
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A paradise, a cabin on the beach, and a hunk she meets on the first day of her lame undercover assignment on the planet Gibos... What more can a girl ask for?

	 

	 

	Esta’s undercover mission on Gibos is not exactly what she expects. Sitting behind a screen as an accountant is not her cup of tea. She’d rather be in on sting operations, drug cartels, human trafficking, solving murder cases.

	Gibos is a paradise. Her cottage on the beach and the hunk who approaches her on the first day of her assignment makes up for the boring job. Falling in love is not on her agenda, but the irresistible mysterious man she meets on the beach is difficult to resist.

	Getting involved with Nick costs her dearly because she cannot get out from beneath the lies. Nick is her soulmate, the love of her life, but there is no way they can ever be together...
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Esta knocked on the door of her boss’s office. When she heard the buzzer, she opened it and went in. “Chief, you summoned me?”

	“Yes, I have an assignment ideally suited for you. How would you like to go on an undercover assignment, Agent VanDoren?”

	Esta’s heart sped up a little. She’d been dying to get more involved assignments, difficult cases, and prove herself. To go undercover? That was a bonus. “Sir, I would like it.”

	“A classified case has fallen into my lap since we’re the largest UCU division, besides head office on Earth. I chose you because you’re our only operative from Earth. Also, one of the languages you know, can understand, and speak fluently, is Italian, which is necessary for the assignment.”

	Her heart sank a little. She hadn’t been chosen because of her skills as an agent and a topnotch profiler...

	This division of the Universal Criminality Unit, also known as the UCU, was located on Xonzio. Her father was the ambassador for Earth on the planet, and they had lived on Xonzio since she was ready to start school. She could barely remember Earth. “What is the case about, Chief?”

	Chief Williams, also from Earth, put on his glasses, picked up a paper file, and opened it. “What I am about to tell you is highly classified. Before you make a decision, I must tell you that this assignment is possibly not without danger.”

	“Sir, I knew when I chose to become an agent that there could be dangerous assignments. I’m ready.”

	“There have been deaths on a few planets, all attributed to poisoning. The poison has not yet been identified, but we’ve narrowed it down to a common link. On the day they died, all the victims had bought and consumed coffee purchased from Celestial Bean Brew. I presume you’re familiar with the highly advertised chain of coffee shops that have sprung up on many worlds over the last year?”

	What a crazy question. The advertisements were all over the place and constantly on TV. “Yes, sir. Who is not familiar with them? I bought a coffee from the one just down the street this morning. But millions of people buy their coffee from those shops. How many have died so far? And when did this start? I haven’t seen or heard anything about it on the news.”

	“Too many, so far. Obviously, not everyone who purchases their coffee from the shops in question has died, or we would have had all those coffee shops shut down, and we’d be looking at thousands of cases. That’s the mystery and something we haven’t figured out. So far, we’re stumped, and we could be wrong, but the coffee is the only common denominator we’ve found between all the victims. They died within half an hour of drinking it. The deaths were spread over a month. The labs have tested all the coffee beans in those shops, and they’ve been cleared for business.” He ran a hand over his non-existent hair. “We’ve managed to hide it from the media so far.”

	“What were their symptoms?”

	“Several of the victims consumed their coffee on the premises. According to witnesses, the symptoms were severe pain to start with, leading the shops’ managers to call an ambuflyer. Within minutes the victims began foaming at the mouth and convulsing. Their eyes turned completely black as if filled with tar, and their skin became like parchment. They died a terrible death. Like I told you, the labs haven’t been able to identify the poison.”

	“I love my coffee, but I’ll never have another from Celestial now until this is solved.”

	“We’d like to send you undercover to work in the head office of the Battistoni Coffee Plantation on the planet Gibos. It is owned and run by people from Earth. The family Battistoni was originally from Italy. From there, they immigrated to Costa Rica to learn the coffee trade and then to the USA. Then when colonization began on Gibos, they bought thousands of acres on that planet. The Battistonis still own the plantation and have for nearly a hundred years. They have the patent on their coffee beans, which are reportedly the best in the universe, and the seeds are highly guarded. There is a lot of secrecy surrounding the seeds.” He shook his head. “There are many strains of coffee, especially on Earth, but there are none like theirs anywhere in the universe. The Celestial Bean Brew coffee shops are also owned by the Battistonis and franchised out. Before they opened their chain of coffee shops, they only exported the coffee, but it is now exclusively sold in their shops.”

	“Sir, what would be the purpose of poisoning people through coffee and on various planets? Were any poisoned here on Xonzio?”

	“Two deaths on Xonzio, so far. We haven’t been able to figure out the purpose behind the murders. Or how to tie them together, except for the coffee. We’re hoping to learn more by sending an undercover agent to Gibos to work in their offices. In this case, you. And before you ask, yes, they have been advertising for an accountant, specifically a young woman from Earth.”

	“Chief, I’m an agent. I don’t know that much about accounting.”

	“Nowadays, it’s all automated, and I saw in your file that you took accounting in university and did very well in the subject. We need you to infiltrate their inner circles if possible and learn as much as you can. You’re young and beautiful, which is one of the other reasons you were chosen. You may catch the attention of one of their single sons. Italian men like blonde women.”

	Though Esta was sort of honored at being offered the assignment, she was unsure now if she would be able to tackle it. “How many single sons are there?” She paused and frowned. “Sir, recalling the list of UCU divisions, there is none listed for Gibos. I’ll be there alone, with no backup.”

	“Two single sons. And UCU head office on Earth has already sent a small team of agents. They are residing in Charloise, the capital of Gibos. The team, posing as tourists, will be investigating other aspects of the coffee industry on that world. You will have a comm for contact with them.”

	“Where are the plantation’s head offices located?”

	“On the plantation itself. Using a shell company, we’ve bought a cottage next to a private beach for you to live in while you’re there. It’s not far from the plantation, and you’ll have a small aircar for your convenience. You will find the cabin fully furnished and stocked. You will operate under the name of Esta Bryce. I will have all the necessary travel documents prepared under that name, along with certificates of your qualifications.”

	“Don’t I need to apply for the job first?”

	“Yes, but not to worry. We’ve already pulled all the job postings from the cloud, so you will be the only applicant. We’ve gone ahead and set the wheels in motion, but we were waiting for your agreement to proceed further.”

	“Chief, I’ve sort of agreed, but can I think about it tonight? Can I give you my final answer in the morning? This is not quite what I expected.”

	Williams frowned. “What I’ve all told you is above your present pay grade and highly classified. I’m not sure what you exactly expected. You gave me the impression you were eager to go undercover.”

	“I am, but... coffee? I expected drug cartels, murder cases, human trafficking. When would I have to leave? And not to worry, my lips are sealed, Chief.”

	“Good. You would have to leave in two days, that’s of course if they accept your application. Since you’ll be the only one applying, I doubt they’ll reject you. Get back to me first thing tomorrow morning. I hope your answer will be positive, but I do understand your hesitation. Have a good evening, Agent VanDoren.”

	Just before she opened the door, she turned and asked, “Chief, why did their accountant leave?”

	He took his glasses off and placed them on the desk. He cleared his throat before answering. “Eh... she died a few days ago. The job posting went up almost immediately after her death. We shouldn’t be glad since it’s a sad situation. Still, we jumped on the opportunity immediately because now we have the chance to infiltrate their operation and have an agent on site.”

	“How did she die?” She noticed his hesitation in answering.

	He averted his eyes and fiddled with his glasses. “Accidental.”

	“That’s too bad. How old was she?”

	“In her twenties, I believe. She was native to Gibos.”

	“Thank you, sir.”

	Something wasn’t right. Esta sensed deep down in her gut that Williams wasn’t telling her everything.

	She left his office, and after collecting her purse, went down to the parking lot and to her aircar. She drove home deep in thought. The information Williams had divulged had been sparse, to say the least. She was eager to prove herself but to go to another planet, and undercover, when they had so little to go on? She wasn’t at all sure. And if she wasn’t sure of herself, could she do a good job?

	 

	Once home, she threw her purse on the side table near the door and headed upstairs to her room to change. “Hi, Mom, Dad,” she called out as she bounced up the steps.

	Esta quickly changed into sweats and went downstairs to join her parents for dinner.

	“How was your day, honey?” her mother asked.

	“Busy, as always.”

	“You seem preoccupied. Something troubling you?” her father asked.

	She wanted nothing more than to ask her parents for advice but couldn’t. Carefully, she said, “I may have to go away for a while on an undercover assignment.”

	“Where to?” her father queried. “Oh, I know. It’s classified. You can’t tell me.”

	Esta sighed. “No, I can’t. I haven’t made up my mind whether to accept the assignment or not. But it could mean a great opportunity toward a promotion for me.”

	“Girl, you’re twenty-two, old enough to make up your own mind. We will miss you, but you need to do what’s best for you,” her father advised. “Is it dangerous?”

	“All undercover jobs are dangerous, Dad.”

	“I’m not saying a thing,” her mother muttered. “You know how I felt about you becoming an agent for UCU. My opinion hasn’t changed. I still don’t know why you didn’t decide on a safer profession. Leave the dangerous jobs to men.”

	“Mom, that is so sexist!”

	“Sorry, hon. I worry about you all the time. You’re our only child, and—”

	“Okay, okay. Enough already.” Esta had heard it so many times. “Dinner was great, Mom, as always. I’m going to my room to read for a while.”

	In her room, she lay on the bed, then decided to fire up her tablet and do some research on Gibos and the plantation. After she connected to the cloud, she brought up Gibos first. “Show me,” she ordered.

	A hologram filtered up from the screen. Esta leaned her chin on her hands while she watched the three-dimensional digital tour of Gibos. She listened to the monotone voice of Linda, her virtual tour guide, and learned that Gibos had two suns causing it to have a tropical climate across the planet. There was no night. The only time Gibos experienced a night was when the two suns eclipsed, which only happened once every hundred years.

	The tour continued with visuals of Charloise, a futuristic-looking city surrounded by villages. Gibos’ sky was a faint mauve color. It had several oceans with silvery sand beaches. A tropical paradise... The vegetation was certainly different from Earth and Xonzio’s, which was very similar to Earth’s vegetation. The exotic flowers displayed made Esta almost want to pluck one from the three-dimensional image. What she had hoped for was a view of the coffee plantation, and to her delight, it popped up.

	Fields and fields of coffee plants spread far and wide. The plants were as tall as the people plucking the berries. The pickers appeared to be mainly indigenous to Gibos. Esta saw a few people from Earth among them and some from other planets.

	A close-up of a woman picking berries showed Esta more details of a Gibos native. From what she could see of the woman’s exposed arms, legs, face, and upper chest, she had mauve skin. The sarong she wore was a dark red and strategically wrapped around her body from above her breasts to just below her knees and adorned with yellow swirls. She wore red sandals with straps that crisscrossed to her knees. When the camera zoomed in closer, gold markings appeared on the woman’s arms, chest, and face. They almost looked like tattoos, but they seemed to be part of her skin as if she had been born with them. Her eyes were a bright yellow. Her hair was a deep purple, close to black, and hung in long, beaded braids to her waist. The woman was quite attractive and exotic.

	A close shot of a man who wore only breeches and sandals showed that he had the same color eyes. His skin tone was the same as the woman’s, with similar gold designs on his chests, arms, back, and on his face. The man had one strip of deep purple hair from his forehead to the back, where it hung in a long thin braid down to his waist. Did he shave the sides, or did it grow that way?

	Linda’s monotone voice continued. “Population of Gibos is under one hundred thousand, mainly consisting of Earth settlers. The Gibosians total just under five thousand. The Gibosian natives are superstitious people and worship their many gods and goddesses and practice magic. There have been reports of shapeshifters, though this has not been proven.”

	“Animals indigenous to the planet?” Esta asked.

	“Tranikos, a species similar to wolves, bernattos, which are bear-like creatures, lokons, which are large birds resembling eagles, are some of the known species. Their livestock and other animals are mostly imported from Earth. Many years ago, there were dragons, but they are now believed to be extinct. No dragons have been sighted on Gibos for many years.”

	“Vegetation?”

	The hologram shifted away from the plantation to a beach. Esta sucked in her breath. Cerulean waves topped with white foam rolled onto silver sand. Oh, how she’d love to jump into that water. The beach was deserted. It looked so peaceful and inviting. The image rotated and showed jungles, trees, flowers, swarms of colorful birds, green meadows, and mountain ranges.

	Esta switched the tablet off and lay on her back, thinking about the decision she had to make. What would be the harm in accepting the assignment? If anything, it could be a terrific holiday. What could be dangerous about posing as an accountant? It wasn’t as if she had to infiltrate a terrorist cell or drug cartel. This was merely coffee. Were the investigators even correct in their conclusion that the poisonings were connected to the delicious and more-than-popular beverage? The UCU could be sending her on a wild goose chase. It was odd, though, that the murders occurred on several worlds and seemed related.

	She quickly showered and decided to have an early night. She called goodnight to her parents and crawled into bed. Still thinking about her decision and picturing the hologram she had watched, she finally fell asleep.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Esta had made her decision by the time she went downstairs the following morning. “Where’s Dad?” she asked her mother, who was pouring her a cup of coffee.

	“He’s already gone to the office. He had an early appointment with some officials. Why?”

	“I’ve made up my mind, Mom. I’m going to accept the assignment.”

	Her mother let out a big sigh. “How long will you be away?”

	“However long it takes. Could be weeks or longer. Mom, where do you buy your coffee?”

	“Strange question. Where I always buy it, at the grocery store.”

	“Do you ever buy the coffee beans from Celestial Bean Brew?”

	“Not the beans, no. I buy a coffee from them when I go shopping. It’s delicious but far too costly. And then there’s this one kind, what’s it called again? It’s so expensive... like it’s laced with gold. Right, that’s what it’s called. Golden Nugget.”

	That gave Esta food for thought. Had the agents, who had investigated the deaths and linked it to Celestial Bean Brew, found out which type of coffee the deceased had consumed? After all, millions frequented the coffee shops, so if all the coffee was poisoned, then millions would have died. Celestial Bean Brew had such a variety of flavors. And not everyone drank the same coffee each time but decided to explore other flavors. Why only a few deaths on each world?

	It was a hypothesis she’d mention to Williams when she got to UCU headquarters. If the deaths could be attributed to one particular flavor, it would make the investigation a whole lot easier.

	“Mom, do me a favor? Don’t drink coffee from Celestial Bean Brew for the time being.”

	Her mother’s eyebrows raised. “For goodness sake, why?”

	“Just humor me, and tell Dad, too, though he doesn’t drink that much coffee.” She’d probably already said too much and changed the subject. “I’ll need to go shopping for a suitcase.”

	She quickly finished her breakfast and headed out to go to the office.

	When she arrived, Chief Williams’ secretary waved her through immediately.

	The chief swiveled his chair and looked at her expectantly. “And... young lady?”

	“My answer is yes. I’ll take the assignment. I leave when?”

	“Tomorrow afternoon. It’s a three-day flight with the Boomer Forty.”

	The Boomer was the fastest spaceship ever built. Designed and created on Earth, the Boomers were mainly used for Earth’s war fleet. On Xonzio, the UCU had access to one of the vessels.

	“Sir, I thought of something this morning. The agents who investigated the deaths, did they find out what kind of coffee the victims had consumed that day? Also, was there a familiar connection between any of the victims? And how many have died up until today?”

	“No. The kind was impossible to trace. You said you’ve bought coffee at the shop downstairs. You know that it only states the size of the cup on the sales slip. The flavor is usually written on the cup along with the customer’s name. We were only able to retrieve the cups from the victims who died on the premises of the shops, and the flavors were different. I’ve sent the classified file to your computer. Read it, get up to speed with the investigation results up to today, then delete it. To answer your other question, eleven deaths so far. Let’s hope it stops at that.” He typed something on his computer then focused on her again.

	Esta shrugged. “I thought I had come up with a good hypothesis, but I guess you’re right.”

	“Take the rest of the day off. Pop in tomorrow before you head to the space dock for your travel documents, your comm, and new credentials. I won’t be here, but my secretary will have them ready for you. While we were speaking, I sent in your application from a new email account we set up for you. I expect we will hear back from them quite fast.” He looked ready to dismiss her, but then he added, “Oh, before I forget. We’ve opened an account for you at a bank in Charloise. You will need to visit the bank to sign and get your banking information. We’ve already deposited a quarter of your bonus into it, so you’ll have spending money. My secretary will have all the
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