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This tale takes place two and a half years before the events of  

The Word Reclaimed and The Word Unleashed … 

 

 

 

* * * 

Why do you, like God, pursue me?  

Why are you not satisfied with my flesh? 

Job 19:22 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
1 

June 2599 

Earth’s Star System 

Saturn, Dione Moon, Tannerford Base 

 

Jesse was looking for a woman. 

She was so elusive no one had seen her true face and managed to 

record it. There were no still images, no security holograms, no visual 

information stored on any computer or linked to any delver anywhere in 

all the Realm of Five. 

Jesse didn’t know where she was, or for that matter, even who she 

really was.  

All he had was a name—Lydia.  

He sat on one side of an obsidian table. His thumb rested on the 

scroll button of his delver. He paged with gentle pressure through the 

report streaming across the secure datalink in the Reach information 

network. Everyone had one, of course, but his own was far more 

sophisticated and secure than the average delver. It was adept at 

managing data, communications, and, in this particular instance, spilling 

the details of Hideo Narita’s life before Jesse’s eyes. 

Hideo sat across from him. Perspiration beaded his small forehead 

and his narrow Asian face was tense. He ran a hand through shaggy 

black hair, exhaled, and repeated the gesture. 

It smelled in the interrogation room. Smelled of sweat and fear. 
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They were alone. Their only companions were tiny, bulbous 

security imagers in each of the four ceiling corners. The walls were 

mirror-polished and black, as was the ceiling. The floor was grey tile. 

The black table and grey chairs were equally dull. They were meant to 

be. Even Hideo’s charcoal prisoner jumpsuit was shaded to match that 

scheme. 

Only Jesse’s maroon jacket and tan trousers stood out.  

Jesse made a show of frowning at something on the delver. Then 

he shut it off, pushed it to one side, folded his hands together, and 

waited. This too was calculated to enhance Hideo’s unease. Jesse, 

meanwhile, stared at his tired reflection in the dark tabletop. He 

marveled at the tight lines around the eyes and the slightly thinning 

blond hair. Stars, but I look old. He pulled himself from his reverie and 

raised his face to meet Hideo’s stare.  

The young man blanched. “Look, man, whatever those vac-heads 

say I did, it isn’t true. Boku o shinjite. You got no right to hold me 

here—” 

“No right?” Jesse put permacrete into the statement. Then he lay 

on the fear. “You’re dealing with Kesek. Royal Stability Force. 

Remember what that means.” 

Hideo swallowed whatever retort he’d had planned. His eyes 

flicked to Jesse’s jacket. Jesse smiled thinly and tapped the plain brass 

badge. It bore only the words Koninklijke stabiliteitskracht—the 
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translation of Royal Stability Force, often abbreviated as KSK. Kesek. 

“We will try this again, Hideo.” Jesse rapped the delver sharply 

against the table, making Hideo jump. “Two days ago, Kesek officers 

inquired of your delver. As programmed, your delver divulged all your 

personal and public data into our servers. Subsequent analysis turned up 

a brief but nonetheless illegal copy of a text-in-violation. Do you deny 

this?” 

Hideo tried an indignant shake of the head. Jesse stared him down. 

That was the third denial. Peter the apostle had supposedly done as 

much. Let’s see this one hold fast.  

Hideo suddenly deflated. Any bravado he’d had simply left him. 

He sighed. “No, I don’t.” 

Jesse consulted his delver’s glowing screen. “Something called 

‘John,’ right?” 

“Yes.” 

“If memory serves, this is a very important text for your…kind.” 

“It’s one of the greatest, and you’d never understand why.” 

Jesse found the statement ironic. “Try me.” 

Hideo lifted his chin, looking surprisingly defiant. “It’s the 

message of salvation.” 

“Sounds big.” Jesse leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. 

“So where did you get it, Hideo?” 

Hideo looked away. 
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“Look, I know it isn’t yours. Yes, you have a copy, but you aren’t 

the only one—we’ve picked up three others with the same text bearing 

the same electronic signature. You got it from someone. Tell me whom.” 

Hideo said nothing. 

Time for a change. “Hideo,” Jesse said gently, “I’m not after you. 

We can make this go much easier if you cooperate. Just tell me who 

gave it to you.” 

Nothing. 

“Was it Lydia?” 

Hideo started.  

Jesse leaned forward. It was working. “Don’t panic. Don’t worry. 

Tell me where to find her. This can all go away. Just help me find her.” 

Hideo was shaking. Success was coming. “My parents. They need 

my help. Working at the hydroponics lab lets me support them.” 

“You and your siblings do a good job of that.” Jesse’s delver had 

coughed up every detail of Hideo’s life. “You’re not a bad man, Hideo, 

but you have broken the law, and so has this Lydia. Now, please—did 

you get the text from her?” 

Hideo bowed his head. “No.” 

Keep the pressure on. “Then whom? Someone connected with her. 

I know it. Tell me.” 

“Y—yes. Someone who works with her.” 

Elation washed over Jesse. A solid lead. He kept his expression 
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studiously neutral. “Where?” 

“I …” Hideo shook his head. 

Jesse pressed his knees hard against the underside of the table 

instead of clenching his fists as he felt like doing.  

“Janus. He’s on Janus.” Hideo buried his face in his hands. His 

voice came out muffled. “He got the Gospel from Lydia.” 

Jesse smiled “Good. Very good.” He spun his delver around and 

pushed it across the table. “Tell me exactly where and how you 

contacted him.” 

Hideo looked up. His eyes were red. Tortured. 

Jesse knew about tortured. “This doesn’t have to end badly for 

you,” he said. “One word from me and your jail time can be reduced. 

We can even keep you in the solar system. It all has to do with your 

level of cooperation.” 

Hideo studied the floor. Jesse folded his hands, staring at him, 

willing him to comply. 

Finally Hideo met his gaze. He grabbed the delver. “I’ll show 

you.” 

Jesse nodded and smiled. “You’re doing the right thing.” 

He felt sick to his stomach. 

 

* * * 
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Jesse left the interrogation room ten minutes later. 

His partner, Constable Frederick Hanse, slouched against the 

bulkhead. He apparently hadn’t noticed Jesse, so the latter cleared his 

throat. Fred leapt to attention. “Sir!” He gave the Kesek salute by 

quickly touching all fingers but his thumb on his right hand to his left 

shoulder and bowing his chin to his chest. 

Jesse looked over the newly-minted constable. His crisp, clean 

Kesek uniform bulged under duress from his burly chest and stretched in 

protest to his towering height. His build was incongruous with his 

cherubic face and sandy hair. The blazing white lights shining on Fred, 

Jesse, and the blue-grey corridor bulkheads made their skin equally pale. 

“He confessed, Fred. We’re off to Janus as soon as our shuttle is 

ready.” Jesse handed over the delver and started down the corridor. He 

didn’t wait for Fred. 

Fred was studying the delver with eagerness as he fell in step 

beside Jesse. They came to a pair of guards in black and maroon body 

armor.  

“Take Mister Narita into custody,” Jesse said, “and put him on the 

next prisoner transport to Beaudreau’s Rock.” 

One of the guards saluted. They bustled off to the interrogation 

room.  

Fred frowned at Jesse. “Beaudreau’s? Sir, it says here Narita 

confessed on condition that his sentence would be mitigated to local 
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time served in a Saturnian penal facility.” 

Jesse took the delver back. “So it does,” he said dryly. He tapped 

the screen a few times and then held it up again. He kept his expression 

cold. “Now it doesn’t. Come on.” 

“You lied to him, sir?” 

“Nobody told me you were a genius, Fred. Is that the last thing you 

learned in training?” 

The young constable turned beet red. “No, sir.” 

“What do they teach you there, anyway?” Jesse put himself nose-

to-nose with the constable—a difficult task, considering Fred could stare 

right over Jesse’s scalp. 

“Sir. We learned the importance of the Charter of Religious 

Tolerance.” 

“And what does that esteemed document say?”  

“It says that any religion that claims exclusivity is a danger to the 

stability to the Realm of Five and must be dealt with. All religions must 

be regulated to ensure the safety of all citizens.” 

“Very good. Remember, that’s why we do what we do.” 

Jesse strode off, trying not to show his frustration. Fred kept pace. 

Jesse activated his wrist comm. “This is Detective Inspector Jesse Bahn. 

Have my shuttle ready for departure in ten.” 

“Affirmative,” came the tinny response. 

An anguished shout echoed down the corridor from behind them. 
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Fred looked back but Jesse refused to. He could just barely hear the cry, 

“But he said—” before a muffled blow silenced the rest. 

Jesse steeled himself. Steady now.  

 

* * * 

 

The Tethys docks personnel hurried the Kesek shuttle through all normal 

flight clearances. The only restriction they placed on the flight was to 

plot it a course well out of range of the dozen mass drivers busily 

flinging chunks of ice down their bright red, magnetically-charged rails 

toward the inner planets.  

Jesse sat at the flight controls. Fred manned the comm and nav 

display in the co-pilot’s seat. The shuttle, a blunted grey triangle of a 

ship, was big enough to accommodate both of them comfortably in the 

cockpit. It sported a quartet of bunks farther back in the fuselage, as well 

as a pair of holding cells and a restroom.  

Jesse pushed the shuttle to its maximum acceleration. 

“Time to Janus is twenty minutes,” Fred reported. 

Jesse nodded. He was only half listening. Out the wide, curving 

viewport, the frigid surface of Tethys slipped by below. Gaping maws of 

deepwater drilling sites and slashing canyons of ice mines surrounded 

the sprawling structures of Tannerford Base. 

“You think we’ll catch her this time, sir?” Fred wasn’t looking at 
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Jesse. Probably still mad about how he had deceived Narita. 

Good. “We’ll see.” 

“There’s only so many places she can go if she stays in-system.” 

Jesse sighed. “You do recall that there are more than sixty moons 

around Saturn alone, don’t you? And that Earth has billions of people on 

it?” 

“Oh. Right.” 

“She’s violated the Charter for Religious Tolerance by 

proselytizing, by claiming exclusivity, and by disseminating copies of a 

text-in-violation. Make no mistake, we will find her.” 

The rest of the trip was conducted in silence. It wasn’t long before 

the already massive Saturn loomed larger before them. Its rings caught 

the sun’s light and scattered across icy rocks with the beauty of a rare 

painting. The apparently perfect spheres of the planet and its largest 

moons, Titan foremost among them, awed Jesse to no end. Janus, by 

comparison, brought back memories of cooking dinner on Saturday 

evenings with his father. One time he’d dropped a bag of russet potatoes 

on the floor. They’d both laughed. Janus looked like one of those 

potatoes. His father loved them. He’d passed that love on to his eldest 

son. 

The shuttle descended toward the surface of Janus. 

 

* * * 
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Janus was a bustling port of call for the hydrogen sweepship captains 

who dared the stormy atmosphere of Saturn. It was their prime 

transshipment point to the rest of the solar system, and beyond. An 

interstellar ferry left twice monthly, bound for the Tiaozhan Path. Jesse 

followed Janus dock’s instructions for avoiding the ovoid sweepships 

clustered in orbit. 

The port settlement they were headed to, Camese, was the primary 

hive for that activity. Jesse punched up a landing display on the center 

console. Space launch gantries and facilities reached up from the surface 

and away from the domes of residences, shops, and trading guild offices, 

clustered like soap bubbles.  

They landed without incident and disembarked. Both carried black 

duffel bags. Local police nodded deferentially as Jesse tapped his badge. 

“We’ll change in here,” he said to Fred. “Remember. Wait five minutes 

after I leave.” 

Fred looked nervous, but nodded. “Understood.” 

A short while later, Jesse walked alone onto the main boulevard of 

Camese. The transparent dome reached far overhead. The star-spotted 

black of space formed a comforting canopy for Jesse. Bright lights of 

soft yellow shone from overhead poles. The boulevard was carved from 

Janus’ own rocky surface: greys and whites. The rainbow variety of 

shops lining one side were made of all manner of material—wood, 
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permacrete, metal, composites, even a few tents. A long railing 

meandered along the other side. Jesse could hear the soothing rush of 

water from beyond the railing. It formed a low background noise to the 

chatting of visitors and advertisements from the stores.  

Today was a particularly busy day, coming before the end of the 

month ferry arrival. The shops, which sold mostly hard-to-find foods 

and crafts, were doing a brisk business. One nondescript art gallery in 

particular had a steady stream of customers entering and exiting. The 

swirling gold name on the sign said, “Alfonso Bianchi, Esq.” 

Advertisements said he did a brisk business in paintings from Earth and 

the Venus orbital habitats.  

Today, Jesse was one of his customers.  

He had on a set of casual clothes—brown slacks, blue shirt, black 

jacket. So he fit right in with the dozen or so people milling between the 

glass shelves of paintings. The oil works were mostly landscapes and 

animal portraits. Few were larger than a half-meter in length. 

Jesse spotted Alfonso behind a low counter and moved to casually 

intercept. “Nice shop.” 

“Thank you, sir.” Alfonso was cheery, dark-skinned, and bearded. 

“Is there anything in particular you want?” 

“You have anything good by Stephen?” 

Alfonso froze in the middle of a transaction with a young woman. 

His own smile stayed in place as he bid her farewell. Alfonso gave Jesse 
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a curious look. “Very rare work. And valuable.” 

“Money’s not a problem. Is it authentic?” Jesse prayed the code 

would work. 

“Yes, and it is true.”  

That was the countersign. Jesse did his best to hide his relief. Now 

for the last piece. “I’m interested in the son of thunder.” 

Alfonso waggled his fingers. “Come with me, please.” 

He left two of his clerks in charge of the front counter. Jesse 

followed Alfonso toward the back of the shop. They brushed by a young 

sandy-haired man perusing the pottery. Alfonso paid him no notice, but 

Jesse did. Fred glanced up quickly from the pottery.  

Alfonso drew back a gauzy red and blue curtain. Behind it was a 

metal door. He opened it and led Jesse inside. Jesse found himself in a 

small storage area surrounded by boxes on shelves. Alfonso closed the 

door and reached inside a box. He pulled a delver from its hiding place. 

“Do you have a safe method of transport?” 

Jesse nodded. He dug a delver from his jacket pocket. “I have my 

own grey delver. Untraceable.”  

“Good.” Alfonso linked the two units and began the download. A 

second later it beeped. “Take good care of it.” 

Jesse’s lip twitched. “Oh, I will take care of it.” 

“Will you pay now?” 

“No.” Jesse drew his badge. “You’ll pay.” 
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Alfonso’s reactions weren’t poor. He barreled into Jesse and 

shoved past. Alfonso opened the door. A freckled fist slammed into his 

face. Fred stood in the doorway. 

“Detective Inspector Jesse Bahn, Kesek.” Jesse stood over him 

with his KM3 pistol aimed at Alfonso’s face. “Alfonso Bianchi, you’re 

under arrest for violating the Charter of Religious Tolerance and 

willingly disseminating a text-in-violation, namely the Gospel of John 

from the Christian Bible. Get him up, Fred.” 

Fred hauled Alfonso to his feet. He took a moment to shake his fist 

and wince, then he placed Alfonso’s wrists in binders. The pair of Kesek 

officers pushed him out through the door and back into the shop. They 

walked close beside Alfonso, looking as nonchalant as possible. Jesse 

kept his gun pressed close to Alfonso’s side. “Now. Let’s have a little 

chat about our mutual friend, Lydia.” 

Someone moved out of the corner of his eye. Fred shouted, “Gun!”  

The gunshot sounded like a cannon. It slammed squarely into 

Alfonso’s chest. He jerked back with a blank expression on his face. 

Blood spattered across Jesse’s shirt. He went limp. 

No! 

Screams tore through the busy store. Customers knocked over 

artwork and each other in a frenzied attempt to flee. Jesse saw in that 

instant one of the young clerks—a pale-skinned girl with jet black hair—

slip between them. 
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“Halt! Kesek!” He shoved Fred forward. “Go, go!” 

The two elbowed their way through the customers. They ignored 

the frantic calls in the background for a medic. A security robot hurtled 

down the main boulevard, its treads whirring and emergency lights 

flashing amber. “Weapons discharge reported,” it droned. 

“Man down, wounded, in there!” Jesse shouted at both the robot 

and its unseen remote operator as he sprinted by. “Keep him alive!” 

It was easy to track the girl. Jesse followed the groups of 

disheveled looking passersby until he caught a glimpse of her ducking 

toward a row of gaudily decorated merchant stalls. The stalls lined a 

chest-high railing along the boulevard. Beyond that railing lay a thirty-

meter drop down a sheer, laser-cut trench to rushing waters of an open 

irrigation conduit that fed domed farms. 

Jesse swore. 

The girl turned and fired in their direction. Fred yelped and ducked 

in an awkward semi-roll as a lamppost shattered above his head. People 

screamed and panicked. They almost stampeded Jesse in their fear. He 

aimed his gun to return fire but a portly businessman collided with him. 

He lost his aim.  

“Someone’s shooting!” the man yelled. 

Jesse didn’t have time for this. He punched the man squarely 

across the jaw. That cleared his line of sight. He fired. 

Two of his shots went wide. One grazed the girl’s shoulder. She 
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stumbled and Jesse saw fear flicker across her face. Jesse dropped into a 

half-crouch a few meters away. “Drop the gun! Do it now!” 

The girl leaned against the railing, chest heaving as she tried to 

catch her breath. Her blue eyes glared back at him. Instead of dropping 

the gun, she held it on Jesse and reached her other arm across the railing.  

“Don’t move!” 

She smirked. He could tell she knew—just as well as he did—that 

if she tried to pull the trigger, Jesse would shoot her, and if she jumped, 

Jesse could not grab her fast enough, and she was unlikely to oblige him 

by not shooting him if he tried to edge closer. 

Any day, Fred. Jesse tightened his grip on his pistol. Screams 

echoed all around. Sirens rang. “Put down the weapon.” 

The woman stared back grimly. She sighted Jesse down the barrel 

of her own gun. Her finger twitched on the trigger. 

A burst of blue-white energy rippled through the air like a heat 

wave. It struck her across the left shoulder and upper torso. The 

scrambler burst interfered with the frequency of her body’s voluntary 

nervous system operations. Her lungs drew breath and her heart pumped 

blood, but she slumped limply to the walkway. Jesse exhaled. He 

holstered his gun.  

Fred moved slowly in. He kept the scrambler aimed. “You okay, 

sir?” 

“I am. Nice shooting.” 
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Fred grinned.  

 

* * * 

 

There were only two bright lights in the interrogation room of the local 

Camese police station. They served to irritate Jesse and highlight the 

peeling pale green paint on the walls. Both of them shone directly at the 

young woman’s face as she sat stiffly behind the mesh table at the center 

of the room. Jesse noted with grudging admiration that she made no 

attempt to shield her eyes. The expression on her pale and angular face 

was almost haughty. She had tied her long, raven hair into a ponytail. 

“You have many identities for one girl.” Jesse paced the length of 

the room. He’d left his delver sitting at a vacant spot on the table. It 

flashed holographic images and text in the air. The faces and words 

changed every five seconds. All the faces bore significant similarities to 

the young woman. “Five names, none of which have the proper Realm 

documentation. Which one is your real name?” 

“You can call me Phoebe.” 

Her tone was stoic. Jesse rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand. 

Delver screens bothered his eyes when he read them for too long. There 

were times he wished printed products had not been banned by the royal 

family’s ancestors.  

“Right. How about the three grey delvers in your public locker—
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possession of those earns you ten years apiece. Did Alfonso give you 

those to help pass on the texts?” 

The girl only smiled at him. 

“Listen, I have a less than pleasant colleague on his way to take 

over this investigation,” Jesse snapped. Such a comment usually gave 

the impression that his patience was slipping. This time it wasn’t an act. 

“Work with me and he won’t have to beat the truth out of you. Trust me, 

he’ll enjoy your pain.” 

“I’m not afraid of him, or you, or anyone else,” the girl said firmly. 

“You should be. He’s vicious.” 

“And you are an enemy of God.” 

“You have no idea who I am. My concern is law and order.” 

“Corrupt and tyrannical law.” 

“And what are you?” Jesse didn’t like the direction of the 

conversation. Who was doing the interrogating, anyway? “A criminal.” 

“A warrior for God.” Her chin lifted with obvious pride. “I’m 

saving His Word from annihilation.” 

“By trying to kill people?” 

She opened her mouth, then closed it. A tic betrayed her restrained 

smile. “So he survived.” 

“Yes, you managed not to bleed Alfonso to death. He’s been very 

helpful.” That was a necessary lie—Alfonso was in an induced coma 

and not expected to awaken until nanites repaired his aorta. Her well-
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aimed shot had nearly shredded it. 

The girl sighed. “He always was weak.” 

“Unlike you?” 

She glanced aside. 

“You were his lackey?” Jesse prodded. This was the right line. He 

could tell. “His data-pusher? His secretary?” 

“No!” The girl fixed him with a fierce stare. 

Jesse’s eyes narrowed. Aced. “You were his handler. Alfonso was 

a front, a false file. You were the one dealing directly with Lydia. You 

shot Alfonso so he couldn’t spill.” 

“I shot him because he was incompetent and his incompetence 

endangered us!”  

“Enough!” Time for the big show. Jesse strode to his chair and 

kicked it aside. It banged against the wall. “You tell me how you’re 

connected. Comm frequency, data encryption, the whole deal! Do it 

now, or I’ll send you to meet your God right away!” 

Jesse was less than a meter from her. She leaned toward him and 

made a peculiar face. Before he could comment or question, she spat full 

force. Saliva dripped off his badge. 

Jesse kept his eyes locked on her as he wiped the badge off with 

his sleeve. He was torn between his desire gain her knowledge of Lydia 

and the urge to safeguard his own skin. Telling her the truth…would be 

a big mistake. “If you only knew—” 
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“Knew what?” 

Jesse waved a hand. He wasn’t getting anywhere with this. There 

was an alternative. God knew, he despised it. But it had to be done. He 

had to find this Lydia. “I’m through with you. Tell Nikolaas I said 

hello.” 

 

* * * 

 

Within three hours, the strong-willed girl had been reduced to a 

screaming, sobbing mess.  

Twenty minutes later, she was catatonic. 

Jesse shivered as two Kesek guards eased a hovering stretcher out 

of the interrogation room. The woman’s face was even paler. Her eyes 

stared unseeingly at the ceiling. Bruises marred her face and arms. A 

latticework of silver and ivory clung to her forehead. Shimmering lights 

traced routes along one edge. Jesse had never resorted to using a sifter to 

dig for information from a suspect. He’d never wanted to—his methods 

usually sufficed.  

Beside him, Fred looked nauseated. “Sir, did we have to let them 

do it this way?” he whispered. 

“I had no choice, Fred. Our detective superintendent thought we 

were taking too long.” Jesse’s stomach tightened. “So he called in the 

DCI. Something wrong?” 
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“Sir…I don’t like it.”  

It was the first bold statement he’d heard from the young 

constable. Jesse kept his voice low. “Duly noted, Fred. Not much we can 

do about it now.” 

“I trust you don’t disapprove, Detective Inspector Bahn.” The stern 

bass voice tinged with a hint of amusement cut at Jesse like a knife. 

Detective Chief Inspector Nikolaas Ryke smiled broadly as he 

walked from the interrogation room. His head was shaved bald and his 

eyes were a deep but cold brown. Jesse had met the upstart officer a year 

or so back and had taken an immediate dislike. He was cruel and violent. 

It didn’t help matters that he was one of the youngest Kesek men to ever 

make detective chief inspector—he was eleven years Jesse’s junior.  

Ryke motioned with his pale hands. The guards backed the 

stretcher up. He removed the sifter from her head. The lights blinked 

slowly before dying. Ryke folded the headgear carefully and stowed it in 

a jacket pocket. 

“Dispose of her.”  

Jesse started. “Sir—” 

“You heard me! She is useless. Get rid of her, I don’t care how. 

The others will take it as it is meant—a warning.” Ryke snapped his 

fingers and the guards hustled away. 

Jesse stepped up to Ryke. The younger man was built more 

sturdily than Jesse but lacked his height. “This is my investigation, 
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Ryke.” 

“Not any longer.” 

“Your methods are uncalled for. I would have gotten the 

information—” 

“Oh? Would that be after a candlelight dinner or a massage?” Ryke 

snorted. “Your methods are ineffective and weak. My methods get 

results.” 

Jesse’s face burned. This man was everything he hated about what 

Kesek had become. “I needed her for intel, Ryke, not for your sick 

games!” 

“She would not cooperate, as you knew, judging by your notes. I 

helped her cooperate. Or rather, I cracked her mind open.” Ryke gave 

that sly smile again. “Figuratively, of course.” Ryke started to walk 

away.  

Jesse grabbed Ryke’s upper arm. “Listen here!”  

A jab left him startled and gasping against the wall.  

“Respect?” Ryke flexed his arm. His voice had gone deadly quiet. 

“Respect is fine for the weak. I need only fear. You see how far respect 

got you.” 

Jesse locked eyes with Ryke. This isn’t over.  

“Rest yourself.” Ryke was suddenly cheery. “We hunt Lydia 

tomorrow.” 
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* * * 

 

The trio of Kesek officers left Janus for Port Amata on Dione, the most 

populous of Saturn’s moons. Jesse thought the cockpit felt considerably 

more crowded, though it carried only one additional passenger.  

He refused to speak with Ryke unless asked a direct question. That 

was a tricky situation considering Ryke insisted on sitting next to him at 

the comm/nav station. Fred hunkered over an auxiliary readout screen in 

the back corner of the cockpit, apparently intent on staying out of their 

way. 

“Why didn’t you have someone search Dione before now?” Ryke 

asked coolly. 

Jesse didn’t look at him. His instrument panel was his companion. 

“Local police did search. But they ran a check on the personal 

transponders of all the 50,000 permanent residents and workers.” 

“They should have conducted a more thorough investigation.” 

“Ryke, there are hundreds of migrant workers coming and going 

from Port Amata every day, not counting the merchanter crews stopping 

by. They don’t wear transponders. We’re talking about the busiest port 

orbiting Saturn.” 

“You let her escape, then.” 

Jesse glared at the stars outside the cockpit viewport. Not at Ryke. 

He wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “There were plenty of leads 
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elsewhere that had to be checked. I wasn’t about to waste my time on 

Dione unless I had proof.” 

“I’m glad, then, that I could provide that proof.” Ryke’s voice 

sounded distinctly pleased. 

Jesse gritted his teeth and hung on to the shuttle controls for fear 

his hands might take action against Ryke if he didn’t.  

Before long he was aware of Ryke staring at him. “You know, 

Detective Inspector, I find you fascinating.” 

A chill spread through Jesse’s chest. “Oh? How so?” 

“Your record with Kesek is stellar, make no mistake. Save for this 

Lydia character, you always get your quarry. Your skill at hunting 

enemies of the Realm is commendable.” Ryke raised an eyebrow. “Yet 

you have never made an official effort to find your missing wife.” 

Fred’s chair squeaked. Jesse glanced over his shoulder and saw his 

partner staring. Sorry, Fred. You didn’t need to know. He turned back to 

Ryke. “You dug up my personnel file, I see.” 

“Come now, Inspector, don’t pout. It was only for the barest 

details.” Ryke picked at his immaculate maroon coat. It was silent in the 

cockpit but for instruments humming and the engines thrumming 

through the hull. “Your lovely Cassandra has been gone for four years 

now. It’s unlike you to give up the chase. I think it odd and in need of 

explanation.” 

Memories rushed through Jesse’s mind like a video replay in fast 



 
24 

motion. The muggy afternoon of a Maryland summer…the pale green of 

his residence…the back door ajar…the evidence of Cassandra’s 

departure…his shaking hand holding the holo-cube of her smiling face, 

framed by curly auburn hair and cheery with freckles… 

Jesse kept his eyes locked on the distant sphere of Dione shining in 

the viewport. He would not let a tear slip for Ryke’s amusement. “She 

ran out on me without so much as a commnote. I did search, on my own, 

for two months straight. It looked like—there was some other man.” 

“I see. That explains the ‘leave of absence, for bereavement,’” 

Ryke quoted, apparently from memory. His eyes narrowed. “But no 

commnote of explanation from the Missus, correct?” 

“No, sir.” Jesse was pleased by the irony of the half-truth—a 

creased vellum note, handwritten and far more tangible than any 

commnote, rode safely in his pocket. 

“Whom do you blame?” 

Jesse blinked at the question. “Whom…what?” 

“Surely you blame someone for this debacle, this betrayal.” Ryke’s 

tone was innocent but his face was calculating. “Perhaps you even hold a 

mysterious God accountable.” 

Jesse’s mouth worked but no words came.  

“Yes,” Ryke said softly. “You of all people should know better 

than to walk that fine line with religious exclusivity on one side.” 

“I have not broken the Charter for Religious Tolerance.” Jesse 
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forced himself to remain calm. He knew the charter inside and out. “Nor 

have I sullied my service to Kesek.” 

“No, you haven’t. That doesn’t mean you don’t bear close 

scrutiny.” Ryke sneered. Did he sense a triumph? “So you do blame God 

for her disappearance.” 

Jesse frowned. There was no point denying it but he had to watch 

his words. “I did…for a time. Maybe I still believe that…” He let the 

statement trail off.  

“Hmph. You would do best to rid yourself of this nonsense, 

Detective Inspector, before it hurts your career.” Ryke returned his 

attention to the comm panel. 

“I understand, sir.” Jesse squeezed his eyes shut.  

 

* * * 

 

Ryke’s information led them to a holo-gaming suite in one of the more 

run-down sections of Port Amata. It was a dingy, dusty establishment 

called the Cave Troll. The racket of the games assaulted Jesse’s ears 

even as his eyes adjusted to the almost nonexistent lighting. His nose 

wrinkled at the overwhelming mix of stale food and sour body odor that 

the clanking ventilators couldn’t handle.  

The primary means of illumination were the games themselves—

holograms glowing green, red, or blue. The holograms ranged in size 
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from tiny tabletop figures at a dozen cubicles to human-scale warriors 

and monsters battling on the wide stage at the back of the low-ceilinged 

hall. The occupants were all younger than 40. Everyone was talking 

loudly and shouting in joy or angst at their games. They were dressed in 

a variety of clothing from ostentatious to plain, bearing no similarity to 

one another except that their attire was worn out. 

Jesse looked at himself, Fred, and Ryke. Three clean-cut, crisply 

uniformed Kesek men would be painfully obvious. Thankfully, Ryke 

had seen the wisdom of dressing casually in civilian jackets and pants.  

“What a waste.” Ryke oozed disdain as he strode past the tables 

full of gamers. He snapped his fingers at a monitoring robot turning 

about on its two wheels.  

Its spindly body rattled as it came toward them. “Do you need 

assistance?” it asked in a grating voice. 

Ryke flashed his delver. The image of a slender black man glowed 

on its screen. “Find him. By order of Detective Chief Inspector Nikolaas 

Ryke, Royal Stability Force.” 

“Affirmative.” The robot stood silently. At first Jesse thought it 

was ignoring them but soon realized it was processing their order. Its 

blue optical ports flashed rapidly.  

Jesse leaned toward Ryke. “Keep your voice down.”  

Ryke scowled. 

“Patron is at Table Twelve, Detective Chief Inspector,” the robot 
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said. 

“Good.” Ryke motioned Jesse and Fred forward.  

“Do you need assistance?” the robot asked. 

Ryke growled and shoved it aside. It clattered against a table. 

Table Twelve was one of four tables set against the wall to the left 

of the large stage at the back of the gaming hall. There, players could opt 

to wear full helmets that carried enhanced audio and video inputs. No 

holograms danced on the tabletops. Jesse spotted their man right away. 

He hadn’t seen the trio of Kesek men yet. 

But there was somebody else at the table—a shorter person 

wearing one of those full helmets atop a black jumpsuit that bore red 

stripes down each side. Jesse realized abruptly it was a woman. 

Lydia? 

Jesse felt the bulge of his scrambler under his unzipped forest 

green jacket. He edged closer to Fred, who had the same weapon under 

his loose blue vest. “We’ve got to go carefully.”  

Fred nodded. He looked nervous. “Especially considering how 

things went on Janus.” 

“Right. You come in wide from the right, then—” 

“Thaddeus Chidi!” Ryke drew his KM3 pistol from the pocket of a 

dark blue waistcoat. His deep voice bashed through the noise of the 

gaming hall. “Kesek! Put your hands up!” 

Chidi took one look in their direction and froze. His companion 
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turned, her face obscured by the helmet’s visor. Jesse almost spat in 

disgust at Ryke’s idiocy.  

“Hands up!” Ryke advanced on Table Twelve. He held his brass 

badge aloft. 

Chidi pulled the woman from her seat with blistering speed. He 

yanked a heavy Hunsaker J4 gun from his coat. Shots erupted like 

thunder in the cavernous room. 

Jesse and Fred burst apart. Jesse tugged his scrambler from its 

hidden holster and rolled up against a table. Fred pushed a pair of 

hysterical teen boys to the floor. His scrambler whined and spat energy 

bursts across the room. Jesse fired, but from his prone position 

succeeded only in shorting out a set of holo-emitters. Sparks showered 

screaming patrons as they shoved for the exit. 

Ryke emptied his clip, apparently oblivious to Chidi’s gunshots 

whipping by. Jesse was about to tell the vac-head to get to cover when 

he spotted a gamer who hadn’t run in a panic. In fact, the gangly teen 

was ducking rather calmly behind a table. And steadying his aim with a 

handgun. 

“Ryke!” Jesse whipped off a blast with his scrambler. The energy 

burst skittered just short of Ryke’s shoulder and hit the teen’s upper 

torso. He flailed about for a second before crumpling against a chair. 

Then Jesse realized that Fred was still shooting—but not at Chidi. 

He was firing at two other men of Hispanic descent who might be twins 
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and a blond woman positioned toward one side of the main stage. Jesse 

had a moment to see one of the twins fiddle with the lock on an 

emergency exit when the woman and the other twin opened fire with a 

pair of Brodsky Boar-12 assault rifles.  

Blast. He should’ve guessed that somebody with Lydia’s 

connections would have multiple bodyguards in place. Jesse turned his 

scrambler toward the twin and the woman only to duck back down as 

bullets ricocheted off the table he was using as cover. A howl of pain 

drew his attention away. He looked up to see Ryke topple over a holo-

emitter in a spray of blood. Jesse squelched the surge of joy he felt at the 

sight.  

He pulled his scrambler back up and—blazes. A tendril of smoke 

curled up from the deep bullet hole that had gouged its way into the 

weapon’s innards. Jesse tried the charge gauge and wasn’t surprised to 

see that the scrambler was dead. 

Not a problem. Jesse slipped his KM3 from a jacket pocket.  

The rifle fire slackened. Jesse gritted his teeth and lunged from his 

hiding place. That moment froze as his training kicked in—he saw the 

twin’s bronze skin and dark eyes, the blonde’s flowing hair, saw the 

twin fussing over his rifle, heard the muffled warning from the blonde as 

she saw Jesse—and then pulled the trigger. 

The crash of his pistol firing sped time back up. He put two shots 

into the woman’s chest. A third shot missed and a fourth grazed the 
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twin’s arm. Jesse saw the woman flail a second before he slammed 

painfully into the floor.  

Before he could plan his next move, the whine of a scrambler cut 

through the air. Then there was silence. Jesse pushed himself up on one 

elbow. The patrons had made their exit. “Fred?” 

The young constable’s flushed face appeared over a table, between 

the shattered bits of holo-emitters and something that was probably a 

broken drink container. “Sir! Are you all right?” 

“I am. Where’s Ryke?” 

“I’m on the blasted floor!” Ryke’s voice was laced with pain.  

“Fred, check on him. I’ve got these two.” Jesse eased to his feet. 

He advanced on the blond woman and the Hispanic twin. The woman 

was dead, no doubt about it. Her blank eyes stared through Jesse. 

Another dead Christian.  

The twin was not dead, only stunned by Fred’s final scrambler 

burst. Jesse kicked the assault rifle away from his hands.  

The other twin was gone. So were Chidi and Lydia. They must 

have slipped out the back door. 

“What are you doing?” A rotund, balding man with a bulbous nose 

picked his way between the empty tables. His bright orange outfit was 

stained with sweat. “I demand compensation for this damage!” 

Jesse responded in Kesek standard form. He seized the man’s 

collar and hauled him up. No easy feat, considering the man’s weight. 
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“Are you the owner?” 

“Y-yes.” 

“Where does that door go?”  

“Access tunnel. Leads out to one of the minor hangar bays. It 

branches off several times.” 

Jesse didn’t like that answer. “How many exits?” 

“Five. Maybe six. They’re—they’re in the Port Amata 

maintenance databases, I think.” 

Jesse looked past him. Fred was at Ryke’s side. The flickering 

lights in the Cave Troll cast an eerie glow over both of them. The chief 

inspector grit his teeth as the younger constable ran a med-scanner over 

the gunshot wound to his left side. “Bullet grazed him, sir. Not too bad. 

Just bloody,” Fred reported. 

The monitoring robot rattled over. A loose tread clanked. “Do you 

require assistance?” 

Ryke growled. He jabbed his pistol and fired. The robot’s head 

burst apart in a shower of sparks and metal. The broken remnants 

scattered across the floor. 

The owner swallowed his rage. Jesse turned him hard around. 

Gave him a shake or two. “Don’t let anyone in here, vac-head. 

Understand?” 

The owner’s head bobbed like the robot’s. 

Jesse shrugged off his jacket. He checked the pouch on his belt. 
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The delver was still there. A smaller, brown pouch rode next to it. So did 

a handful of clips of ammunition. Jesse checked his KM3. He had eleven 

shots left in the gun. “Fred. When the cops get here, seal the entire 

quadrant of shops off. Call to the police headquarters here. Do it 

yourself, hear me? Get police down to every one of the exits!” 

Fred nodded. “Okay. Yessir.” 

Jesse looked to the door. Blazes. He didn’t want to do this on his 

own. 

“Detective Inspector Bahn!” Ryke didn’t sound any less 

formidable as he lay prone on the floor. Fred busied himself digging 

through a med-kit for the proper first aid. “This is my investigation! You 

stand down. I will pursue—” 

“Save it, Ryke.” Jesse took a last look at the door. “You can file 

my report for me if I die.” 

 

* * * 

 

Jesse cracked the door open. Nothing. No shots fired. But he wasn’t 

about to risk a look. 

He could hear Ryke shouting expletives at him. Jesse ignored him 

and dug into the leather pouch next to his delver case. His fingers closed 

around a tiny, smooth object that felt like a stone. He pulled out a silver 

and black ovoid both as long and as thick as his thumb. Jesse squeezed a 
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light green patch on one curved side. 

It beeped ever so softly. A set of diaphanous wings popped from 

either side. Two pairs of glassy eyes emerged from one end. Hair-thin 

legs extruded from the bottom.  

Jesse set the device, now squirming, into the palm of his hand. He 

lifted it gently toward the door opening. “Activate. Go get ’em.” 

The artificial insect surveillance device—artisect, in Kesek 

parlance—hopped up off Jesse’s hand and buzzed into the air. It zipped 

through the gap in the door with only a barely audible hum to mark its 

passage. Jesse yanked his delver from its pouch and pressed a control. 

The screen flicked on. Jesse could see the angular rock, most of it 

carved smooth by laser tools. The image was warped and brilliant 

green—night vision. Someone had killed the lights and the artisect 

adjusted.  

Jesse watched as the artisect went about ten meters toward the first 

turn. No sign of anyone yet. He pressed a command on the delver screen 

and the artisect hovered to a halt at the corner. Jesse took a deep breath 

before he eased into the corridor. 

It was actually not totally dark. Scattered yellow lights flickered 

where they hung from the ceiling. They cast odd, sinuous shadows from 

slender pipes, bundles of wires, and ventilator boxes. Jesse had a beacon 

tucked into his belt but didn’t want that. He might as well paint a target 

on his forehead.  
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He checked on the delver. The artisect waited patiently. Jesse 

urged it around the corner. 

Aced. There he was. The other twin from the Cave Troll. This one 

was still very much conscious and in possession of his assault rifle.  

No scrambler this time. Jesse wondered briefly why in blazes these 

so-called followers of Christ displayed such a penchant for gunplay. 

Then he looked down at the KM3 in his own hand. Blast.  

The artisect hummed further down the corridor. In flight it 

displayed no glow. Jesse sighed in relief when the spy bug zoomed right 

by the twin and he paid the device no attention—that much he could see 

on his delver screen. Now for the next step. 

Jesse eased up to the corner, remaining out of the twin’s line of 

sight. He thumbed a command on his delver screen. 

A grating, obnoxious buzz cut through the air. 

The twin whirled around. His assault rifle tracked toward the noise, 

but it stopped. Jesse watched on his delver as the twin stared right past 

the artisect.  

His next command made the artisect emit a brilliant flash of red 

light. 

The twin fired, his shots echoing loudly in the tunnel. The 

projectile ricocheted off the rock walls. Sparks glittered and the twin 

swore loudly. His shots had come back at him. 

But now he was glancing left and right. He must have lost sight of 
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the artisect.  

Jesse sent one last command. He braced himself at the corner and 

edged silently around. 

The artisect let off a long, keening wail accompanied by non-

rhythmic flashes. The twin opened fire again. He shouted something 

Jesse couldn’t hear. 

Jesse ran for him. 

He closed the distance in a matter of seconds, his own thumping 

boot steps shielded by the gunfire. The twin didn’t suspect anything until 

Jesse was within an arm’s reach. Then he turned. His eyes went wide. 

Jesse slammed into him. The collision knocked the assault rifle 

aside. They careened off the right side of the tunnel. Something sharp 

tore through Jesse’s right sleeve and cut into his skin. Blazes, that hurt! 

They rolled to the floor. The twin pushed Jesse away. They got to 

their feet and faced each other.  

“Infidel.” It was eerie looking into a face identical to the man Fred 

had stunned back in the Cave Troll.  

“Surrender. You’re under Kesek arrest,” Jesse said. “I don’t want 

to kill you.” 

The man dropped into a fighting stance. “God demands my 

sacrifice.” 

Jesse shook his head. “He won’t get it this time.” 

The twin winced. He slapped at his neck but missed the silver 
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glitter of the artisect as it fled from his reach. Abruptly the twin’s eyes 

rolled up into his head and he fell limply to the floor. 

Jesse exhaled. He was glad the artisect came equipped with a 

tranquilizer. “Sorry.” 

“Hector!” A deep voice echoed down the corridor. “Where are 

you?” 

Chidi.  

Jesse sprinted down the curving tunnel to an intersection. He 

queried his delver for schematics but the database was empty. Perfect. 

All Jesse knew was that the voice was coming from the left branch and 

the right branch went to the hangar bays. So Chidi was heading the 

wrong way. For now. 

Jesse sent the artisect around the corner—and gasped as it burst 

into a shower of sparks and smoldering bits. The gunshot faded from his 

ears. He’d forgotten to shut off the artisect’s lights. And Chidi was 

apparently a good shot. 

Jesse hefted his pistol. So much for sneaking up on Chidi. 

“Thaddeus Chidi!” Jesse hunched down as he yelled. “Stand down 

and submit to—” 

He lunged around the corner, firing as he went. As he’d hoped, 

Chidi was expecting a full warning of some kind. Jesse’s shots stuck 

exposed support beams, sparked off rocks, and managed to hit Chidi. 

The dark-skinned man let out an anguished cry as he backed into a 
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beam. He dropped his gun.  

The helmeted woman—Lydia?—crouched behind him where the 

tunnel widened. There was some sort of exit to the small chamber 

beyond her, visible in the yellow lights. But she made no move to 

escape. 

Jesse advanced down the hall. He had two shots left in his 

magazine. At this range, there’d be no time to change out. He edged past 

Chidi and into the small chamber, putting himself between Chidi and the 

woman. He used his boot to shove the gun aside. “Don’t you move 

either, Lydia.” 

The helmet swung sharply toward him. 

In that instant, Jesse didn’t see Chidi move. He didn’t see the dull 

grey cylinder until Chidi held it aloft. An explosive. Jesse’s gun 

swiveled. “Drop it! Drop it now!” 

Chidi’s eyes were glazed with pain—and something else. Blood 

oozed from two bullet holes in his abdomen. “For the vengeance of the 

saints!”  

He squeezed the cylinder. 

Everything happened simultaneously. Lydia collided with Jesse. 

He felt his body leave the ground. A brilliant flash nearly blinded him. 

Sound buffeted his ears. The shockwave pushed the air from his lungs. 

Agony in his skull. Then darkness. 
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* * * 

 

It was warm. The air, the rock floor, the blood. It was all warm. 

Then it was cold. Jesse shivered. His eyes were closed. Or was he 

blind? His head swam with pain.  

Someone held him in their arms. Familiar. He was in bed, in 

Maryland. The warm summer breeze was coming through the window. 

And Cassandra held him. He tried to speak, but it sounded like a 

misaligned thruster. Harsh. 

“Shhh.” The voice was muffled. “Don’t talk. Rest. You were hit 

hard by the shockwave.” 

Shockwave. Explosion. The tunnel. Chidi. 

Lydia.  

Jesse’s eyes flew open. He saw his own grimy reflection in the 

dark visor before him. Bloody scratches and dirt, all over his face. He 

tried moving his arms. They worked, with minimal pain, except for the 

jagged cut on his right arm. Left leg, operational. Right leg— 

He cried out. 

“I think it’s broken.” Lydia’s voice was smooth, even through the 

helmet’s distortion.   

“Yeah. I agree.” Jesse didn’t try to move it again. He looked 

around. The ceiling and walls had collapsed around them. But a trio of 

support beams had held, their metal surfaces shining in the light of the 
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beacon Lydia held. “Chidi?” 

“Dead, I assume. He thought the blast would be enough to kill us 

all. But he must have miscalculated.” 

“You don’t sound—” Jesse grimaced against the pain. “Very 

distraught.” 

“He was arrogant and foolish. He wanted martyrdom, not mercy.”  

Check that. She sounded bitter. 

Jesse sighed. What a mess. His gun was nowhere in sight. His 

delver—yep, crushed. The bashed pieces sat under a pair of rocks. At 

least he had his badge. “So, I’d better arrest you.” 

Lydia laughed. Familiar. Jesse thought of Maryland. “You may, if 

you’d like. I would think you’d rather wait until someone rescues us.” 

“Probably a good idea.” Jesse craned his neck. “Is the air leaking?” 

“No, we’re deep enough under Port Amata, I think it will suffice.” 

Lydia’s helmeted head turned toward him. “Jesse, look, they will save us 

soon. You must listen.” 

His heart nearly stopped. How many times had his suspects called 

him by his first name? 

Never. 

“Don’t call me that.” Jesse felt suddenly weary. So weary. Bone-

tired of all this chasing, this hunting. His fuel cells were drained. “I’m 

bound by the Charter of Religious Tolerance to bring you in.” Even as 

he said it, he heard the insincerity. 
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“You are bound by much more than the charter.” Lydia removed 

her helmet. 

Jesse thought he was going into shock as the light hit her face. He 

felt his eyes go wide. His arms and hands went numb. His mind refused 

to think. Nothing would respond. 

He stared at the same cheerful face that had been the last thing 

he’d seen every night before the lights had dimmed. The same smile that 

made him feel invincible. 

Some things had changed. The brown eyes held more sadness and 

the auburn curls were mostly gone. A more severe, short cut had taken 

their place. When he finally whispered he felt like he was drawing his 

first real breath in years. 

“Cassandra.” 

His wife’s smile grew. A tear slid down her cheek. “Jesse. I 

couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw you back there. After all this time, 

you came for me.” 

It twisted Jesse’s mind. His Cassandra—was Lydia? Not possible. 

Not in this galaxy. “But…I don’t—” 

Cassandra placed a finger on his lips. He closed his eyes at the 

warmth. If he held any doubts, if he saw her as some apparition, he let 

those thoughts go. No one else but his wife would know that this was 

one of the most intimate gestures they shared.  

“Do you remember what I said on that night when we—both of 
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us—confessed our faith to God?” Her voice, free of the helmet, was a 

smooth, soft sound. But it was tinged with sorrow. 

Jesse nodded. 

“I said I would never turn my back on the Lord and never be 

silent.” She removed her finger from his lips. Jesse wished they could 

have stayed that way forever. He’d almost forgotten about the pain in his 

leg. “You did not make such a vow.” 

Jesse trembled. He opened his eyes. Her face glowed like that of an 

angel in the beacon’s light, smudged as it was with grime. “I—I 

couldn’t. My family would have been in danger. And I couldn’t have left 

Kesek! They would have hunted me down, with more prejudice than 

others because…” He didn’t want to say the rest. 

“Because you were one of them.” There was no rancor in 

Cassandra’s statement. 

Jesse fought back tears. All the self-repression collapsed like the 

passageway around them. “I believe! Blast it, Cassandra, I believe but 

I’ve never been as strong as you! From the moment I confessed, I 

wanted to do something for God. But Kesek was always in the way.” 

This wasn’t fair. He’d finally found his beloved wife—and caught 

up with his greatest capture. And they were the same woman. 

“How long have you been doing this?” Jesse asked. 

“You mean, Lydia?” Cassandra laughed. “Since a few weeks after 

I left. I couldn’t hide my love for Christ, Jesse, but I would never have 
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endangered you—the only man I will ever love. I had to leave, and you 

had to not know why.” 

Jesse couldn’t stand it. He leaned his head forward against her arm 

and cried. It felt so good not to keep the mask in place anymore.  

Cassandra held him. “I wanted to deliver the Gospel to as many 

people as I could. They want it so badly, Jesse. If you could only see it! 

But I made a mistake in my fervor—I joined with the wrong believers.” 

Jesse lifted his head. Stars, he must look a mess. He rubbed a hand 

across his face. It came away with dirt and blood. “They seem a bit gun-

crazy for Christians, Cassandra.” 

Her face went rigid. There was an expression he remembered, too: 

anger. “They think God is weak and needs us to fight for him. They 

think our role is to hide the Good News and kill all who would try to 

take that away from us. But that is not our place. We should be 

messengers, not soldiers.” She looked away. Her fingers traced the 

glittering crystal in the rocks. “I knew it would end this way. Not as I 

wanted. Not as He wanted.” 

Jesse tried again to move his leg but was rewarded with a stabbing 

pain. He moaned. Cassandra turned back to him. “Just testing,” Jesse 

said. He managed a smile. 

“What do we do now?” Cassandra rubbed his arm. 

Oh, how he didn’t want to think of that. “We hope we can get out 

of here without Kesek’s help. Then I’ve got to get you away from here.” 
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To his surprise, Cassandra shook her head. “No. Jesse, you must 

listen—” 

“Inspector! Sir, we’re here!” 

Fred.  

His voice came from somewhere behind Cassandra. Boot steps 

scurried back and forth across rock. It sounded like mice moving on the 

other side of the collapsed rock. “Fred! I’m all right!” 

“Great, sir! Hold on! I’ve got the police bringing down a pair of 

excavator robots. They’re—oh, they’re here! Sir, you’ve got to move 

back from this side as far as you can!” 

Fred must be shouting. His voice was distorted and faint. “I hear 

you, Fred!” Jesse shouted. 

Maybe it would work out.  

“Detective Inspector!” A new, cold voice joined Fred’s. 

“Ryke,” Cassandra said. Her eyes were wide with fear. 

“Do you have the suspect in custody?” Ryke was insistent. 

Jesse couldn’t restrain a chuckle. He was buried under rock, his leg 

was likely broken, and his formerly missing wife was hovering 

protectively over him when he should be slapping binders on her wrists. 

“Yeah, you could say that,” Jesse called out. 

“Good. Stand by. You’ll be out soon.” 

Blast. The man sounded so eager.  

“Jesse.” Cassandra’s voice took on a frantic edge. “Listen. There is 



 
44 

no way out of here.” 

“There has to be.” Jesse’s hands scrabbled around the debris. “My 

gun—it’s got to be around here somewhere.” 

“What, you’re going to shoot through them? Through Ryke? The 

detective chief inspector who earns the Kesek commissioner’s praise?” 

Cassandra shook her head. “No. You have to arrest me. Only then can 

my true work survive.” 

Jesse wasn’t sure which statement chilled him more. “What 

work?” 

A grating, scraping noise rattled through the rock wall behind. 

Dust sifted. She leaned in close. “Beaudreau’s Rock. Kesek’s primary 

detention center for religious dissidents. Do you know about Sector 

Ten?” 

“Yes.” Jesse’s eyes narrowed. “It’s the worst part of the prison. 

You get sent there and odds are that no one ever sees you again. 

Nowhere else has a worse fatality rate. How do you know about it?” 

“Because I help maintain that fatality rate.” Cassandra smiled. 

“There is no Sector Ten.” 

Jesse’s jaw dropped. “You mean—escape?” 

“The prison commandant is lazy and incompetent. But his five 

detective superintendents run the prison for him. One of them is 

Deliverer. You must contact him. Tell him your name is J.C. He will 

know what to do from there.” 
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“What? I can’t let them take you!” The rocks were shaking in 

earnest now. A few fell loose behind Cassandra, clattering to the ground. 

“There are instructions for you at Locker 7070 on the Port Amata 

public docks. Follow them.” Cassandra held his face in her hands. “You 

must do this for me. And for the children of God.” 

“No! I won’t turn you over to them!” 

“You must!” There was fire in her words. Jesse flinched. “If I am 

imprisoned Kesek will believe my work of disseminating Christian texts 

will have failed. It will keep them distracted from the Sector Ten work. 

That way it can continue uninterrupted.”  

What else could he say? It was his chance. Jesse couldn’t believe it 

sat there before him. Here he thought God had abandoned him in the 

lion’s den. Now his wife was willing to throw herself in there, so that he 

could continue her work—saving fellow believers.  

“Please, Jesse.”  

He seized her shoulders and kissed her. Four years, and it was as if 

time had never passed. He wished their Maryland home was still there. 

That they were turning out the lights on a summer night and climbing 

into bed. Sound deadened. 

When he let her go, he looked into her eyes. She smiled at him. 

Then she winced. 

“Cassandra?” 

“It’s—all right.” Her expression clouded for a moment. “They 
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promised the injection would eliminate specific memories. Just—just let 

me concentrate.” 

She went into convulsions. Jesse held her close. He’d seen Kesek 

use mind-altering techniques to reconstruct a mind, but he had no idea 

one could find selective memory destroyers on the black market.  

Loud scrapes came from behind the rock. Voices grew louder. 

Jesse thought he saw a glitter of light. 

“I don’t want to let you go.” He choked on the words.  

Cassandra’s face cleared. “My love. You will never really lose me. 

If I die, we will be together—someday. With our Father in heaven.” She 

reached down to his side.  

“Now for the binders.” 

 

* * * 

 

When the rocks finally fell aside, Jesse was ready. He had his emotional 

mask back on. He also had his gun aimed at Cassandra. Her wrists were 

bound in front of her.  

Ryke’s bald head jutted through the gap in the rocks. He shone a 

beacon at them. Its beam targeted Cassandra’s face. A vicious grin split 

his face. “Well. So this is the lovely Lydia. Someone we both know, eh, 

Detective Inspector?” 

Cassandra kept her face down. Jesse throttled back his anger. “The 
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suspect is yours, Detective Chief Inspector Ryke.” 

The gap in the rock was just wide enough for a person to fit 

through sideways. Ryke seized Cassandra’s arm and pulled her to her 

feet. “This way, Miss. Don’t worry, Bahn. We won’t harm her to gain 

her cooperation. She is your wife, after all.” 

Jesse locked eyes with Cassandra one last time. His heart was 

breaking all over again. But this time—things could be different. 

She smiled. “I love you.” 

“I love you too.” To blazes with Ryke. 

She was gone. 

Jesse was alone in his rock hole for a moment. Then Fred peeked 

in. “Need a hand, sir?” 

“Yeah, Fred. Thanks.” Jesse winced as the young constable helped 

him to his feet.  

Fred eased him out the gap in the rocks. Jesse spotted a trio of 

police officers and Ryke crowded around Cassandra in the tunnel. All he 

saw of Thaddeus Chidi was part of a boot sticking out from under 

rubble. Jesse felt queasy.  

Cassandra looked back at him. Serve Him, she mouthed silently. 

Jesse gave a curt nod. 

Ryke turned to look at him. Too late, Jesse thought. Way too late. 

 

* * * 



 
48 

 

OFFICER’S REPORT: ENTRY DATE, 04 JULY 2599 

CASE CODE: LYDIA  

DETECTIVE INSPECTOR JESSE BAHN, BADGE 

#830810 

 

I and Constable Frederick Hanse are en route to Beaudreau’s 

Rock detention facility aboard the penal transport KSK Beta 

Nine, in the company of DCI Nikolaas Ryke and 66 

detainees. They include Hideo Narita, Alfonso Bianchi, 

Hector Arriaga, Victor Arriaga and Cassandra Bahn, who 

until recently went by the name Lydia.  

 

Our investigation was finally successful in apprehending 

Mrs. Bahn and ending her dissemination and reproducing of 

texts-in-violation, most notably portions of the Christian 

Scriptures. DCI Ryke, who assumed command of this 

investigation on 21 June 2599, has seen fit not to conduct 

further inquiry into my relationship with Mrs. Bahn.  

 

My final recommendation in this case is that Mrs. Bahn be 

transferred to Sector One, the high security facility. She is 
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clearly a danger to the security and stability of the Realm of 

Five, and must be kept under the tightest scrutiny.  

Misters Narita, Bianchi, and the Arriagas must be transferred 

to Sector Ten. 

 

REPORT ENDS 
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