slap against her wrist. Douglas ratcheted the restraint tight, then twisted her arm behind her back, grabbed her other wrist, then slapped the cuff on it. Then he grabbed her bicep and yanked her to her feet.

      Zark commanded Winston to turn around. He accessed Winston's control terminal at the base of his skull and deactivated the robot. The illumination behind Winston's eyes faded, and the robot slumped, lifeless.

      The blue alien grabbed the robot, dragged him back into the hotel room, and tossed him in the closet. Then he stormed back into the hallway.

      Max glared at him. "I swear to God, if you hurt him—“

      “Relax, lady,” Zark said. “He's just taking an extended snooze."

      "What do you want?"

      Zark ignored her and gave a nod to Douglas. He pulled Max down the hallway toward the stairwell. The trio spiraled their way down to the ground floor.

      “I’m a Federation agent. They put people away for life for doing what you idiots are doing."

      Max's admonition didn't seem to deter them in the least. She sized her captors up, her narrow eyes scrutinizing their every inch. "You're not cops."

      The two goons said nothing.

      At the bottom of the stairs, they pushed Max into the corridor and marched her down the hallway toward the back exit.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “You’re starting to get on my nerves,” Douglas said. “Another peep out of you and I’m going to hit you with a neural disruptor.”

      Max glared at him. “That’s it. You’re officially on my bad side. I’m going to enjoy kicking your—”

      Douglas pulled out a neural disrupter from his waistband and blasted Max at close range before she could finish her sentence. Her eyes crossed and she struggled to stay on her feet. Her vision blurred. Her brain instantly fogged. She tried to mumble something, but the words didn’t take shape.

      Douglas stared at her in disbelief. He fired another disruptor pulse.

      Max kept standing.

      “What the hell is wrong with you,” Douglas grumbled.

      Max slurred, “Fuuuuck yo—

      Douglas fired again, this time knocking her unconscious.

      Zark grabbed her before she hit the ground.  He grimaced. “That’s just great. Now we’ve got to carry her.”

      Douglas spotted a laundry cart at the end of the corridor. He ran and grabbed it, and pulled it back to Zark.

      Douglas pulled out a few sheets. Zark lifted Max up and dumped her in the cart. Douglas threw the sheets on top to obscure her from view. Zark pushed the cart down the corridor and exited the hotel.

      They pushed her through the maze of corridors to docking Bay 194.

      A TXR Rampage sat on the flight deck. It was a bulky armor plated gunship with quad Fürst-Geisler engines, swept back mid-length wings, 30 mm machine guns mounted fore and aft, and an array of StormFury missiles. The design had been used by the Terrestrial Army Air Corps, as well as some Special Forces units. Like anything else, it had its pros and cons. But it was combat tested and could take a hell of a lot of damage and still stay in the air. Older units were pretty common on the secondhand market. Pirates and marauders used them for their capabilities, and their price. Parts were readily available, and the mechanics were straightforward. You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to maintain one. A nice torque wrench and a few spare modulators could get you across the galaxy and back without much problem.

      Douglas leaned over the laundry cart and pulled off the top cover sheets that concealed Max. He was met with a boot to the face. Max stomped the heel of her boot against his nose, splattering blood over the white sheets. Most people would have remained unconscious for hours, but Max wasn’t most people. The effects of the neural disruptor had lasted less than 15 minutes.

      The cart toppled to the side and Max rolled out.

      Zark drew his weapon, but Max swept his feet from underneath him. The big alien slammed to the deck. His weapon clattered a few feet away from his grasp.

      Max sprang to her feet and kicked the plasma pistol away. It spun across the deck and ricocheted against the bulkhead.

      Zark rolled onto all fours and attempted to stand, but Max kicked him in his blue face, splattering orange blood. For a big guy, he went down pretty easy. His heavy body collapsed, unconscious.

      Max knelt beside him and rummaged through his pockets, looking for the keys to the handcuffs. Her fingertips grasped the tiny keys, and after a few attempts, she fitted them into the locking mechanism. She twisted the key and the cuff swung free. She brought her hands in front of her and released the other cuff. She dashed toward the plasma pistol resting on the deck. But before she could scoop it up, a voice shouted at her from across the Bay. “Freeze!”

      Max halted and craned her neck to see a man standing by the Rampage. He had an assault rifle aimed straight at her. It was a Bösch-Hauer PMK-67. It fired 7.62 mm GATO (Galactic Alliance Treaty Organization) rounds and had a 30 round capacity magazine.

      Max grimaced. She raised her hands into the air and turned to face the man. “Who the hell are you?”
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      “Who I am is unimportant,” the man said. “My boss is who you should be concerned with.”

      He had sandy blonde hair with a short crewcut. It framed his square jaw. He had strong features and a nose that looked like he had spent some time in a boxing ring. Flat and wide. He wore a tight black shirt and fatigues that were identical to the ones Douglas and Zark wore. It almost seemed like an unofficial uniform between them. His brown eyes kept a bead on Max through the reticle of his sights.

      These guys were former military.

      Max’s curious eyes narrowed at him. She was trying to think of all the people that she had pissed off recently. There were too many to count. Someone always wanted Max dead. “Who is your boss?”

      “Rex Dakota. You made a mistake when you killed his brother, Rourke.”

      Max shook her head and chuckled.

      The man’s face crinkled with anger, unable to comprehend what Max thought was so funny.

      “So, you guys are what’s left of Phantom Corps?”

      “There’s a lot more than just us. That installation you destroyed… that was just one of many. You can’t stop us. Were going to take over this Federation.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “You’re going to have to take my word for it. You’re not going to live long enough to see it. I have specific instructions to bring you to Rex. I’m sure he’s going to take his time killing you.”

      Max laughed again. “Rourke and Rex. That’s priceless. What are they, twins?”

      The man scowled at Max.

      Douglas staggered to his feet, still foggy from the boot to his face. It had left quite an impression. His nose and under eyes were purple and blue. Crusted blood remained on his lips and chin. He snarled at Max, eyes on fire.

      The man with the assault rifle motioned to Douglas. “Cuff her, and get her aboard the Rampage—unless you think that’s going to be too difficult for you.”

      Douglas sneered at the man and staggered toward Max. He scooped up the cuffs from the deck and moved to Max. He grabbed her wrist and wrenched it behind her back, preparing to slap the cuffs on her again. But Max wasn’t going to let that happen.

      With lightning speed, she twisted to the side and elbowed him in the face. Blood poured from his nose, and Douglas clutched his face. Max grabbed him and flung him in front of her. She used him as a shield as the man with the assault rifle fired two shots. The bullets impacted Douglas’s chest. Geysers of blood sprayed into the air.

      Max grabbed his pistol from its holster as Douglas flopped to the ground. Max brought the weapon into the firing position and squeezed the trigger. Two bolts of plasma rocketed across the flight deck and smacked the man with the assault rifle in the face. He dropped the weapon as his skull turned into a molten blob of goo.

      Max knelt down and scooped the cuffs from the deck. She pilfered a tactical knife from Douglas’s utility belt. She also took two LTG-207 smoke grenades and slipped them into a pouch on her tactical vest. They were state-of-the-art, cylindrical canisters, slightly larger than a shotgun shell.

      The blob of goo’s body had barely stopped twitching when Max’s phone rang. She looked at the display and saw that Dylan was calling. She decided she should probably answer it. “Hey, what’s going on?”

      “You finally decided to pick up.”

      “Moment of weakness.”

      Dylan scoffed. His eyes narrowed, surveying her face. It was still bruised and swollen, though she was healing incredibly fast. Dylan’s jaw tensed. “What happened to you?”

      “Nothing. I… tripped and fell into a…  bulkhead.”

      He sneered at her in disbelief.

      “Really. It’s no big deal.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Like I said. All of that is classified. I’ll tell you all about it when I have clearance.”

      Dylan didn’t seem satisfied.

      “Don’t worry about me. This is smalltime stuff.”

      “I know you well enough to know you never get involved with smalltime stuff.”

      “How’s Felix and Sam?” Max asked, trying to change the subject.

      “They’re still here.” Dylan’s tone was ambivalent.

      “Tell them I said hello. I’ll call you as soon as I wrap up here.” Max hung up before the conversation could devolve into more questioning.

      Winston’s voice crackled in Max’s ear. “Max, where are you?”

      A wave of relief washed over her. “I’m in one of the flight decks. Are you okay?”

      “I think so. I have no recollection of the last half hour. A cleaning bot found me and powered me up.”

      “Are you still at the hotel?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “I’ll meet you there shortly.”

      “I’m afraid I’ve got bad news.”

      Max grimaced. “Do I even want to ask?”

      “I believe so. It’s relevant to the case.”

      “On a scale of 1 to 10, how upset is this going to make me?”

      Winston paused for a moment. “I think you’ll be upset. But it could also provide some insight.”
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      “I’ve been monitoring emergency frequencies,” Winston said. “Apparently, there was a double homicide at Pulsar Pawn & Guns in the merchant quarter. The call came in a few minutes ago. Police and EMTs were dispatched to the scene. The EMTs have already arrived. One of the victims has been identified as Ava Grace.”

      Max’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped.

      “I suggest we get to the crime scene as soon as possible before any evidence is compromised.”

      “I’ll meet you there,” Max said.

      Max raced across the station, weaving through hordes of pedestrians. She grabbed a tram that shuttled her to the merchant district.  She flashed her credentials as she strolled into the pawn shop. Two EMTs were waiting.  There wasn’t anything they could do, and they couldn’t move the bodies until the police arrived.

      “ASPD’s not here?” Max asked, surprised.

      “They don’t have the best response time in the galaxy,” a tall EMT said, dryly.

      “This crime scene belongs to the UIA now. No one gets in or out without my authorization.”

      Winston stood at the door, preparing to fend off the local authorities.

      Max’s sad eyes gazed at Ava Grace. A pool of crimson blood enveloped her body. Her cold, lifeless gaze was fixed at the ceiling. She had been shot at point-blank range.

      The store was small. 20 feet wide by 20 feet long, with a storage area in back. Display cases contained watches, rings, necklaces, bracelets, earrings, knives, and pistols. All had been traded-in for pitiful amounts of cash. Rows and rows of rifles lined the walls. There were hunting rifles with high-powered scopes, pulse plasma weapons, and military grade assault rifles. There were a plethora of electronics. TVs, stereos, mobile devices. Every nook and cranny was jam-packed with some type of secondhand item.

      Max spotted the charred remains of a security camera mounted near the ceiling in the corner room. It had been blasted to pieces. There was another in the opposite corner that caught the reverse angle. It had been destroyed as well.

      Max moved behind the counter—the shop owner’s body lay in a puddle of blood. He didn’t have much of a face left—just a glob of skull fragments and brain matter. From the looks of his remains, he wasn’t human. Perhaps from Galafrador, or Jervacu.

      Max moved into the back room, stepping over the shop owner’s body. She found the security station. A display screen gave a live feed of the storefront. Two other display screens were filled with static. On the live feed, Max could see the entire customer area. It must have been coming from a hidden camera, she thought.

      Max scrolled through the previous footage, until she came to the point in the recording where Ava entered the store. She was with a man that resembled Commander Murphy. But Max couldn’t be sure. He was wearing some type of disguise—a hat, sunglasses, and a ridiculous beard. The footage distorted slightly around his face. He must have been utilizing some type of facial recognition blocker. But he had Murphy’s build. Max couldn’t imagine who else it could have been.

      The perp had Ava by the arm and pulled her toward the counter. He had a weapon jammed into her rib cage. The first thing he did upon entering was shoot out the two obvious security cameras.

      Max turned up the volume on the  remaining recording.

      “This woman came into your store earlier. You remember her?” the perp said. It sure sounded like Murphy.

      The shop owner nodded.

      “She sold you a stone.”

      The owner nodded again.

      “Where is it?”

      “Sold,” the shop owner stammered in broken English.

      “To whom?”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t divulge customer information.”

      The perp’s jaw flexed, and his brow crinkled with rage. The pistol that had been hiding under his coat was suddenly in full view and aimed at the shop owner’s skull. “Who did you sell the stone to?”

      The shop owner swallowed hard. Sweat beaded off his slimy alien skin. “I’ll have to check my sales records.”

      “I suggest you do that. And hurry.”

      The shop owner inched toward a computer terminal. He clacked a few keys on the keypad, and a list of recent sales appeared on the screen. “Derek Jones.”

      “Address!” the perp barked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t have that information.”

      The perp gnashed his teeth together. He squeezed the trigger, firing a plasma bolt into the owner’s face. He flopped to the deck behind the counter.

      The perp turned the pistol on Ava. She shrieked with terror.

      “You shouldn’t have taken classified material,” the perp said, with a sociopathic grin.

      “Please. Don’t hurt me. I needed the money. Richter was going to cut me off!”

      “Whatever you got for it, you didn’t get near enough.”

      “I won’t tell anybody,” Ava pleaded. “I swear.”

      The perp fired two shots into her chest.

      Her body hit the deck.

      The perp slammed the pistol into its holster and stormed out of the pawn shop.

      Max raced out of the storeroom, into the customer area. She blazed past the EMTs and met Winston at the door. “I need you to find the address for Derek Jones.”

      Winston scanned the station’s resident database. “Got it. He lives in Module 679. Apartment #798. It’s an affluent section of the station.”

      Max pushed out of the pawn shop just as two plainclothes ASPD officers arrived. She flashed her credentials again. “The scene’s all yours, boys.”
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      The hatch to Derek Jones’s apartment had been forced open. Black char marks scarred the locking mechanism. It was clear a plasma pistol had been used. The hatch had been pushed aside manually, allowing just enough space to squeeze through.

      Max’s hips slid through the tight space.

      Winston followed behind her.

      Max already knew what she was going to find. She had that uncomfortable sensation in her gut. She crept down the foyer with the pistol she had taken from Douglas in the firing position.

      The apartment was nice. Upscale. The foyer opened to an expansive living area with a decent view of the park. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the synthetic greenery. There was still the problem of the ugly maze of connecting corridor modules above the domed enclosure. But all things considered, this was a luxury apartment on Auriga Station.

      The sleek modern furniture decorated the apartment in a monochromatic fashion. There was a glass coffee table, and a large screen display. Expensive, impressionist works of art lined the walls. Multiple gemstones sat atop pedestals, each one spotlighted for display. It was clear that Derek Jones was an art collector.

      Electronic dance music filtered through the apartment. The smell of Italian food wafted through the air. Max glanced into the kitchen and saw an untouched plate of spaghetti and meatballs, still in the food fabricator.

      Even with the music pumping, the place felt still and quiet. Max inched forward with caution. She cleared the living room with tactical precision, then pushed into the bedroom.

      Derek Jones lay sprawled on the bed, minus a head—it had been vaporized by a plasma pistol. The sheets were soaked red with blood and vaporized residue.

      Max clenched her jaw. Murphy had beaten her to the punch. She marched back into the living room, deflated.

      Winston was analyzing one of the paintings. “From what I can tell, this is a genuine Lévêque. Painted in 2139.”

      “So?”

      “It was last sold at auction for 5,300,000.”

      Max’s eyes widened. She examined the small 8x10 canvas. 5.3 million credits would buy any wedding dress she wanted. It would pay for the extravagant wedding Dylan wanted—if there was still going to be a wedding. Max eyed the painting long and hard. No one would miss it if she took it.  Derek Jones had no use for it anymore. It was tempting, but Max wasn’t a thief. She left the painting hanging on the wall. “Looks like someone spilled paint on a canvas.”

      “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”

      “It’s ugly. And were at the end of the line. Murphy’s got the God Stone” Max said. “If I were him, I’d be trying to get off this station as fast as possible. And with hundreds of docking bays, there’s no telling where he’s headed to.”

      Max dialed Detective Palmer. “I need you to lock down the station again. I think Murphy is attempting to escape with the stone.”

      Palmer inhaled deeply, and his face tightened. “Sorry. Can’t do that.”

      “Why not? He murdered Ava Grace. There is video evidence of that in the pawn shop.”

      “I don’t know if I should thank you for letting my officers take over, or complain about how you contaminated the scene.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve got a boot print in some of the blood splatter. I’m assuming it’s yours. Did you step into the storeroom?”

      “Yes. I accessed the surveillance footage.”

      “Well, all of the surveillance footage has been wiped clean.”

      “That’s impossible. It was there when I left.”

      “It’s gone now. Along with the transaction register.”

      Max’s brow crinkled. “You’ve got dirty cops.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The two officers that arrived on the scene. They must have tampered with the evidence.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they are on Murphy’s payroll?”

      Palmer balked. “That’s a serious accusation.”

      “It’s a serious crime.”

      “My officers are clean. For all I know, you could have tampered with the evidence and deleted those files.”

      Max’s face twisted with outrage. “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know. I need to consider all the possibilities.”

      “You don’t seriously think—”

      “No. But it doesn’t feel good to be falsely accused, does it? I’m just saying. My officers are clean. There has to be some other explanation.”

      “Look, we’re wasting time. Murphy could already be off the station by now.”

      “Okay. Fine. I’ll put the order out to lock down the station. But I’m going to have 47 pissed off foreign dignitaries that need to catch a flight out of here.”

      “They’re going to have to deal,” Max grumbled. “Find Murphy. Let me know the minute he pops up on a security camera! He’s wearing a disguise and is using some type of facial recognition blocker.”

      Palmer shook his head. “Then he’s not going to show up on security cameras.”

      “Look anyway,” Max grumbled. She disconnected the call.

      Her mind reeled with anxiety. She had no idea where to begin looking for the commander.

      “I noticed something odd back at the pawn shop.”

      Max arch a curious eyebrow at the robot. “Define odd?”
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      “My sensors picked up trace amounts of an electromagnetic energy force at the pawn shop. I didn’t attribute it to anything special. There were a lot of electronics and various weapons and devices that could emit odd signals.” Winston paused for a moment. “Come to think of it, I noticed the same  energy residue when I first stepped aboard the station, though I didn’t think much of it.”

      “What are you saying?” Max asked. She gazed at the robot with intense eyes, wishing he would be a little bit less verbose.

      “I’m detecting traces of the same residual energy here. I believe that the power contained within the God Stone is responsible for these residual readings.”

      “Are you telling me, you can track the God Stone by these emissions?”

      “I believe so. The signal is extremely faint. But it may be something to go on.”

      Max’s eyes lit up with hope. “Let’s get on it.”

      Winston strolled out of the apartment. He paused in the hallway for a moment, then turned to his right. “This way.”

      Max followed after him.

      Like a bloodhound, Winston raced down the corridor, following the trail of emissions.  He led Max across the station through a maze of corridors that brought them to one of the four main reactor cooling towers.

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” Max asked.

      “Positive.”

      “And you don’t think you’re picking up transmissions from the reactors?”

      “This is an entirely different omission signature. Unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”

      A closed hatch at the end of the corridor halted their forward progression. Max plucked her weapon from its holster and smashed a button on the bulkhead, opening the hatch. She stepped into the intermediate airlock. It separated the corridor from the cooling tower maintenance area.

      Winston stepped inside with Max, and the hatch slammed shut behind them. With another press of a button, the inner hatch slid open, and Max stormed into the cooling tower, her pistol ready to blast. Her determined eyes gazed through the sights, searching for the target.

      A wave of sweltering air smacked Max in the face. A thin mist of sweat formed on her skin. The Sahara desert had nothing on this oven.

      The cooling tower was like a giant missile silo. It ascended several stories. The diameter measured 40m across. A cylindrical vent shaft occupied the center of the tower. The deafening roar of air through the overgrown pipe constantly rattled the shaft. Grated metal walkways lined the circumference of the cylinder, allowing access for maintenance purposes. Metal ladders allowed access between levels. The bulkheads were dingy and grimy. It wasn’t an area that received a lot of cosmetic maintenance. The obscure, out-of-the-way place was perfect for a clandestine meeting.

      Slick with sweat, Max’s hands gripped the pistol as she edged down the walkway. As she rounded the curve, Commander Murphy came into view.

      Max’s finger tightened around the trigger. She put the reticle of her sights square on Murphy’s skull—his back toward her. Max’s heartbeat thumped with a spike of adrenaline. She shouted over the roaring, rattling vent shaft, “Don’t move, scumbag!”

      Murphy’s body tensed. He turned slowly to face her. A twisted look of disdain crinkled on his face. His eyes narrowed, and Max could see a plethora of thoughts turning in his brain. He still wore the ridiculous disguise.

      “Go ahead. Run. See how far you get.” A sly grin curled on Max’s full lips. At this distance, Max’s aim was spot on. Twenty meters, at most, separated them.

      Murphy grumbled and stood still.

      “Keep your hands in the air!” Max shouted.

      A smirk tugged at Murphy’s lips.

      Max wondered what the hell he was grinning about. It didn’t take long for her to find out.

      A hammer cocked, and a barrel pressed against the back of Max’s skull.

      “You’re the one who needs to keep your hands in the air.” The familiar voice belonged to Detective Palmer.

      Palmer double fisted the weapons—a pistol in each hand. One aimed at Max, one aimed at Winston.

      The robot’s brow lifted, and his eyes bulged, in their own way. Like most robots, he had a code of do no harm, and allow no harm to be done. Situations like this were always difficult for Winston. But he had been able to rationalize violence before, for the greater good.

      Max clenched her jaw and her face crinkled with rage. Her cheeks flushed, and a warm wave of anger filled her. “So, justice is your number one priority?” Her voice was dry and thick with sarcasm as she threw the line back in his face.

      “Sometimes justice needs to take a backseat to my pension. Drop the weapon,” Palmer commanded.

      Max let the pistol go slack. It spun upside down and dangled, the trigger guard hanging from her index finger. “How much are you two getting for the stone?”

      “Enough.”

      “Enough to make it worth killing a Federation agent?”

      “I got two ex-wives and three kids to put through college. I’ve been fighting scumbags for 20 years and barely have a nickel saved. Now put the gun on the deck!”

      Max knelt down and set the weapon on the deck. A million thoughts raced through her mind. In a heartbeat, she had to decide her next move. She calculated the risks. Her heart pounded in her chest. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, every nerve alive.

      She stood up slowly, then sprang into action. Like lightning, Max twisted around, grabbing the barrel of Palmer’s pistol.

      Winston did the same thing.

      Max rotated the weapon 180 degrees, snapping Palmer’s finger in the trigger guard. Bones crackled, and the detective screamed with agony. He dropped to his knees with his hands bent back at unnatural angles. His piercing screams echoed off the cylindrical bulkheads.

      The look on his face was priceless as Max and Winston stripped the weapons from his grasp. His wide eyes and bewildered face made him look pathetic. He was like a sad puppy dog. In an instant, Max had crushed all of his hopes and dreams of a lavish retirement. The bounty that he hoped to share with Murphy from the sale of the stone evaporated.

      The snap of bullets filled the air.

      Plasma bolts blazed past Max’s ear, slamming into the near bulkhead. Brilliant amber sparks showered.

      Murphy had taken a few potshots at her.

      Max spun around, taking aim.

      The commander raced down the catwalk, disappearing around the curve of the massive vent shaft.

      “Stay here and keep an eye on the detective,” Max commanded. She handed Palmer’s pistol to Winston. Now he was double fisted.

      Winston nodded. “Be careful.”

      “Always,” Max said as she scooped her plasma pistol off the deck and chased after Murphy.
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      Plasma bolts whizzed past Max, pitting the bulkheads. Max ducked as sparks showered nearby.

      Murphy descended a ladder to the deck below.

      Max inched toward the ladder and peered through the portal to the catwalk below.

      Muzzle flash flickered from the barrel of Murphy’s pistol as he squeezed off another flurry of rounds.

      Max leaned back as the bullets streaked in front of her face, pinging off the catwalk above her.

      Murphy pressed a button on the bulkhead and a hatch slid open. He disappeared into the intermediate airlock, sealing the hatch behind him.

      Max plunged down the ladder, her boots slamming the grated metal catwalk below as she jumped from the last few rungs.

      She sprinted to the hatch and pressed the access button. The heavy slab of metal wouldn’t budge—Murphy had locked it from the inside. She peered through the polycarbonate viewport in the hatch.

      A confident grin curled on Murphy’s lips. He flipped Max off, wagging his middle finger in her face. He spun around and opened the second hatch and disappeared into the corridor.

      Max clenched her jaw. She kicked the hatch and pounded on it with her fist.  But that wasn’t going to do her any good and she knew it.

      She growled and raced around the shaft to the next airlock. Her quads burned as her legs drove her forward. Her boots clanked against the deck. Her chest heaved for breath as she drew the sweltering air into her lungs. Her fist hit the button on the bulkhead, and the hatch slid open. She plowed through the airlock, slammed the secondary hatch access button, then pushed into the corridor.

      She barreled down the hallway after Murphy. The air was a crisp 72 degrees. The cool breeze chilled her damp skin as she ran. Sweat soaked the fabric of her bodysuit. Dread filled her mind. An endless maze of corridors provided ample opportunities for Murphy to disappear. A sickening feeling twisted in her gut at the thought of him escaping. Her first assignment as a UIA agent, and she was about to drop the ball.

      A mix of panic and determination washed over her face. She gritted her teeth and ran as fast as she could.

      The sound of Murphy stomping down the corridor echoed off the bulkheads.

      A glimmer of hope flashed in Max’s eyes. She drove forward, running as fast as she could.

      A flurry of bullets greeted Max as she rounded the corner at the next junction. She ducked for cover as the plasma bolts slammed into the bulkhead around her, spraying amber sparks.

      Murphy’s muzzle flash flickered at the end of the corridor as he continued to pelt Max with projectiles.

      She was almost relieved. It wasn’t that she liked being shot at, but it meant she was on the right path.

      Max angled her weapon around the corner and unleashed a torrent of gunfire. The glow of muzzle flash illuminated her face with each bang. Puffs of smoke billowed from the barrel, and the sharp smell of ions filled Max’s nostrils. The pistol recoiled with each pull of the trigger, kicking the grip against her palm. Max’s laser focused eyes glared through the gun’s sights.

      Being on the business end of Max’s pistol would be enough to strike fear into almost any human, or alien. But this time she came up empty-handed.

      Murphy disappeared around the corner.

      Max sprinted after him. Her face twisted with rage and determination. Just as she had achieved full speed, she put on the brakes, stopping at the next junction. She held up at the corner, and cautiously peered down the neighboring hallway. Two more blasts rocketed toward her.

      She ducked for cover as the projectiles clanked off the bulkhead.

      The slide on Murphy’s pistol locked forward. He tossed the empty weapon to the deck and sprinted down the corridor.

      A sly grin curled on Max’s full lips. It was only a matter of time now, she thought.

      Max launched into the hallway, racing after him. She weaved through the maze of passageways, her legs driving her forward at a blistering pace. With her enhanced genetics, there was no way Murphy could outrun her.

      The pathetic worm sucked in gasps of breath. Sweat poured from his brow. His legs were like wet noodles. His face was pale and racked with panic.

      Max rounded the corner behind him and fired two warning shots that blazed passed his ear. “Freeze, Murphy!”

      Murphy stopped in his tracks and raised his hands in the air. His chest was still heaving for breath. A cocky grin curled on his lips. “I’ve got to hand it to you. You’re persistent.”

      “Face down on the deck! Put your hands behind your head!” Max’s angry voice boomed through the corridor.

      As Murphy knelt down, he grabbed a small pistol from his ankle and blasted two rounds at Max.

      She dove aside as the blistering rounds snapped past her. She flattened her back against the bulkhead, taking cover behind a pilaster. Her heart leapt into her throat. Max’s fervent eyes glanced over her body to make sure she hadn’t been hit. Adrenaline could often mask the initial pain.

      Blood wasn’t blossoming anywhere on her bodysuit. That was a good sign.

      Max angled her weapon around the pilaster.

      Murphy tried to squeeze off another round, but the gun jammed.

      Max fired two shots.

      Murphy ducked for cover, narrowly escaping the blasts. He hid behind a support brace.

      “It’s over Murphy. Step out with your hands in the air.”

      Murphy had other ideas. He sprinted across the corridor and disappeared down a neighboring pathway.

      Max squeezed off a few rounds that peppered the bulkheads. The little bastard had slipped away, unscathed.

      Max grimaced and sprinted after him.
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      D-237 was stenciled on the bulkhead as Max rounded the corner. It was a dead end. And Murphy was nowhere in sight. He had to have ducked into one of the compartments. Either that, or he had the capability to move through solid metal. And, in all of Max’s travels, she’d only met one species that could do that.

      Max edged forward with her pistol in the firing position. The dull drone of the space station filled the corridors. She moved to the first compartment on the right and pressed the access button on the bulkhead with her elbow. The hatch slid open and Max angled her weapon inside. She flipped on the tac-light attached to the picatinny rail under the barrel. The brilliant beam carved through the thick darkness of the compartment. It was a small storage compartment, maybe 8’x10’. Cardboard boxes were stacked in the corner. There were shelves with cleaning supplies. There was a mop and bucket on wheels in the corner.

      Murphy wasn’t in there.

      Max spun around and crept down the hall to the next compartment on her left. Her elbow found the access button, and the metal hatch slid open. Max’s flashlight beam carved the darkness. This space was considerably bigger. There were rows and rows of large tanks. A twisted maze of piping connected them. Lights and gauges flickered on the control terminal. Max’s gaze moved from the command station to the dead body on the floor.

      Murphy had left his murderous mark.

      He was somewhere in this compartment. Max was sure of it. Max flipped the switch on the bulkhead and the lights in the compartment flickered to life. She moved to the body and knelt beside it. The tips of her fingers found his fleshy neck as she checked for a pulse. The man was dead. His neck had been snapped.

      Murphy was lethal. There was no doubt about it.

      The compartment housed the water treatment facility. It processed, filtered, and stored water for the station. Everything was recycled. This facility could turn the slimiest wastewater into pristine drinking water. It didn’t sound near as appealing as mountain spring water, but everything aboard the space station had to be optimized and recycled, if possible. Water was a precious commodity. There were several of these stations throughout the installation.

      Max stood up and pushed deeper into the compartment. Her head swiveled from side to side, scanning the area. The barrel of her pistol nosed forward. She crept in between the rows of tanks that towered above her. Water rushed through the pipes. The space between the tanks offered plenty of places for Murphy to hide. Max whipped her pistol around each tank as she passed, clearing the space. She kept marching forward. She’d come across Murphy sooner or later. She could feel his eyes on her. She didn’t like the sensation.

      She inched forward, swinging the barrel around the next tank. The space was empty. As she swung the weapon back to the other side, Murphy lunged at her, dashing from the shadows. He swung a pipe down, crashing across her forearm. The impact clattered her pistol to the deck.

      Pain shot through her arm. It was a miracle her radius wasn’t shattered. But her enhanced genetics made for strong bones. Still, the pain was intense. It jolted through her body. The kind of deep pain that felt both blistering hot and freezing cold at the same time. Numbness enveloped her forearm and hand.

      Max recoiled from the blow and took a defensive posture.

      Murphy swung the pipe like a bat. Max ducked as the heavy pipe whooshed overhead.

      Murphy swung again, backing her up, moving her away from her pistol that had slid across the deck, coming to rest beyond the rows of tanks.

      Max’s forearm throbbed, already black and blue. The pain wasn’t going to cease anytime soon, despite her best efforts to brush it aside. She had always been able to endure excessive amounts of pain. Part of her genetic makeup. It was also partly mental focus. Max was strong-willed and could choose what she let occupy the forefront of her mind. But this hurt like a son-of-a-bitch.

      Max had noticed she wasn’t quite yet up to her full potential, despite Doctor Tor’s recent injection. Maybe it would take time for her advanced genetics to fully repair themselves? Or maybe this was just the new normal?

      Murphy swung again.

      Max leaned back as the pipe almost grazed her nose.

      Murphy twirled the pipe like a martial arts master. Like lightning, he struck with a backhanded downward diagonal blow. It hammered Max in the cheek, wrenching her head aside. The rusted metal pipe opened a gash across her pristine flesh. Blood oozed from the chasm, trickling down her jaw. She tumbled to the side and braced herself against one of the tanks as Murphy struck again.

      She rolled out of the way just as the pipe slammed against the tank, clamoring throughout the compartment.

      Max grimaced, moving her jaw from side to side, trying to work out the pain and stiffness.

      Traces of blood stained the end of the pipe.

      A diabolical glint flickered in Murphy’s eyes. He was like a shark that smelled blood. “You SW Ultra types aren’t so tough after all.”
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      Another blow knocked Max to the deck. Her vision blurred, and the tinny metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. What the hell was going on, she thought? Had she lost it? She wasn’t used to getting her ass kicked. But it seemed to be happening more frequently. She spit a mouthfull of blood and saliva on the deck, then sprang to her feet.

      She had only made it to her knees when Murphy’s pipe chopped down on her. He swung with all his might, trying to wield the final blow.

      Smack!

      Max grabbed the pipe with her hand, stopping it inches from her face. The metacarpals in her hand cracked. Max grimaced with pain as the impact radiated down her forearm like a bolt of lightning. She groaned, holding the pain inside. Her face twisted and contorted. She threw all her anger and rage into her fist and punched Murphy in the gonads.

      He doubled over and dropped to his knees as Max stripped the pipe from his hands. She staggered to her feet, clutching the pipe in her swollen hand. She had welts on her forearms. She reared her leg back and kicked Murphy in the face.

      His teeth shattered. Blood sprayed from his lips. The force twisted his head to the side, flopping him backwards to the deck. Blood oozed from his mouth, and the pathetic worm groaned.

      No longer a threat, Max knelt beside him and searched for the crystal. She pulled the glowing shard from one of his pockets and admired it for a moment. The mesmerizing stone glowed with blue energy. It illuminated Max’s face, and the glow sparkled her eyes.

      The inside of the crystal was like a universe unto itself. The shard transfixed her gaze, unlike anything she had ever seen. Power radiated into her hand. She could almost feel it flowing into her. This small stone could power a star destroyer, perhaps more. It’s power was intoxicating.

      Max stood tall, reinvigorated. She noticed her forearms didn’t hurt as much, and the swelling in her hand had diminished. Max wasn’t one to believe in the supernatural, but there was certainly something special about this stone.

      Max slipped the crystal into her pocket. She nudged Murphy with her foot, rolling him over onto his stomach. She knelt down, planting a knee in his spine, then wrenched his arms behind his back and slapped the cuffs around his wrists.

      She didn’t need to read him his rights. He didn’t have any. He was now considered an enemy combatant. Max wasn’t exactly sure what would happen to him when she brought him back to UIA headquarters. He’d probably be locked up in a cell somewhere with the other terrorists, never to see the light of day again.

      Max left the commander cuffed on the deck while she retrieved her pistol. It had slid underneath a piece of equipment. She reached her arm underneath, exploring the small space. It was filled with dust and cobwebs. A moment later, she clasped the pistol and pulled it free. She slammed the gun into its holster and marched across the deck. Murphy groaned as Max yanked him to his feet. He could barely stand. A pinkish mix of blood and drool oozed from his lips. He was going to need a lot of dental work.

      Max tapped her earbud. “I’ve got the perp. I’m heading back to you.”

      “Copy that,” Winston replied.

      Murphy groaned something indecipherable as Max ushered him through the compartment, toward the hallway.

      “Excuse me. Were you trying to say something?” Max said, her voice thick with sass.

      “It’s not over yet,” Murphy mumbled. A thin grin curled on his lips, forming a jagged smile.

      “Shut up, dirt ball.” Max shoved him, sending him crashing to the deck. With his hands cuffed behind his back, he had nothing to break the fall. He smacked face first into the deck, enhancing his wonderful smile.

      Max grabbed his arm and yanked him back to his feet.

      Murphy spit blood onto the deck.

      She marched him forward, opened the hatch, and stepped into the hallway.

      Max’s eyes widened with surprise. Judging by what she saw in the corridor, maybe this wasn’t over yet after all?
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      Kaartakians surrounded Max in the hallway. Two on either side. Big reptilian aliens with bulging biceps and hulking torsos. Ornate body armor covered their aggressive forms. They had eyes like vipers, and the teeth of sharks. Barrels of large plasma rifles pointed at Max.

      “It’s about time you arrived,” Murphy said. “Can you do something about my annoying friend here,” he said, nodding to Max.

      Max sneered at him. Then she barked at the aliens. “Federation agent! This man is a prisoner in my custody. You are interfering with a Federation investigation. Lower your weapons and step aside.”

      The aliens didn’t lower their weapons.

      “I think you better put your gun down, honey,” Murphy said.

      The alien rifles in Max’s face were quite convincing.

      “Put the weapon down, now!” one of the reptiles said.

      Max complied. She carefully set her pistol on the deck.

      “Why don’t you un-cuff me while you’re at it, honey.”

      “I’m not your honey,” Max snarled.

      “Take the cuffs off!”

      Max grumbled, then fumbled for the keys. She released Murphy’s hands, and his arms swung free.

      “Where’s the stone?” the alien leader grumbled.

      “Where’s the money?” Murphy asked.

      The squad leader nodded to one of his subordinates who tossed a duffel bag to Murphy. It thudded on the deck at his feet.

      Murphy knelt down and unzipped the bag, revealing a considerable amount of Federation credits. He was like a dope fiend, eyeing a stash of hervoxine. A wide grin curled on Murphy’s lips, revealing his craggy, bloodstained teeth. With that kind of money, he’d be able to replace his teeth and fix the damage Max had done to his face. He’d be able to do a hell of a lot more. That kind of money would set him up for life. But it would also make him a fugitive from justice. He’d be looking over his shoulder for the rest of his days, if he got away with this.

      Murphy looked to Max. “Hand the stone to the man, err, reptile.”

      Fingers tightened around triggers as Max abruptly moved her hand into her pocket.

      She froze. “You want the stone, don’t you?”

      Max carefully slipped her fingers into her pocket and pulled out the glowing shard. It’s mesmerizing glow inspired looks of awe among the aliens.

      An alien snatched it from her hand and tossed it to the squad leader. He gazed at the  stone with reverence, almost in a trance. It’s luminescent glow filled his face, glimmering in his predatory eyes.

      “Well, boys, it was a pleasure doing business with you,” Murphy said. “One last thing…”

      He spun around and clocked Max in the jaw. The blow twisted her neck to the side, and Max slumped against the bulkhead. Blood filled her mouth from her split lip. The inside of her cheek had been gouged out from her molars. She spit the slimy goo on the deck.

      “Have a nice life, Max,” Murphy said with a grin.

      Max rubbed her sore jaw as she climbed to her feet.

      Murphy shouldered the duffel bag of cash and strolled down the corridor, pushing past the alien squad leader. “Do me a favor, would you? Get rid of her. She’s a pain in the ass.”

      The squad leader seemed amenable to the idea. He drew his pistol and fired a shot into Murphy’s chest.

      Eyes wide, Murphy looked at the alien in disbelief. He glanced down to the meaty chasm in his chest. The blood drained from his face as he flopped to the deck, the duffel bag of cash landing by his side. He bled out, oozing crimson slime onto the deck.

      The squad leader’s gaze turned toward Max.

      She forced a smile. “I’m sure we can work something out. Killing a Federation agent isn’t going to help diplomatic relations between our species.”

      “Kill her,” the squad leader commanded.

      One of his subordinates wrapped his alien finger around the trigger and fired his weapon at Max.

      Muzzle flash filled the corridor, and a plasma bolt launched from the barrel.

      Max simultaneously grabbed the barrel, striking like a cobra, pushing it aside in the nick of time.

      The bolt fried the alien behind Max, puncturing his chest. He flopped to the deck, smoke wafting from the wound. He writhed and contorted, gasping for breath. The bolt had vaporized his left lung, and nicked part of his heart. The acrid smell of seared alien flesh filled the corridor.

      Max hacked down on the upper receiver while pushing up on the barrel, stripping the weapon from the alien. The rifle was in her possession, but upside down. She blasted two rounds into the reptile, then spun around and shot the alien to her side. It all happened faster than the aliens thought possible. They had no time to react.

      Two plasma bolts rocketed towards Max. She dodged the projectiles and flattened her back against the bulkhead, hiding behind a pilaster. She angled her weapon around the support brace and fired at the squad leader. But the giant reptile had dashed down a neighboring corridor. He had the God Stone. There was no need for him to stick around.

      Max chased after him. She ran down the corridor, leaping over Murphy and his bag of cash. He was a fool to think he could have honest dealings with the Kaartakians. He got what he deserved.
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      Two more bolts of plasma streaked down the corridor as Max rounded the corner. The alien had glanced back over his shoulder and fired as he sprinted away.

      Max ducked for cover. She peered around the corner and saw the alien disappear into an adjacent hallway.

      Max ran after him. Her quads pumped as her legs drove forward. Her boots clanked against the deck. A she rounded the corner, she caught a glimpse of the alien weaving through pedestrians. He fired back in Max’s direction. She sidestepped, hugging the bulkhead again. She couldn’t fire back. She didn’t want to risk injuring one of the civilians.

      Max continued to chase the creature through the maze of passageways. He was bigger, stronger, and faster. Max ran as fast as she could, and still the creature was slipping away.

      The alien dashed into the park, weaving between the fake trees. With no pedestrians around, Max took a few shots. The blistering bolts slammed against tree trunks, showering sparks and incinerating the synthetic material. The trees caught on fire, which rapidly expanded. The two trees went up in roaring flames. The fire spread. Max continued after the alien, leaving the blazing inferno behind her. The amber flames consumed the area. Smoke billowed into the sky.

      Max cringed. She felt terrible about the little mishap. But emergency fire bots would attend to the situation shortly. She hoped.

      The alien darted across the green grass, racing over the gently sloping undulations in the terrain.

      Max’s chest heaved for breath as her legs drove her forward. She took aim at the creature again, but couldn’t get a clear shot. She was hesitant to shoot after the fire she had started. What if the grass was as incendiary? There were people all around. It was too risky.

      The alien dashed into another section of corridors. As Max followed after him, she lost sight of the creature in the maze of passageways. But she could hear his heavy boots clanking against the deck. She followed him through the labyrinth of hallways.

      The alien dashed into docking Bay 172. He sealed the hatch behind him.

      Max caught up to him and pressed a button on the bulkhead, but the hatch wouldn’t open. She peered through the polycarbonate viewport in the hatch. It was a large bay with several ships perched on the flight deck. The alien sprinted toward a gunship in the center of the compartment.

      Max dug into her pocket and pulled out her ID card. She held it up to the scanner on the access pad. “I need emergency access to this docking bay.”

      The computer scanned her credentials. “Access granted, Agent Mars.”

      Max raced into the compartment just as the alien craft was lifting from the deck. The vessel had smooth lines and elegant curves. The Federation military had dubbed the craft the V6 Raptor. It was a capable gunship primarily used for close air support and small unit insertions. Armor plated with high-strength travantium, the Raptors had proven themselves in combat. Though never directly at war with the Kaartakian’s, the United Planetary Defense Force fought Zurveeki rebels backed by the Kaartakian’s in the Epsilon Centuri 7 conflict.

      Max knew the alien craft well. She had gone up against her fair share of them during her time in the Navy.

      Heat distorted the air beneath the thrusters. The sleek alien craft rocketed out of the bay. The ion wash from the thrusters almost knocked Max off her feet. The thrusters filled the compartment with sweltering air.

      Max’s face tensed. Anger swelled within. The unusual sense of failure washed over her. But she wasn’t going to let the alien get away.

      Her gaze snapped to an attack fighter perched on the deck. A maintenance tech dug through a panel on an engine cowling with a wrench and a modulating transducer.

      Max raced toward the craft with determined eyes. She climbed the ladder and hopped into the cockpit.

      The mechanic pulled his head out of the cowling and yelled at Max. “Hey, what the hell are you doing?”

      “UIA. I need to borrow your ship!” Max sealed the canopy and powered up the craft. She jammed the rifle into a holster attached to the side of the seat. The cockpit pressurized, and the engines roared to life, emitting a blue glow from the thrusters.

      Max should have been wearing a pressurized flight suit and helmet. If anything happened out there, she was going to be on her own. There was a small atmospheric face-mask in the cockpit, for emergency purposes. It would save you in a pinch if you found yourself on a planetary surface with an inhospitable atmosphere, but it wasn’t going to do much for you if you needed to eject into the vacuum of space.

      “She’s not safe to fly,” the mechanic yelled. But Max couldn’t hear him over the roar of the engines. She didn’t bother to go through the preflight checks. There wasn’t time.

      She engaged the vertical thrusters and lifted from the tarmac. The fighter pitched and rolled as Max fondled the joystick. She throttled up and blasted out of the bay. The force of the engines slammed her against the seat. This thing was fast. It was a brand new prototype Specter SR-7, designed by WarTek Industries. It had been on display for BattleCon, and had flown a few demo flights. But it was grounded due to a problem with the dynamic modulator. Max was going to find that out soon enough.
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      Max rocketed through space.

      If you’d flown one attack fighter, you’d pretty much flown them all. They each had their own quirks and variations and different tolerances, but the basic principle was the same.

      Max gripped the joystick. The controls were tight and responsive. There was no play or unnecessary wiggle. The Specter went exactly where you wanted it to go, when you wanted it to go there.

      Max picked up the alien craft on the nav computer. It was only a matter of time before the vessel made a quantum jump and was gone forever. It was possible to track quantum emissions and follow it through slide-space, but once the vessel reached Kaartakian territory, things would get complicated.

      The generally accepted wisdom was don’t make slide-space jumps close to large heavy-mass objects. It could affect the quantum drive, and you might end up somewhere you didn’t want to be. The alien craft was probably still too close to the station to safely jump away. There was a neighboring moon that could affect jump calculations as well. Max had a limited window to catch this bastard, and recover the God Stone.

      At full throttle, the fighter was one of the fastest in the galaxy. Max caught up to the alien ship and took aim. The Raptor banked hard, trying to evade Max. She yanked on the controls and rolled with the gunship, clinging to its tail. A stream of plasma bolts from the Raptor’s rear cannons arced toward Max’s Specter.

      Max twisted and weaved through the swarm of projectiles. The searing bolts streaked past the canopy, illuminating the cockpit with brilliant flashes.

      Two Vector Assault Dynamics™ plasma cannons made the Specter particularly dangerous. Max took aim at the area that housed the quantum field generator.  She didn’t want to destroy the ship, if at all possible. Her mission was to recover the God Stone, not destroy it. Max squeezed the trigger on the joystick and pelted the blistering bolts at the Raptor.

      The Raptor absorbed the impact like the bolts were nothing more than spit wads hurled through a straw. The vessel was surprisingly maneuverable for its size. It zigged and zagged through the inky blackness of space while Max tried her best to obtain missile lock. If the plasma cannons were ineffective, perhaps the Hellfire II missiles might perform better?

      No matter how the Raptor maneuvered, the alien couldn’t shake Max. She spiraled through the cosmos, following every turn.

      The cockpit filled with the steady tone of missile lock.

      Max squeezed the trigger, and two Hellfire rockets launched from sub-wing pylons. The missiles spit a trail of propellant as they soared through space, intent on delivering their message of doom.

      The Raptor launched electronic countermeasures—spiraling flares of plasma designed to mimic thruster signatures. One of the Hellfire missiles exploded on impact with an ECM.

      The other Hellfire detonated seconds later, colliding with another ECM.

      Max flew in between the expanding orange fireballs. The glow illuminated her angry face.

      Sensors detected power fluctuations in the Raptor, indicating it was about to make a quantum jump.

      Max squeezed the trigger and unleashed a torrent of plasma bolts. They streaked through space and impacted the Raptor’s left thruster. It exploded in a brilliant amber glow, sending shards of metal and debris in all directions. Bits of shrapnel pelted the Specter’s hull as Max flew through the fireball.

      Hobbling along with one good engine, the Raptor plunged into an asteroid field that encircled a small planet.

      Max chased after the craft, diving into the chaotic swarm of asteroids. Giant space rocks tumbled in all directions. They consisted of all shapes and sizes. The objects ranged in size from that of a golf ball to a small moon. Max constantly yanked on the joystick, diving and rolling and weaving through the thick belt of space rocks.

      Despite having one engine, the Raptor moved with agility. The alien pilot was good.

      Damn good.

      It was everything Max could do just to hang on. Her intense eyes scanned in all directions, analyzing the trajectory of objects, trying to predict the best path—all while staying on the trail of the Raptor. It was an impossible feat. One wrong move could spell disaster. Cloaking asteroids whizzed within inches of the Specter. Max’s stomach was in her throat as she twisted and rolled, chasing after the alien.

      The asteroid belt had leveled the playing field. It didn’t matter how fast your ship was. What mattered was the skill of the pilot.

      Max pushed the limits of both machine and mind. She dove below one asteroid, then banked to the right. Then she whipped to the left, avoiding another. She pulled back on the joystick, nosing the craft over an oncoming rock. She banked another hard left, but she turned too sharp and clipped an asteroid with the edge of the wing.

      It sent the Specter spiraling out of control.

      The universe swirled around the cockpit. Max’s heart pounded in her chest. Her pulse thumped in her ears. Her skin was coated in a fine mist of sweat. Max felt like she was in a blender on high speed, spinning toward her doom.
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      A massive asteroid careened toward her. Max pulled back pulled hard on the controls. She used a combination of the vertical and navigational thrusters to get the Specter under control. She finally straightened the fighter out and yanked on the stick. She throttled up and narrowly escaped the wrath of the large asteroid.

      She picked up a visual of the Raptor and angled her attack fighter on an intercept course.

      The odds of successfully navigating an asteroid field were never in anyone’s favor. It was only a matter of time before one, or both, of the crafts, were destroyed.

      The Raptor flew out of the asteroid belt and angled toward the planet below. Maybe the heat in the kitchen was too much for the alien to stand? Maybe Max’s plasma bolts had done more damage than she initially thought? Either way, the alien ship hobbled into the planet’s atmosphere.

      Max pulled on the joystick and angled the Specter toward the planet. She breathed a sigh of relief as she flew out of the asteroid field. It was enough to frazzle anyone’s nerves. She plunged the fighter into the planet’s upper atmosphere, following after the Raptor. A plume of black smoke billowed from the damaged thruster. The remaining engine choked and sputtered. The blue glow of the thruster flickered.

      Max figured she had damaged the Raptor’s quantum drive as well, otherwise the alien could have escaped. But something more was going on. Perhaps a short in the electrical system? Or an overload of an oscillator or modulator on the remaining engine?

      Max grinned with anticipation. She could almost taste victory. She was going to follow the alien down to the surface and recover the God Stone.

      But Max’s grin faded, and her eyes widened at the sight of a warning light that flickered on the control panel. An alarm buzzed incessantly. Max swallowed hard as her own engines began to choke and cough. Suddenly, the joystick went stiff, and the lights of the display went dark.

      The craft had lost power.

      Despite its sleek aerodynamic form, it wasn’t a glider. And without power, Max was sinking like a stone.

      The fighter rumbled and shook as it plunged through the upper atmosphere. The bulkheads rattled. Max’s teeth chattered. The uncontrolled descent put added stress and strain on the chassis.

      Max frantically tried to restart the engines.

      The alien Raptor wasn’t in much better shape, but at least it was making a more controlled descent.

      The lights on the dash flickered, and the engines sputtered to life. Max breathed a sigh of relief. She pulled hard on the stick, trying to level out the craft. A warning light continued to flash: service immediately.

      Max leveled the nose out and swooped in behind the ailing Raptor. She tailed the craft as it plummeted toward the ground below. Smoke still billowed from the damaged engine. The remaining thruster sputtered and choked. When that thing hit the ground, it was going to hurt.

      A sly grin crawled on Max’s lips. She was beginning to gloat. Just as she was feeling confident, her own engines sputtered again.  They coughed and burbled. The fighter lost altitude. The control panel went blank. Max could tug on the joystick all she wanted, but it wasn’t going to do any good. The controls weren’t responding. The stick suddenly felt heavy and immovable. An eerie silence filled the cockpit. Whistling wind rushing past the canopy was Max’s only companion.

      The Specter fell from the sky, making a brick look aerodynamic by comparison. The smell of burning electronics filled the cockpit. Flames engulfed the left rear thruster.

      Again, Max frantically flipped switches, trying to get the engines started again. Nothing worked.

      The ground approached at a blistering pace.

      Max decided she’d rather not be a crash test dummy. She grabbed a face-mask, and placed the re-breather over her nose and mouth. Her worried eyes found the buckle of her safety harness, making sure it was secure. Her plasma rifle was strapped into a holster attached to the seat.

      Max reluctantly hit the eject button.

      The canopy popped free, spinning away with the wind.

      The rush of air buffeted against the open cockpit. It swirled around, whipping Max’s hair into her eyes. An instant later, the seat assembly ejected from the fuselage. The force slammed her against the seat, compressing her spine. The discs between her vertebrae compressed as she launched skyward. Emergency thrusters stabilized the seat, and allowed Max to gently descend toward the planet surface.

      She watched the multibillion credit attack fire spiral to the rocky terrain below. The planet was desolate. Red rocky canyons carved the terrain. Craggy mountain peaks stabbed skyward. Rolling dunes blanketed the surface. Zykus was a barren wasteland at the ass end of nowhere.

      Max’s eyes followed the Raptor as it crash-landed on the surface. From Max’s view, it looked like the craft remained intact. Black smoke billowed into the sky.

      She knew the alien had probably signaled his comrades. Someone would surely be coming to rescue him. She had a limited amount of time to recover the God Stone.
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      A small joystick on the ejection seat allowed Max to control her descent. Her ability to maneuver was limited, but she tried to put the seat down as close to the alien craft as possible.

      Wind buffeted against the chair as it plunged toward the surface. The cold air chilled Max to the bone. She shivered uncontrollably. Her teeth rattled. She wasn’t prepared for this environment.

      The planet’s atmosphere was comprised mostly of carbon dioxide. Max’s rebreather provided enough oxygen to sustain her for several hours. The atmospheric pressure was low, around 5 pounds per square inch—not quite that of the standard 14.69 psi on earth, but still above the Armstrong limit. Below .906 psi, humans can’t survive without a pressurized suit.

      The ejection seat touched down and Max unbuckled her safety harness. She climbed out of the seat, thankful to be on solid ground. Max yanked the plasma rifle from the seat holster, and marched across the rugged terrain.

      Beyond the ridge-line, black smoke billowed into the sky from the crash site of the alien Raptor. Max ran across the uneven ground toward a small chasm that carved through the rocky ridge. She weaved through the narrow passageway with the weapon in the firing position. There was no telling what was out there. There were likely all sorts of predators roaming about, in addition to the alien.

      The chasm obscured the sun. It was even cooler in the shade. Brisk wind whipped through the narrow passage. It pierced through Max’s bodysuit as if it were nothing.

      Max raced through the winding passageway, emerging on the far side. Hiding in the mouth of the ravine, she could see the wreckage of the alien Raptor. The wreckage smoldered. It had  carved a groove in the terrain a quarter-mile long. Its nose dug into the dirt, and the ass-end angled 45 degrees skyward, billowing smoke from the damaged thruster.

      Max advanced, taking cover behind a large boulder. She angled her weapon around the rock and surveyed the wreckage again.

      There was no sign of movement.

      Max sprinted forward toward another outcropping of rocks.

      Muzzle flash flickered from the crash site.

      Brilliant bolts streaked through the air, impacting the dirt and rocks. Plasma blasts erupted all around Max. Geysers of debris showered into the air. Chips of rock and dirt pelted her.

      She dove for cover behind the rocks as more plasma bolts impacted the forward face of the boulders. Max angled her rifle over the top of the rock and lined the alien up in the reticle of her sights. She squeezed the trigger and sent a torrent of plasma projectiles in the alien’s direction. They zipped through the air and slammed into the wreckage as the alien ducked behind the ship.

      Max advanced to the next jumble of boulders.

      More plasma projectiles raced toward her. She ducked for cover as blasts exploded at her feet. Her heart pounded in her chest. She flattened her back against the rock, catching her breath. Then she popped over the ridge, angled a weapon at the wreckage, and blasted three more rounds at the alien.

      She crouched behind the rock as the alien pummeled it with projectiles. Max waited for him to cease fire, then she sprang into action again, unleashing a flurry of plasma bolts. The rifle hammered into her shoulder as it recoiled. Muzzle flash lit up Max’s face with a blue glow.

      Suddenly, smoke wafted from the barrel, and the gas port vented. Max kept squeezing the trigger, but nothing happened.

      The weapon had overheated.

      Max ducked for cover as more plasma projectiles zipped overhead. She pressed the mag release button and dropped the magazine from the well. There were two rounds left. She pulled back on the charging handle, trying to clear the jam, but the weapon was toast.

      She tossed the weapon aside. It clattered against the rocky dirt.

      There was an eerie stillness in the air.

      Max peered over the top of the rocks. Two more glowing plasma bolts streaked toward her. She crouched down as blazing projectiles whizzed overhead.

      Max pulled two of the small LTG-207 smoke grenades from her utility belt. She lobbed them over the rock, giving them a nice spread.

      Thunk!

      Thunk!

      The canisters popped, and thick white smoke billowed out. An opaque cloud wafted across the terrain, obscuring the view between Max and the alien. Max grabbed a rock and tossed it to her left. It clattered against the ground, causing a ruckus. Max ran in the opposite direction, attempting to flank the alien.

      The sound of plasma projectiles filled the air. The glowing bolts pierced through the milky haze. The alien fired at the clanking rock.

      Max sprinted quickly and quietly across the flats and took cover behind a berm on the edge of the smoke. She was on the alien’s left flank. She could see him posted up behind the wreckage, still aiming his weapon where Max used to be.

      The diversion had worked.

      Max crawled on the ground, inching forward, crawling down a slope. She sprang to her feet at the bottom of the ridge and circled around behind the wreckage. She drew her tactical knife and bear-crawled up the ridge.

      As her head crested the edge of the ridge, she saw the alien. His back was to her. His rifle still aimed across the flats at Max’s original position.

      Max crested the ridge and crept toward the creature. She gripped her knife tight in her hand. Her heartbeat rattled in her chest. The creature was 20 yards in front of her. It seemed like such a long way to go without making a sound. But Max was a trained killer. She was born and bred for war. The Navy Reapers had earned their nickname—silent death. Max’s time with the Reapers had served her well. She was an angel of death sent to dispense judgment upon the living. But a rock shifted under her boot as she took a step. It clattered against a plate of shale.

      So much for being a stealthy super soldier.

      Max cringed the instant she made the noise. Her face flushed red with rage, angry at herself for making a stupid mistake. She deserved to fail with that kind of carelessness, she thought.

      The alien spun around and took aim.

      Max watched as the events seemed to unfold in slow motion. The big angry barrel stared her in the face. Max’s eyes widened with fear as the alien’s finger squeezed the trigger.
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      Blistering plasma bolts raced toward Max.

      She dove to the ground, tumbling away from the bolts as they exploded all around her, nipping at her heels. Dirt and rock blasted into the air. Max sprinted for cover, diving into a shallow ditch. The ridge above her exploded with plasma blasts. The cliff behind her blocked any hope of a retreat. If she was to escape, she would have to run back the way she came and descend the slope behind the wreckage.

      It was the only chance she had.

      Max sprang to her feet and started to run. But the alien stood at the top of the ditch, blocking her path. He took aim and squeezed the trigger.

      A blazing bolt of plasma zoomed toward Max. She dodged and twisted her torso. The bolt screamed inches from her skin, impacting the cliff behind her. Rocks and debris showered out.

      The plasma rifle locked out—empty.

      The alien’s viper-like eyes widened. He pressed the mag release button, and the magazine clattered to the ground. He fumbled for another.

      Max snarled like a wolf as she charged the big alien.

      He jammed the magazine into the well and hit the bolt catch, chambering a plasma round. The reptile shouldered the rifle and took aim. But Max was to him already.

      She struck with blazing speed. She grabbed the barrel of the rifle and pushed it aside as he fired. The scorching round shot from the barrel, tearing past Max’s ear. Her skin blistered from the heat.

      Max stabbed the sharp blade towards the alien’s neck. The point punctured the reptile’s meaty neck, spewing blue blood.

      He clutched his neck as he staggered back in disbelief.

      Max held onto the barrel the weapon and kicked him in the balls. She wasn’t sure if he had any or not—or if they were in the same place—but he doubled over in pain just the same.

      She stripped the weapon from him as he tumbled back, trying to keep the blood from spurting out of the gaping wound in his throat. Blood seeped between his fingers and his greenish color faded to a sickly gray-green.

      The alien collapsed to the dirt and bled out.  His last breath rattled from his lungs.

      Max approached the corpse with caution. She fired a plasma bolt into his skull just for good measure. It splattered the reptilian creature’s brains against the rocky surface. The putrid stench of burning alien flesh filled Max’s nostrils.

      She knelt down beside the alien and then searched for the stone. She found it in the pouch attached to his belt. She admired the mesmerizing shard for a moment, then slipped it into her pocket.

      The rumble of engines rippled through the air. A wave of panic washed over Max. She knew the Kaartakians would send a rescue ship for their comrade. A plasma rifle and a knife weren’t going to do much against a fully armored assault team.

      Max’s concerned eyes scanned the heavens, looking for any sign of the craft. The thick cover of clouds minimized visibility. She crouched beside the wreckage, taking cover. She aimed the weapon in the direction of the sound and waited.

      A moment later, an Osprey emerged from the blanket of clouds and swooped over the area. A grin curled on Max’s full lips. Her eyes sparkled and a soothing sensation of relief filled her body.

      She tapped her earbud. “Winston, is that you?”

      “What would you do without me?”

      “Get in a lot of trouble.”

      “You already do that.”

      “Yeah, but I might not get out of it so easily.”

      “Several dead Kaartakians were discovered aboard the Auriga, and a prototype Specter was stolen. I assumed that only you could be responsible for something like that. I picked up the emergency beacon from the Specter’s ejection seat. You’re lucky my predictive modeling algorithms chose this location to search.”

      “Indeed.”

      The air rippled beneath the vertical thrusters of the Osprey as it touched down. The landing pylons compressed under the massive weight of the vehicle.

      Max ran to the ship as the ramp lowered. She climbed into the cargo bay and sealed the hatch behind her. She pulled off her face mask and took a breath of fresh air—as fresh as it could be, considering it was recycled.

      Max marched to the cockpit and took a seat in the copilot’s chair. She leaned back and exhaled deeply. She closed her eyes for a minute. “I need a vacation.”

      “Another one?”

      “I don’t think the last one counts.”

      “Did you recover the God Stone?”

      Max smiled with pride and tapped her pocket.

      “Excellent. Director Ashcroft will be pleased. It will go a long way toward fixing your current situation.”

      Max open her eyes and arched an eyebrow at him. “What do you mean, my current situation?”
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      “You’ve destroyed the only prototype of WarTek’s most advanced fighter,” Winston said. “They are not pleased, and from what I understand, they are  demanding the UIA reimburse them for the loss. I spoke briefly with Ashcroft, and he made certain overtures that you may be responsible for the amount.”

      Max’s eyes bulged. “You can’t be serious? Those things are over a billion credits.”

      “2.7 for that model, to be exact.”

      Max swallowed hard. Then she blew it off. “What are they going to do. Sue me? Can’t get blood from a turnip. Plus, I’ve got the God Stone. I think I’m in a perfect position to negotiate.” A sly smile curled her face. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Winston nodded. He engaged the vertical thrusters and the Osprey lifted from the ground. He pulled on the controls and nosed the craft skyward, blasting toward space.

      The ship rattled and vibrated as it rocketed through the turbulent upper atmosphere. Clouds rushed past the windshield. The atmosphere dissipated, and the ride smoothed out as they entered a low orbit.

      Max’s phone rang. Without interference from the planet’s atmosphere, the phone was able to access the Federation network. She slipped the device from her pocket and swiped the screen. Ashcroft’s angry face appeared on the display. “Mars, this better be good. I’ve got a dead commander, a destroyed prototype, and an interplanetary incident!”

      Max grinned. “And I’ve got the God Stone. So let’s call it even.”

      Ashcroft’s expression softened. “Really?”

      Max pulled the stone out of her pocket and displayed the glowing crystal for the director.

      His eyes lit up with excitement. Then his expression of joy quickly faded, and his previous scowl returned. “There is still the matter of the Kaartakians. They found three dead on Auriga station, and the Prince is missing. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      Max tried to hide her guilty expression. She had no idea the alien was the Prince of Kaartakia. She shrugged. “I don’t think the Prince is missing.”

      Ashcroft frowned at her. He knew exactly what she was hinting at.

      “You said retrieve the classified material at all costs,” Max said.

      “Yes, but I didn’t expect that you would kill the Prince in the process of accomplishing your mission.”

      “You can’t make breakfast without breaking some eggs.”

      Ashcroft grumbled to himself, then sighed with resignation. Arguing with Max was pointless. “I want you back at UIA headquarters as soon as possible. Make no stops or diversions. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Max said. There was a hint of snark as she responded.

      Ashcroft disconnected the call.

      “You heard the man,” Max said. “Take us to the UIA.”

      “Copy that!” Winston replied.

      Max glanced around the cockpit and saw a black duffel bag on the deck behind Winston’s seat. She hadn’t noticed it when she first came in. She was too preoccupied. Her eyes widened at the sight. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Yes. I don’t have an exact count. The bills are in 1000 credit denominations. But it should be more than enough to buy a nice wedding dress, don’t you think?”

      Max’s eyes twinkled.

      “I collected it from the crime scene as… evidence.”

      Possibilities swirled in Max’s mind. It was a lot of money. It would solve a lot of problems. But Max knew she wasn’t going to keep it. It was part of the official investigation. She’d turn it over to Ashcroft, along with the stone, when she reached the UIA headquarters.

      Ever since the attacks on New Earth, the UIA had been headquartered aboard various star destroyers and super-carriers, bouncing around as the agency expanded. The UIA currently resided aboard the USS Blackhawk—a state-of-the-art super-carrier, solely dedicated to the needs of the intelligence agency. Six flight decks, over 4000 spacecrafts, a full regiment of Marines, and a team of Navy Reapers. The vessel had smart armor plating, and an automated defensive weapon system consisting of 16” Mark V plasma cannons, various conventional and nuclear weapons, and a massive ion cannon. The Blackhawk was fully capable of handling just about any covert interplanetary action without additional support.

      The flight only took a few hours.

      The Carrier Air Traffic Control Center crackled over the comm line as Winston approached the Blackhawk. “Osprey, this is Overlord, please identify?”

      “Overlord, this is Osprey 2117. Inbound with Agent Max Mars,” Winston said.

      After a moment, the control center responded, “Proceed to flight deck B.”

      Winston angled the craft around.

      "Osprey 2117, call the ball," the landing signal officer said.

      "Osprey 2117, Roger Ball," Winston replied. He was on glide for a perfect landing. He eased the Osprey into the bay and landed on the flight deck with expert precision. He turned to Max, "I think you should let me fly more often."

      Max arched a skeptical eyebrow at him. "I remember when you were afraid to fly."

      "I think I’ve gotten the hang of it."

      Max unbuckled her safety harness and slipped out of the seat. She grabbed the duffel bag of cash and slung it over her shoulder, then marched to the back hatch. She pressed a button on the bulkhead. Hydraulics whirred, and the ramp lowered. She marched down to the deck where she was greeted by a uniformed officer. "Max Mars. Request permission to come aboard."

      The officer of the deck reviewed his visitor log. "Permission granted. Do you need any assistance navigating the ship?"

      Max shook her head. She had been aboard the Blackhawk numerous times before during her days in project SW Ultra. The ship was quite familiar.

      Max and Winston stepped to the quarterdeck, then entered a nearby corridor. They weaved their way through a maze of passageways, heading toward Ashcroft's office. Not much had changed aboard the Blackhawk. Only the faces were different. The carrier was alive with activity. Sailors and intelligence personnel scurried about the corridors. The steady drone of the engines rumbled through the ship. Palpable excitement filled the air. There was never a dull moment aboard the carrier.

      Armed Marines guarded the special projects unit. They confirmed Max’s ID before allowing her into the compartment. She was greeted by a receptionist and was instructed to use the biometric scanner on the counter to log her visit.

      "Director Ashcroft will see you shortly," the receptionist said in a polite voice.

      Max and Winston took a seat while they waited. After a few minutes, Ashcroft poked his head around the corner. "In my office. Now."

      Max followed him into a spacious compartment with a desk, chair, display screen, and a row of windows that looked out into the cosmos.

      Max dropped the duffel bag on Ashcroft's desk with a thud.

      He gazed at the bag curiously, then unzipped it to see the mountains of cash contained within. His eyes widened with surprise. “I take it this is the buy money for the stone?"

      Max nodded.

      "I'm surprised it didn't get lost in transit," he muttered.

      "That would be unethical," Max said.

      “That’s good, because it’s going to pay for the Specter you crashed.”

      "For the record, I didn't crash the ship. It malfunctioned."

      “Whatever.”Ashcroft eagerly anticipated the God Stone. “Let’s see it.”

      Max pulled the glowing crystal from her pocket and handed it to Ashcroft. It's mesmerizing quality ensnared his gaze. "Impressive."

      He moved to a safe embedded in the bulkhead and placed his hand on the biometric scanner. The heavy door unlatched. He swung it open and placed the stone inside, then locked the safe.

      Ashcroft moved back to Max and leaned against his desk, folding his arms. "Good job, Mars."

      "Thank you, sir."

      "Of course, if we go to war against the Kaaartakians, I'm blaming you."

      "I don't exist, remember?"

      A thin smile curled on Ashcroft's lips. “Right.” He took a breath. “I’ve got another assignment for you."

      "Oh, no. I'm done for right now."

      "But this worked out so well. You’ve ensured that the Federation will maintain its technological superiority."

      "I just need a little personal time."

      Ashcroft conceded. "Okay, fine. Take a few days."

      Max arched an eyebrow at him.

      "A few weeks,” he said, adjusting.

      Max shook her head and laughed. "Remember, our agreement was that I could decline any assignment."

      "Sure. But I know you wouldn't want to just sit by and do nothing when the Federation is in jeopardy, would you?”

      "You are not going to guilt trip me into anything."

      Ashcroft raised his hands innocently, “No guilt trip. Just appealing to your sense of patriotic duty."

      “I think I’ve done my patriotic duty for the time being.” Max figured it was time to get out of there before he suckered her into taking another job. "If that's all, I've got a wedding I need to plan."

      "Oh, right. Congratulations. I’ll look for an invite. But I’ve got to warn you, I always cry at weddings.”

      “You?” Max said, shocked. “I didn’t figure you for a crier.”

      “Yeah, it just reminds me of how expensive my divorce was. But I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Max spun around and marched toward the exit hatch.

      "I really think you ought to reconsider this assignment,” Ashcroft said as Max was about to slip away.

      She paused and craned her neck, looking back at the director. “What is it?”
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      “Are you going to take the assignment?” Winston asked as he buckled into the pilot seat of the Osprey.

      “I’m thinking about it,” Max said. “Ask me again in a few days.”

      Winston powered up the craft. The gauges came alive, illuminating their faces with an amber glow. Once they were cleared for takeoff, Winston lifted from the tarmac and glided out of the bay.

      Max programmed in jump coordinates for Cygnus Major. It was time to go home.

      The bulkheads rippled and warbled as Winston engaged the slide-space drive. It would only take a few hours to make the journey. It would give Max time to think about her situation with Dylan and if she was going to take the next assignment.

      With the ship on autopilot, Winston unbuckled his safety harness and and stepped into the cargo bay.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I have something for you.”

      Max’s face crinkled with curiosity.

      Winston grabbed a bag from a storage locker, then returned to the cockpit. He handed the bag to Max as he slipped back into the pilot’s seat.

      “What is it?”

      “Look and see.”

      Max peered inside the bag to see several stacks of cash. Crisp thousand credit bills. Her eyes widened with surprise. “You stole this from the duffel bag?”

      “No. I did not steal that,” Winston said in a slightly offended tone. “I am incapable of theft.”

      “So, where did it come from?” She gazed at him, knowingly.

      “It may have fallen out of the duffle bag. And I may have forgotten to put it back in.”

      “Your forgot?” Max asked, full of skepticism.

      “That portion of data has become corrupted.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed at him.

      “I believe there is more than enough there to purchase the Ballandini dress you wanted, and pay for the entire wedding.” Winston paused. “That is, assuming you are going to proceed with the ceremony?”

      Max took a deep breath. “Dylan and I just need to iron out a few details. I’m sure everything’s going to be just fine.”

      “We can turn around and return the cash, if you think that’s best,” Winston said.

      Max was silent for a long moment. “Reimbursement for expenses. That’s what we’ll call it.”

      “Sounds reasonable to me.”

      Max kicked her feet up on the dash and reclined in the seat. The steady drone of the engines provided a soothing rhythm. Max closed her eyes. Just as she began to nod off, her phone rang.  She slipped the device from her pocket and swiped the screen. Ashcroft’s face appeared. She didn’t even wait for him to speak. “I told you, I’ll think about it. But I’m not committing to anything.”

      “Forget the last assignment,” he said. I’ve got something much bigger.”
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      As always, thank you for reading. I hope you had as much fun reading this book as I did writing it. This series has been a blast to write, and it wouldn’t have been possible without you. I wrote two other books in between Phantom Corps and The Auriga Incident, so it was nice to get back in Max’s world. It’s pure escapist fun.

      It’s hard to believe it’s been almost a year since the first book in the series was published (June 2017). A lot has happened in that time. The hurricane hit. The house got water damaged. And I had arthroscopic hip surgery. (I wrote Star Legion on my iPhone while in the hospital. Thank God for dictation software.)

      Everyone said, “You’re too young to need hip surgery.”

      I agreed.

      But my hip thought otherwise.

      Fortunately, both the house, and myself, are almost back to normal.

      (If anyone is thinking about having a hip scope, I’m happy to share my experience. It’s a long and brutal recovery, and there were days when I thought I’d never walk again. But I kept the faith, and kept doing the physical therapy. I’m not going to be running a marathon anytime soon, but hopefully, by the end of the year, I’ll be able to run a few miles in case of a zombie apocalypse.)

      If I’ve learned anything, it’s that you can’t take anything for granted. Cherish your friends. Cherish your family. Enjoy the simple things. Enjoy life. I hope you never go through difficult times, but if you do, stay strong and keep believing that tomorrow can be a better day.

      Writing these stories offered me an opportunity to escape my troubles.

      I’ll keep writing these stories as long as you want to read them. I’ve got several Max Mars storylines in mind, plus I’ll be trying a few new things. I hope you will follow along.

      Drop a line, let me know who your favorite character is, and what you want to see more of. Special thanks to Adam, Mark, Daniel, Robert, Jill, James, Lee, and everyone else who pointed out typo corrections.

      I never really know what to say in the author notes, so I guess I’ll get back to writing. Thanks again for taking this journey with me.

      Best,

      Tripp

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Max Mars

          

        

      

    

    
      The Orion Conspiracy

      Blade of Vengeance

      The Zero Code

      Edge of the Abyss

      Siege on Star Cruise 239

      Phantom Corps

      The Auriga Incident

      Devastator

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Galactic Wars Series

          

        

      

    

    
      Starship Scorpion

      Starship Desolation

      Starship Revenant

      Starship Guardian

      Starship Valor

      Starship Insurgent

      Starship Exodus

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Tarvaax War Series

          

        

      

    

    
      Pursuit of Valor

      Search for Honor

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Connect With Me

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm just a geek who loves sci-fi and horror. I was abducted by aliens and forced to travel the galaxy as the official biographer of an evil galactic ruler. This is where I learned to hone my craft. Fortunately, I escaped and made my way back to Earth, and now I write about my adventures. I hope you enjoy!
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