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      Jim Able has had an interesting—some would say "checkered"—career.

      As a midlevel Office of External Affairs (OEA) operative, he enforced regulations, wherever Earth's authority might be acknowledged, while also searching for opportunities to meet peoples from undiscovered planets. He almost died at a spaceport called Ch'Garratt when a mysterious golden saucer-shaped craft attacked it.

      

      Then, as an agent for the External Intelligence Agency (EIA), he successfully averted an interplanetary war in the Tanna system by single-handedly destroying a space fleet. As a reward for his work on Tanna Gul, Jim lives on a custom-built spaceship.

      

      Now, he is in business for himself. He has come into a large fortune after fulfilling the terms of the First Contact Reward system: contacting a race previously unknown to the galaxy on the populated moon of Turcanis Major Five (TMV). Negotiations are underway for Earth to act as both a formal chaperone and Turcanis Major Five-One's (TMV-I) exclusive business partner.

      With his newfound wealth, Jim has set up a company to search for missing individuals, using both secretive and public means. He has put Rob Stuart, a former mentor at the OEA, in charge. Davey Able, Jim's nephew, and Clo, Davey's girlfriend, are chief hackers and investigators. But Rob is abusing his position.

      Jim’s former boss, Tella, the chameleon-skinned genderless Neraffan, is a wanted person. The EIA wants Jim to return to Earth to provide information about it.

      On an early mission for the OEA, Jim once visited Safe Station, and though he has been welcomed back, he is unsure how long—or how safe—his stay might be.

      Marhan, a canid from Tanna Gul, introduced Jim to his aunt Ernot Bard Betwen (Betih), a former assassin. From Betwen, Jim has acquired the tools and training to be an assassin.

      

      Jim and Marhan meet with a group of Tuc, who are small, long-limbed people with an odd reputation. They claim knowledge of two humans responsible for the infamous attack on Ch'Garratt. Two people who will become Jim's next targets.
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      Nothing says "luxury" like a Praestans Rapax starship. The shipbuilder's goal is to create everything a passenger sees, hears, touches, and tastes with a care and attention to detail that no other company could ever hope to match.

      In any comparative ranking, the science ship Newton held a place at the other end. It was shoddy in a way few shipbuilders could rival. With each sense, a passenger could notice that every expense had been spared—if the lighting were only good enough to reveal it.

      

      Iven Cach had settled on renting the Newton through a complex calculation. It was cheap—the first and most important factor; no businessperson worth the name would spend money unnecessarily. The ship was registered as a science vessel. Its name carried a vague gravitas sufficient to confuse the press or curious individuals. It was just about spaceworthy, and it came with a crew who knew nothing and could be relied on to say nothing.

      Iven concluded the Newton could be economically used for one voyage, and if it attracted anything, it would only be passing attention.

      He was wrong.

      

      "Why?" she asked, "What good is this?" She kicked the small footstool serving as a table in their berth. "I didn't agree to slum it!"

      He sighed. "Elizabeth, my dear"—she narrowed her eyes at the term—"I'll take care of everything."

      She shook her head. "No. Don't try it with me! If we get some...material, where can we put it? Cargo room is nonexistent on this bucket. And those idiots in white coats...like a tree full of monkeys. And you were telling them too much at dinner."

      He laughed.

      She scowled.

      "It is a scientific expedition," he replied quietly. "Earth is reaching out to help those poor people in distress. Journalists love this sort of thing. We couldn't do it without carrying at least a few—what was that word you used the other day?—'boffins' with us. And besides, I don't want you coming away with things that can't be easily justified if seen. No large quantities. Nothing obvious. Think small and easily hidden. You like jewelry, don't you?"

      She snorted. "You have no ambition."

      It was his turn to frown. "On the contrary, my love, I'm playing a long and, I hope, tremendously profitable game. A person like me, traveling under these circumstances, just adds weight to the mission's ambiance: noble humans doing these unfortunates a favor."

      "We'll see."

      

      The Newton made orbit of Lim Talair without incident. The Limarc satellite trailed a debris cloud; its wide solar arrays had twisted as if in pain. The Newton slowed toward it, ahead of the satellite's orbit, avoiding small drifting debris from the collision.

      Hal Jaquery and Ellen Lace specialized in space engineering. That they qualified as boffins, no one doubted. According to the Newton's flight plan, they were to have three spacewalks to inspect the damaged satellite before the rest of the expedition would land and follow their own targeted investigations.

      Iven left Elizabeth to pilot the Newton while he spent hours in their berth navigating the complexities of interplanetary politics and arranging meetings with the authorities on the planet below.

      Jaquery and Lace entered the airlock as normal at the end of their second spacewalk. Chatting excitedly about masses and trajectories, they repressurized and removed their helmets.

      Then, the outer door opened. In a single heartbeat, the breath was sucked from their lungs and their bodies tumbled back out into the dark.

      

      Elizabeth and the crew returned immediately to Earth and the mandatory inquiry.

      Iven remained on Lim Talair.
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            THE MISSION

          

        

      

    

    
      On board his ship, Jim sat at the table in the galley. The large wolf-like Gul sat looming across the table, ears erect, his long snout thrust toward Jim's face.

      "Tell me," Marhan said, "who are these people the Tuc accused?"

      Jim shrugged and brought up an image on his tablet. "Two people I thought wouldn't know each other. Liz Curacao, my boss all the while I was in the OEA. And the Tuc tell me"—he pointed at the image—"this guy is Iven Cach, a billionaire politician. Him, I've never met. Liz, I never liked. She didn't like me right from the beginning. She sent me on a mission to Safe Station once, early on. It was like she deliberately wanted me to waste my time, to fail at what she asked me to do. Looking back though...Maybe she was hiding something and just wanted me to supply some bureaucratic cover."

      "What do you mean?"

      Jim put down the tablet and scratched his head, making his untidy hair worse. "I had to file a report saying I couldn't find the information we needed. That meant the investigation stopped. No one else would look. She could tell her boss, 'Look, we investigated. It was a dead end.' That way, whatever it was would never be found."

      "She sounds devious."

      "Too right! She would send people on really dangerous missions by writing instructions—in pencil—on the margins of a printed page. No electronic record. No comeback on her if it went wrong."

      Marhan barked softly. "She would do well on Tanna Gul."

      "She hated Rob. But that was because he knew about her troubles. A couple of years before I started at the OEA, she was piloting a ship, and two of the crew died. Her bosses protected her, I guess. It was enough to damage her reputation, but she was never prosecuted."

      "Then why didn't she send Rob off on a dangerous mission to have him die in another's jaw?"

      Jim frowned. "No. She was afraid of him, I think. Of what he knew. Of what he might have set up to deliver revenge on her if he were ever killed. He's a match for her in being devious. I guess that's why she let him milk the system. He enjoyed himself. A lot. At the time, I thought it was because he was just good at hiding what he was up to. Maybe she did know..."

      "Rob told me he was in a dead-end job in an archive before you hired him."

      Jim nodded. "She kind of outmaneuvered him eventually. Did nothing to harm him but put him somewhere she thought was safe."

      "And at Ch'Garratt? What do you think she was doing?"

      Jim sat silent before saying, "D'Ghil, the shapeshifter, told me...hinted...something else was going on. We were running around doing the audit. The golden saucer was a distraction. Something else was happening in plain sight. Liz and Iven were piloting but staying out of sight...using D'Ghil as a front." He sighed and scratched his head again. "No idea what they were up to."

      "But they were together in the two command seats in the craft."

      Jim nodded. "Sure. The Tuc mentioned that. That was a design feature, especially for them."

      "They did not intend to throw away the craft or bury it in the canyon base. This is something they intended to use. Flying through the stars together as a couple?" Marhan shook his head. "You Earth monkeys are strange."

      Jim laughed. "Liz never showed any sign of wanting to be married. Never mentioned having a partner. Never...went anywhere."

      "Perhaps he flattered her. Is he someone who manipulates the weak-minded?"

      "Sure! He's a politician. But Liz isn't weak-minded. No way. She'd be the sort to be manipulating him!"

      Marhan turned his snout sideways, one eye staring at Jim, and waited.

      Jim was silent then said, "Ah. Right." Counting on his fingers, he continued, "She has a plan. Keeps their relationship secret because it suits her. He does the same but probably has a very different plan."

      "The Turra told us of them falling out on Sin Har. Perhaps the attack on Ch'Garratt was the start of it."

      "Yeah, two sides fighting each other. Like they were both on guard, neither trusting the other."

      Marhan nodded. "That mutual animosity may be useful to you."

      Jim watched Marhan as thoughts whirled in the canid's mind and came to a quick decision. "I can't ask you to be involved in this. I'm beginning to see why Betih said what she did about not involving others. This one is way too dangerous. Iven Cach has one army of lawyers and another of security people. He may even employ his own assassins."

      "I knew of many of Betih's missions. I told you I would watch your back; I mean to do so."

      "No. Not this one. Let me handle it. Keep a low profile. Let me disappear while I work out how I'm going to do it."

      Marhan growled deeply. "How? How will you pursue two people at the same time?"

      Jim shrugged. "Following Betih's method, I befriend them both. Get access to their lives. Become part of the scenery."

      "Two at the same time? When we assume they have gone their separate ways?"

      "Liz, at least, I can contact. There's some excuse to meet her. But get into her life? I can't see how I'd do that yet." He sighed. "As for Cach? No idea even where to begin. Well, I know I first have to meet him—somewhere, somehow, without arousing suspicion. Get a look at him, assess him and his...people."

      "Betih's method is looking unrealistic."

      Jim nodded. "But I still think you have to let me work it out. You have troubles enough on Gul. Don't get mixed up with the likes of Iven Cach. He's seriously poisonous."

      "I heard Betih call you a fool often enough. I cannot force my help on you. But I cannot see how facing these people alone is a better strategy than drawing upon all the help you can find."

      "Look...There'll be things I need you to do. I'll be relying on Rob and the kids to give me every piece of information—every rumor—and I'll be glad of your help in getting me set up for whatever I do. But it must be clean. You must be able to walk away without anyone ever connecting you to it."

      Marhan barked softly. "I see. Jim, do not add protecting me to your burdens. I can take care of myself."

      "No...I mean...I guess we'll work it out," Jim said finally, painfully aware his attempt at appearing confident was a lie.
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      Two hovercars faced off in Bunden Street. The road was inconveniently narrow and suffered much from mounting garbage. At one end, wires hung illegally from the upper floor of the Asteroid Center across to an apartment in the Elation Building. At the other end, the Asteroid Takeout, an emporium of dubious meats, had erected a makeshift flagpole to advertise its wares and intentionally slow any passing traffic.

      The two drivers shouted at each other for several minutes before one pushed forward and set itself to pass under the other vehicle. Going lower meant scraping the topmost garbage bags off their pile into the pedestrian area. The upper vehicle pushed forward and scraped its underside on the fins of the other. Both drivers held down their horns in protest.

      Rob Stuart had chosen Bunden Street as the home of the company called Robins for the ambiance and the anonymity.

      To the side of the Elation Building's entrance, the café was busy. Davey Able sat rubbing elbows at a table with his girlfriend, Clo. Nef, one of the owners, brought them two steaming drinks. "Here you go!"

      "Thanks, Nef," said Davey.

      Clo asked, "Where's Di today?"

      "At the merchants. Should be some new blends coming with the new stock."

      "Think anyone will notice?" Clo cast a look of disdain over the commuters lining up at the counter.

      "You guys will! That's what matters." With a smile, she stepped behind the counter again.

      The door opened, and Bernie came directly to their table. "Thought I'd find you here." She sat, looked at Davey, and said, "Huh! You losing weight?"

      Davey shrugged. "Trying to."

      Bernie smiled, "Yeah, living on a planet will do that to you. Gravity isn't the same, is it? You can get away with a lot on a station."

      Clo reached under his arm and patted his stomach.

      Bernie continued, "Has Rob got you working on anything right now?"

      Davey found Bernie intimidating, not just her height and hint of muscles, but her manner was more direct than most women of her age he'd encountered.

      Clo found those same traits warmed her to Bernie. She wondered why Rob had never said what Bernie's role was in Robins. But then, she thought, Rob has probably never told her what we do.

      Davey answered Bernie with a swallow. "Umm...just taking a break. I'm on a...confidential one."

      Clo smiled and said, "Aren't they all?"

      Bernie turned to catch Nef's eye, "When you're ready, Honey!"

      After a few minutes of chatting—and after Nef delivered her triple espresso—Bernie put her hands on the table and said, "I need to ask you two something."

      Davey nodded but was instantly suspicious.

      Clo said, "Sure, Bernie. Of course."

      "Rob is a great guy...and it's great seeing the missing people he's been able—you all have been able–to track down. I think this whole thing is a great idea"—she sipped and licked her lip—"but you got any idea how this outfit is financed?"

      Davey said, "Umm...from the fees he charges, isn't it?"

      Bernie smiled and cocked her head. "I just had to recreate the financial files from the backup after last week's crash. Couldn't help seeing a few things, you know?"

      "Are we in trouble?" Davey asked.

      "No." She shook her head. "Only the numbers don't add up. But maybe I'm not seeing it all."

      "Money comes from Davey's uncle," Clo said simply.

      Davey's eyes flashed wide as he coughed. He squeaked out, "But we're not supposed to mention it."

      Clo closed her mouth and looked at him.

      Bernie laughed. "Knew it! I knew there was someone else." She finished her coffee. "Is he a good man, your uncle?"

      Davey nodded.

      "Guess he must be. Any idea why we shouldn't mention it?"

      Davey sighed. "Complicated, I guess. He got a First Contact Reward, so he has to protect himself against thousands of people wanting his help. All the charities want to contact him, get him as a backer."

      "Oh, like a lottery winner." Bernie nodded. She took off her baseball cap and let her braids shake loose. "Can't imagine having that problem. Must be nice."

      Clo asked, "What did you do before this?"

      Bernie's teeth flashed. "You don't know? You didn't check up on me first time we met?"

      Clo blushed. "Umm...a little."

      "So, you know my story." Her smile disappeared. "I don't need to tell it."

      "I don't," Davey said with surprise, "she never tells me anything."

      Clo hit him in the arm.

      Bernie sat back and sighed. "Simple enough. I trained as an engineer. Robotics, electronics, that sort of thing. Damned good at it too. Got married to a nice guy. When he started hitting me, I killed him. Spent four years, three months in Unity City Penitentiary. Then Rob hired me the day I came out."

      Davey sat wide-eyed and speechless.

      Clo asked, "How do you know Rob?"

      "Subcontracting to the OEA. Met him on Ston Hurack. He was a laugh! We spent more time in bars than we did doing the work. He was a wild one. I guess he kept a trace on me. Release day, I walked out, down the driveway, no idea where I was going or what I'd do...there he was, like we'd seen each other the day before."

      Davey whispered, "Wow!"

      Clo nodded and said, "I guess he wanted to give you a break."

      Bernie smiled and held Clo's eyes. "Yeah. You're still young. There's more to it than that. I'll find out eventually."

      All three were silent until Bernie said, "See you guys back upstairs."

      The kids nodded.

      

      As soon as she was out of earshot, Davey whispered, "How are we going to tell her?"

      "Uncle Jim said not to tell anyone."

      "But her husband beats her and she kills him! And now she's working for a guy who used a stunner on that scaly woman." He hesitated. "What are we going to do?"

      "Calm down. It's not really our problem, is it? It's up to Uncle Jim."

      "I don't want to be here if she's going to do Rob in."

      "She wouldn't! Don't be ridiculous."

      "Maybe she should..."

      "Stop it. No one's killing anyone. Your uncle wants us to do a job. We'll do it...like professionals. We don't want to go back to living with our folks, do we? Maybe the job looks...a bit different now."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, as soon as we decided to show Uncle Jim the police report from Naq Frodin, we started working for him directly, not for Rob anymore."

      "Oh...yeah, I suppose so. I prefer that."

      "Well, yeah, me too. But...until your uncle decides what to do—tells us what to do—we just carry on. We keep out of the way."

      Davey nodded, swallowed, and said, "Complicated, isn't it?"

      Clo shrugged.

      Davey was silent, staring around the café. "I wonder how she did it?"

      "Did what?"

      "Her husband."

      Clo swatted his arm again, saying, "Don't you go looking it up. Leave it alone. It's none of our business."

      "Yeah. But I'd still like to know. Aren't you curious?"
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            BERNIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Rob sat in his office overlooking Bunden Street. Davey Able's face appeared on one of the three displays on his desk. Untidy hair, slightly gormless face; you are so related to Jim. "What's up, Davey? Working from home today?"

      "Yeah. Umm, can I go see my grandma?"

      Rob frowned. "'course you can. You don't need to ask me."

      "Well, yeah... I'm supposed to be working on the missing kid's case."

      "Do both. You can work during the trip."

      "Sure. See, I've got some stuff to take to her..."

      "Whatever. Safe trip."

      "Thanks!"

      In their small apartment, Davey nodded to Clo. She sighed and nodded back. "So far, so good."

      

      The following day, Bernie shook the rain off her coat and walked up the stairs to the Robins' office. "Hey, Rob?"

      "Hi. What's up? Wasn't expecting you in today."

      "Yeah, me and Ulf are supposed to be downtown at the electronics expo."

      "And?"

      "Davey's sick. Some kind of stomach bug."

      Rob shook his head. "What's he eaten this time? I told him not to trust that guy at the end of the street."

      Bernie shrugged. "Clo still wants to go to Sonloi-AC. She's asked me to take Davey's seat on the flight."

      Rob frowned. "She can't go on her own?"

      Bernie shrugged again.

      Rob asked, "What about the expo?"

      "It's on for three weeks. So I go later, not today. Same difference."

      Rob nodded. "Sure. But Sonloi's dull as anything."

      "You met Jim's mother?"

      "Nope. Unless she runs a steamy nightclub, I don't see I would."

      Bernie laughed. "Not every trip is like that, Rob."

      He smiled back. "I can try."

      

      In a quiet curve of the path through Sonloi-AC's arboretum, Clo sat with Bernie, enjoying the splashing of the nearby fountain.

      "So," Bernie said softly, "I'm here. I've seen some setups in my time. This was a good one. For what it's worth, I don't think Rob was suspicious."

      Clo blushed. "Umm. Yeah...We weren't sure if we'd gotten away with it."

      "Worries me. I like Rob. I owe him. But you kids—you're young, but you're nice people. You grew up in nice families. You're not the kind to go behind his back without a reason. So, when you gonna tell me what's up?"

      Clo shook her head. "I can't." Glancing across the precisely clipped lawn and the ornamental shrubs, she saw Jim walking toward them. "But here's Uncle Jim. He can explain."

      Jim smiled at Bernie. "Hi, Bernie, I'm Jim Able. I've heard a lot about you."

      Bernie didn't move. "I haven't heard much about you. Davey's mentioned your name." She frowned. "So, his granny—your mother—lives here?"

      "She does. You're invited to dinner this evening with her and Clo. But right now, I need a few minutes of your time."

      Bernie looked from Jim to Clo and back again. "Okay, I'm in, so far. Dinner with your mother seems fine. But does that mean you won’t be there?"

      "No one knows I'm here. I'd prefer it that way."

      "Interesting. You're standing in the middle of a public space."

      "True. But I won’t be here for long."

      "Okay. What do you want? Have I gotta call you 'uncle' too?"

      Jim laughed. "No, 'Jim' will be fine. I'll take it from here, Clo."

      Clo wasn't sure what to say, so she nodded and left them on the bench.

      Bernie folded her hands in her lap as Jim sat next to her. "Why am I here?"

      Jim began, "Rob works for me. So, I guess you do too. I put up the money for Robins."

      Bernie nodded. "I knew someone had. I've seen the spreadsheets. You sunk a lot into it."

      Jim nodded. "For a good cause."

      "Finding the missing? You bet."

      Jim sighed.

      Bernie prompted him. "So, thanks for the employment. Why am I here?"

      Jim nodded. "You're welcome. I trust Rob's judgment; he does the hiring."

      "But you've gone to a lot of trouble to avoid him knowing we're meeting."

      Jim handed her his tablet. "Watch this. Tell me what you think."

      Jim admired the familiar trees and grasses while Bernie replayed Rob's attack on the real estate agent, Ral Pid.

      He was about to speak, but she held up her hand and watched it again. And once more.

      She let out a long sigh. "So. Did she deserve it?"

      Jim shook his head. "She's in real estate. She became rich by screwing her tenants. She's a businesswoman like many others. Did she deserve that?"—he swallowed—"Seems extreme to me."

      "I'm not the person to ask about this kind of thing, Mr. Able."

      "Jim, please. You're exactly the right sort of person to ask. I could ask a professor of ethics, or I could ask you—someone with lived experience."

      "Experience? Huh! My 'experience' was quite different. Don't ask me to judge someone else."

      "No...you're right. I can't ask you to do that. But I have to. Make a judgment, I mean. I can't let him act that way in my name, at my expense."

      Bernie chuckled. "It ain't your name; it's his. Your expense, sure, I'll buy that."

      "It's a good cause. I can't let him use it as a cover. If he ever gets caught, I don't want him bringing us down."

      They sat quietly until Bernie asked, "So what do you want from me?"

      "I don't know yet. I wanted to meet you. I don't think I want you to do anything. Not yet."

      "But you will. And you don't want me tipping Rob off."

      "Right. Sorry. I'm putting you in a difficult situation."

      Bernie turned to look Jim full in the face. "Are you the kind of guy who picks off a medical plaster a little at a time, or do you grab it and rip it off?"

      Jim looked back at her. "Losing Rob is like ripping an arm off, not a plaster. How fast do you think I should do it?"

      "I see your point. But—sorry—that's your problem, not mine."

      "It's my problem, yours, Davey and Clo's...Robins as an entity. I want to deal with Rob and keep everything else going."

      "Good luck." She added, without a smile, "We're all rooting for you."

      Jim laughed. "Thanks.

      "I don't know you. I don't know what you want from me. Yes, you've put me in a 'difficult situation'"—she looked away, across the grass—"but I guess I'm better off knowing that...knowing this." She handed back the tablet.

      Jim nodded. "Okay. Mission accomplished for both of us."

      "That it?"

      "No. See the glyphs down the screen on that recording?"

      She nodded without looking at it. "Sure."

      "Naq Frodin police. They put out a wide request for identification. Sure, they have the wrong name, but someone will recognize him eventually...I mean, soon."

      "And once the authorities on Earth get his scent, we're in trouble."

      "I can't be involved. The kids shouldn't be. You don't need to be."

      "Shit."

      "Yeah."

      "How much warning do you think we'll get?" she asked.

      Jim didn't reply.

      "You're just going to let them take him, aren't you."

      "That...is an attractive possibility. It'll be out of my hands. If the kids monitor the right channels, I hope you'll have some warning. The decision will come down through the OEA before it gets to the locals in Unity City. There's a good chance we'll overhear something from them first."

      "He won't go quietly...and he won't let you just walk away, will he? Rob is no fool. He'll be looking for you to haul his ass out."

      "Yeah. I guess what I need you to do is work out an exit for you and the kids. And for Robins as a whole—best you can. My part I can handle—have handled. You guys need to be ready to step aside when the trouble starts. Be ready to set up shop somewhere else. Clean Bunden Street of all traces."

      Bernie sat back and sighed. "Shit."

      "Yeah."

      "On the other hand, you could move him out before then. Set him up somewhere where he won't be a threat to you...or people like her." She nodded to the tablet.

      Jim groaned. "Tricky."

      "Yeah. Pulling the plug on Bunden Street...preparing an exit like that...not easy. Not easy to do it quietly."

      "Think about it. Feed me your ideas through Clo."
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      Marhan folded a pink bathrobe carefully into a storage box. His aunt, Betih, had left it when she went with him for the final time to their home planet, Tanna Gul.

      She had worn it, not because she was cold on Jim's ship but as a form of subtle disguise. She was old, clever, and happy for all to underestimate her.

      How many people did you kill, Betih? What did other assassins think of you?

      Holding each item briefly in his paws, he put her other few possessions into her travel bag.

      You had this bag in the ceiling of your room. Hidden but ready. You knew I would come. Or someone else? I'm sorry I waited so long.

      Marhan walked down from her module, through the flight room, and down the ramp to the lower part of the ship. He found several empty storage boxes in the area next to Jim's one-person flier.

      He wrote "Property of Professor Ernot Bard Betwen, Luminant of Tanna Gul" on the outside of one, slipped the bag inside, and closed the lid.

      As he hung his long face and turned away, he whimpered—a small noise, belying his size.

      I told Jim when faced with death, we howl and move on. Not always.

      Lying back on his bed in his module, he thought through his conversations with his aunt about Jim.

      Is it possible the spirit can inspire such a strange creature as Jim? Betih had thought it might. I have seen him work, seen his manner, and I still don't understand what it means. How did I, a trained engineer, come to be spending my time on such an errand as this? No formulae, no reference tables, no programs, just my instincts.

      Marhan rolled over.

      And now he will be an assassin. He is slow, clumsy, and acts in ways he shouldn't. He also drinks inappropriately.

      He drifted off to sleep, thinking That is why I must stay.
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      Marhan's first sight of the inside of Safe Station made him growl.

      "What's the matter?" Jim asked.

      "This is how we should have built our underground facilities. Glass, easily cleanable surfaces, elegant curves." He sniffed the air. "And the presence of the green matter, the gardens, the open water. This is well done."

      "Your places don't look like this?"

      "As we retreated from the damaged areas of the surface, we repeated the same mistakes. Our caverns are dark and polluted."

      "Huh. I didn't see any of that when I was there."

      "No wonder so many of us stay away."

      "Right. You will end up as roaming refugees like the Limarcs."

      "It's inevitable."

      Jim smiled grimly. Not used to seeing you in this mood, Marhan.

      "Who are we meeting?" the canid asked.

      "I'll introduce you to Hank Glenfold, the administrator."

      "Is he a monkey like you?"

      Jim laughed. "Like me? You tell me when you've met him."

      

      In Hank's office, the administrator said, "Thanks for coming, guys. Good to meet you, Marhan."

      Marhan sniffed. The human behind the desk smelled slightly of fear. Not fear of combat but something more subtle. He also smelled of plants, water, and dirt.

      Hank wore a scruffy beard and loose stained clothes.

      Jim thought, Station administrators are all suits and fine shirts—not you. He smiled but didn't say, You're not yourself, Hank. You seem uneasy. Instead he asked, "Everything okay, Hank?"

      Hank nodded but glanced at the canid. "Not met many Guls. Hoo boy, you guys are bigger than I remember!"

      Marhan frowned and looked Hank up and down. "I can fit in your elevators and your train cars—more or less."

      Hank laughed and said, "Sure. For some folks who come here, we have to make different arrangements. If there's any special accommodations you need, let me know."

      Marhan nodded once. "Do you maintain the gardens yourself?"

      Hank smiled. "I do. Keeps me busy and out of my wife's way."

      Jim and Marhan waited as Hank smiled and eventually said, "We do have some rules here—and I don't want it to sound accusatory—but no hallucinogenic drugs on the station. Alcohol we allow. Stimulants, okay. But that's about it. Is that a problem?"

      Jim frowned in surprise.

      Marhan turned his head and held Hank's gaze with one eye. "A problem? No. Why would it be?"

      "No reason. Just wanted to make sure you knew."

      Neither Jim nor Marhan replied.

      Hank smiled. "So, Marhan, do you have family back on Gul?"

      Marhan's ears fell. "I have recently lost a dear aunt. She was old...but will be missed."

      "Oh, sorry to hear it. My condolences. Did you know her, Jim?"

      "Sure did. She was a force to be reckoned with. A bit like Fama."

      Hank chuckled. "Yeah. What would our life be without females to keep us in check?"

      "I'm not sure," Jim said with a laugh, "managed to avoid getting seriously involved. So far."

      "Well, you're young yet. You'll be surprised how quickly things can change."

      Jim smiled back. "I'm sure."

      Hank sat back in his chair and surveyed the two of them. "Glad to welcome you to Safe Station! Let me know if there's anything you need."

      "Oh, okay. Thanks, Hank." Jim said with a shrug.

      "Thank you," said Marhan, "And let me know if I can be of any use to you here."

      Hank nodded as they left.

      

      In Jim's suite, Marhan sat on the sofa, bounced gently a couple of times, and then stretched out across its length.

      "Make yourself at home," Jim said with a smile.

      "I have. Hank does not like me."

      "What? I didn't get that impression."

      "He fears me. He fears Guls."

      "I doubt that."

      "I smell it."

      Jim shook his head. "Oh wait! You mean that literally, don't you."

      "I do."

      "That's...unsettling."

      "Your primitive noses do nothing for you. I suspect as you evolve, your kind will lose the capacity altogether."

      "Okay...So why do you think he thinks you're scary? I mean, I can understand it with the Tuc, them being so small."

      "Lak-weed."

      "What about it?"

      "He thinks I use it or, perhaps, traffic in it."

      Jim sat down heavily on a chair at the table. "Got it! That's the only thing he mentioned specifically."

      "He doesn't know me."

      "He doesn't know me that well."

      "Nor who you might bring aboard his station."

      Jim nodded slowly. "Right. I need to watch that. I guess he's just doing his job."

      "Why do they treat you so well? Why provide such large rooms?"

      "I helped them out of a jam the first time I came. They gave me some good advice...and said I could come back. Actually, that's not something I get very often..."

      Marhan growled quietly. "Have they met Tella?"

      "No, not yet. Though Fama—Hank's wife—knows about the briefings and informationals. And the warrant. She has better intelligence than Robins."

      "I doubt Hank will let Tella move around freely on his station. I'm sure the Glenfolds have plenty to hide."

      Jim laughed. "Who doesn't?"—he glanced at the array of comms equipment on the table by the wall—"Tella still hasn't contacted us."

      "It has my ship. I fear the state the ship will be in when Tella returns."

      "Tella is an experienced pilot. No harm will come to your ship."

      "It's a volatile situation. You said the first contact process at TMV-One is failing. Add the presence of a transparent alien, or more than one...What do you think will happen?"

      Jim chewed his tongue. "Yeah. You're right. But then, Madhar Nect is extremely capable. It'll work out in the end. I don't know anyone on the Earth's side of the negotiations. But I'm sure it'll work out..."

      Marhan had started to snore.
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      The following day, Jim sat at the table against the outer wall of his rooms. Slightly to the right was the panoramic window showing the length of the central hollow of the station. Hank had set up the array of advanced communications equipment before Jim arrived. Nice gear, Jim thought, I wonder if Fama monitors it all?

      He called Sonloi-AC.

      "This is Sonloi-AC Message Exchange. How may I direct your call?"

      "Hi, this is Jim Able. Can you put me through to my mother, please?"

      "Of course! Please hold."

      After a short pause, Alfie answered. "Jim? Why did you come through the switchboard?"

      "To establish a new link, Mom. I'm sending you a code."

      "Okay, dear."

      "Got it?"

      "I have it."

      Jim ended the call and turned to another device. He started a secure call and waited.

      "Hello, dear."

      "Hi, Mom. Save this address. Are you painting?"

      "Taking a break. I have a young Meoenan coming in for her first sitting in an hour. Why the secure connection? What are you up to?"

      "Nothing, really. Just want to make sure we can talk without being monitored."

      "How's your back?"

      "Fine, Mom, Doctor Slota did his usual good job. No complaints."

      "And how are things with Clart Muna?"

      Jim laughed. "You never let go, do you, Mom? She's fine. She's helping me out with some accounts. Nothing for you to worry about. Just don’t mention to anyone that she's doing work for me, okay?"

      "Of course, dear. But you know I'll find out eventually."

      "No you won’t, Mom, Just drop it."

      "I hope it's nothing illegal. She's a good friend."

      "Absolutely not. How's Jayde?"

      "Well, she was fine when we had coffee this morning. But who knows what disaster has upturned her life since then."

      "Sonloi-AC isn’t that interesting a place, Mom. When was the last time a disaster happened?"

      "That would have been when you were here last, wouldn’t it?"

      Jim laughed. "Well, it's been good chatting, Mom. Talk to you soon."

      "Bye, dear."

      Jim ended the connection and shook his head, smiling. He made another call. "Rob!"

      "Hi, Jim, what's up?"

      "Not sure how to start with this one."

      "Yeah, you look ill. What's eating you?"

      "Remember a long while ago—at the OEA—you told me a whole load of gossip about Liz Curacao?"

      "The face that launched a thousand frowns? We all spent weeks of our lives talking about her and her annoying ways. I hope you don't want me to make contact; I still wake up each morning thankful I don't work for her anymore."

      "Do you remember why she had to fly a desk?"

      "She spaced someone."

      Jim sighed. "Yeah. I was hoping I didn't remember it right. Why wasn't she prosecuted?"

      Rob shook his head. "This is old stuff, Jim. You think I remember?" Rob scratched his chin. "Some scientific thing. Lim Talair. Just after it got hit with...whatever it was. She was in charge—her watch, at least. That's right! That was it. The ship was called Newton. I don't think it flew again. And nor did she. She was in the chair—or supposed to be—but no direct evidence linked her to the bodies floating out of her airlock."

      "And she never went out again? Never got in a spaceship—not even as a passenger?"

      "As far as I know. She never talked about it, of course. As you well know, she didn't like us even knowing about it. But I kind of understood that. I had her suspecting I knew more than I did. It served me well for a while."

      "What about Iven Cach?"

      Rob shrugged. "What about him?"

      "Any link to Liz?"

      "Doubt it." Rob shook his head. "Unless it's cocktail parties or press events. You know she likes nothing more than clinking crystal glasses with affluent assholes."

      Jim was silent long enough for Rob to ask, "You okay?"

      "Here's the job," Jim answered, "take the dates around Ch'Garratt—when I was hurt. Remember? When you were there."

      "Okay..."

      "Prove to me Liz wasn't there."

      "What? Of course she wasn't there!"

      "Yeah. I want you to prove it to me." Jim enunciated carefully. "Show me the evidence she was somewhere else."

      "Jim? What is this? Where's this coming from?"

      "That's the job. Are you okay with it?"

      Rob frowned. "I guess so. But I'd like to know more. What have you got so far?"

      Jim shook his head. "That's it. That's all you get, apart from what you know already."

      "Shit! And you're serious, right?"

      "Never more so, Rob."

      "You're going strange, Jim. Check your ship for toxic gasses. Really! You've stopped making sense."

      "Yeah. I know. How long will it take?"

      "A couple of days. Maybe minutes if I slip back into the OEA archives and look at her old meeting calendars."

      Jim nodded. "Thanks. I'm waiting."
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      Jim explored the station with Marhan for several days before Hank appeared early one morning at his door. "There's a bench on level fifteen, up by the waterfall. Sticks out round a Grangbush. You know, the ones with the orange fluffy flowers? It's a nice spot for a quiet think."

      "Okay."

      "There's someone who likes to think there. You should meet her."

      "Sure."

      "Just go and introduce yourself."

      "Ah...Okay. You're not introducing me?"

      "No...She doesn't bite. Go and talk to her."

      "About?"

      "You'll see."

      
      The Grangbush flowers smelled slightly of cheese.

      Jim hadn't expected she would be a Limarc. He was instantly on guard. His horror was still fresh from when a gang of Limarc thugs attacked him on Hon Hen Flereat. The microelectronics professor on Cob Tac had been pleasant enough, but Limarcs, after an alien object hit their planet, generally had a reputation for being difficult.

      "Hello?"

      The bony beak, where a human face would be, turned toward him quickly. He saw the glint in her offset eyes. "Sorry. Do you want to sit here?"

      "No! No, I came to meet you. I'm Jim Able, Sol Earth. Hank Glenfold said I should come and introduce myself."

      "Oh..." She looked out over the waterfall and the expanse of the station. "You're from Earth."

      She wore a blue robe that reminded Jim of the Regdenir of TMV-I. Her hair was cut short, unlike the Limarcs he had seen before. He could see her eyes and ears clearly, set slightly out on stalks on either side of her bony, blank face.

      "That's right, I'm from Earth. Is that a problem?"

      "You people live in trees. I don't like trees."

      Jim gagged slightly and then sighed. "What's your name?"

      "Blie Shermin."

      "Well, Blie, I live in a spaceship, like a lot of people who come here." Jim sat down on the bench next to her.

      "Do you have trees in your ship?"

      "No. No trees."

      "Hmm."

      "You're from Lim Talair."

      "I was."

      "You left when The Problem came?"

      Blie nodded, glanced at him, and then returned to staring across the path, over the handrail, out into the station.

      "Do you have family with you?" he asked.

      Blie shook her head and, Jim thought, shivered.

      Unsure what to ask next, Jim sat silent. Why did her parents send her here? She's young. Probably traumatized. Why is she at Safe Station? What is Hank up to?

      "Are you the Jim Able who exploded a device on Sol Earth Luna?"

      Jim felt himself rooted to the bench. "What? How do you know about that?"

      "I study the devices. Everything about them. Everything I can find. I read a report about you and Officer Anne Brewer. You ran an experiment exposing the device to high temperatures and then cooling it. It exploded and caused damage to several Sol Earth Luna facilities but caused no loss of life. Officer Anne Brewer was disciplined as the responsible officer at the time."

      Jim smiled at her machinegun delivery. Something about it reminded him of Fama when she was engaged in something routine to do with the station's business.

      "That's about right. We were lucky no one was hurt. But it gave us an idea of how the things operate. Probably designed to heat up on entry to an atmosphere, then—once it's descended far enough—launch its contents over as large an area as possible. It's a nasty piece."

      "Different atmospheres would mean different heights, different ranges, different temperatures due to the chemical makeup of atmospheric gases."

      "True."

      "Some planets are only gas and so have no surface. So the individual projectiles might, in some cases, remain traveling midatmosphere."

      Jim looked at her in surprise. "Also true. Have you worked with a scientist studying the devices?"

      Blie shook her head. "I'm only an amateur. No one listens. I wrote something. They said it was a conspiracy theory. Three thousand, two hundred and twenty-three people wrote about how I had no place to be writing on the topic." She shivered. "It was horrible. Some of them threatened to kill me."

      That doesn't sound right. Why would thousands of people care what a Limarc kid writes? Probably wasn't that many. Why would she come up with a number like that? She's a paranoid nutcase. What is Hank up to?

      "They cover things up."

      Here we go! "Who covered up what?"

      "The Problem. They don't investigate properly. They don't follow the data."

      "Sorry, I don't understand. What's that got to do with the hitchhiker device I worked on?"

      "Same device as the ones left in orbit of Sin Har over Ch'Garratt. The one you had. That's The Problem. It was one of those. Just one. Sin Har had twenty-six."

      Jim frowned. "Wait...What? The Problem is the same...? I thought it was some alien missile or something. Something traveling through space, accidentally hitting your world. Something from a distant war, long over. No one has ever—I mean, ever—said it was a device like ours."

      "Same device. Just one. Thousands of projectiles. On Talair, they hit the ground."

      "Someone would have said something."

      "They don't follow the data."

      She can't be serious. She's a nutcase. "How...how do you know this? Where's this coming from?"

      "I said. I study them. No one else is following the data. I see the patterns..." She shrugged, at a loss what else to say.

      Jim looked around at the waterfall, the gardens, the levels of the station rising opposite. "How did you come to hear about...my little experiment? What made you think it was related?"

      "The number of projectiles. The blast pattern. The unknown origin. I identified eighteen distinct similarities."

      "I can't see how—why—a report about it would have reached Lim Talair."

      "Doctor Alfus Tremer of Sin Har. He reported it. Doctor Alfus Tremer is someone who follows the data."

      "Oh, yeah. I met him. Nice guy."

      "Doctor Alfus Tremer is a renowned researcher. I've read many of his papers. I've read his report about your experiment."

      "Right. But what made you...? Okay, you said, the blast pattern, the number of projectiles, and so on."

      "And the behavior in the airless and waterless conditions of Sol Earth Luna contrasting with its behavior in an atmosphere. Doctor Alfus Tremer has detonated three devices in differing conditions, revealing the similarities with the gunesh-ilk"—she glanced up at him—"That's what we call The Problem."

      "Right. I didn't know he'd taken it further. So, you think this thing drifted through space, hit your atmosphere, and then...did its thing."

      "No. I think it was fired at Talair. But it collided with a satellite. I don't think the person who fired it intended to hit the satellite."

      Again you're sounding crazy. "Fired. Deliberately. That's quite a claim, you know!"

      Blie nodded. "I know. But it's there in the data. I saw the trajectories. I...see it."

      Okay. I'm on Safe Station. They bring gifted people and find them places where they can do some good. She might have something. Or is she just deluded? Maybe the Glenfolds want me to work out which she is. "Tell me more. Tell me about the trajectories."

      Blie shrugged. "The Newton. That Sol Earth ship that came to investigate"—she had Jim's full and undivided attention—"They said they'd come to investigate the path The Problem took in planetfall, how it hit the communications satellite. But they didn't."

      "Didn't what?"

      "They didn't investigate. They stopped after they collected

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
      

        
      
        
      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/jaa2-front.jpg







OEBPS/images/break-block-screen.png





