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            THE STORY SO FAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Previously, Jim Able: Offworld began (in Beauty Rising) with Jim employed as a bureaucrat resolving competing claims for first contact rewards. After a mission to Turcanis Major V-I, his associate, a chameleon-skinned Neraffan named Tella, created a new job for Jim within the External Intelligence Agency.

      Jim has befriended a canid from Gul Tanna named Ernot Dirl Marhan. Marhan is traveling in a stealth warship, one of the few remaining from a large fleet that Jim destroyed on his first EIA mission (in Larc Ascending).

      Jim was thrown into a mystery on Pec Sonloi—a planet near where he grew up—after meeting a being unlike any other at the temple of Tuanomena. He also met his late father and a daughter, yet unborn, and lost the T-switch, a time machine (in Time).

      Marhan has an aunt who has led a secret life as an assassin. A device she used to conceal her presence while she worked is now in Jim's possession. In discussions with her, Jim has declared two people he thinks should be stopped before they do more harm. She is now training him as an assassin—a career change he had never imagined.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            CH'GARRATT

          

        

      

    

    
      Jim always thought it odd—as he woke in the middle of the night—that the injury to his face wasn't what he felt. The explosions seemed always to hit him in the stomach.

      The rockets had destroyed the terminal at Sin Har's Ch'Garratt spaceport. They had almost capsized his career. They had almost killed him.

      Through all the thinking and the talking it over, through endless counseling sessions and nights drinking, he still found himself awake in the dark, sweating.

      His fingers gripped the blanket as they had the robe wrapped around the elderly Har. Her face, so solemn, so perplexed, silently asking him across the many months, "Why?"

      Though he had helped the injured in the smoke-filled aftermath, the faces of the dead filled the dark of the nights that followed.

      He could talk about it dispassionately. He could recount the events. He had even learned to express how he felt.

      But he could never answer her question.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            JACK KATRIGG

          

        

      

    

    
      "He killed about a hundred people and injured about as many others," Jim said with a sigh.

      "Is that where you got the scar on your face?" Betih asked.

      "I thought that had almost disappeared."

      "To your eyes, perhaps."

      "Yes, I was injured. My colleagues—you met Anne and a guy called Rob—spirited me away from the Sin Har hospital when it looked like someone was coming after me."

      Betih sat at the galley table, wrapped in her pink bathrobe, her furry ears slightly flattened, her long snout pointing straight at Jim. She changed the subject. "You know, it makes me happy to hear you and Marhan laughing together so much."

      Jim nodded. "Yeah, he's teaching me a few important phrases in Dewghu."

      "Can your feeble mouth pronounce our language adequately?"

      "Trall-gah hogh," he replied with a straight face.

      Betih threw back her head in laughter. "How rude!"

      Jim watched the canid's eyes. They bulged a little more than Marhan's, perhaps a sign of her advanced age. He wondered what they saw. She wasn't used to dealing with humans. As he talked with her, he was constantly unsure how much he needed to explain.

      His favorite way of getting to know aliens—individually or as a group—was to learn how they swear and insult each other. It had a twofold purpose. Firstly, it helped him avoid mistakes. Secondly, it involved everyone letting their guard down and allowing humor to reduce suspicion and unfamiliarity.

      Languages can be learned in their pure form, but colloquialisms permanently keep one step ahead of academic recognition. Book learning, Jim thought, resembled being in orbit looking down on a whole planet; he wanted to be on the ground, risking everything on a vulgar one-liner to connect with one individual at a time.

      But as much as trash talking can be good grounds for commonality, the gaps in understanding between species, between worlds, are always filled with unspoken dangers. None more so than with Guls from the Tanna system.

      Betih looked like a large, upright wolf. But, dressed in a pink robe, she created an illusion of fragility and old age. Jim had seen through that illusion. Guls can become aggressive faster than a human can blush. Their claws—though retractable—like their teeth are never completely hidden.

      This Gul, sitting quietly across the table from him, also had a secret. She had been an assassin, using her natural aggression in cold and calculated ways. That doubled Jim's suspicion that her assumptions would be different from his. Her conclusions, arrived at slowly or in an instant, would likely be—quite literally—inhuman. However, she had also lived the life of a professor of ethics at a theological university. He hoped keenly for possible points of mutual connection.

      This was the sort of relationship Jim found fascinating—what he lived for.

      "Tell me more," she said, "Jack Katrigg. Tell me everything."

      "He's a courier. He's a business fixer. He's a favorite of a certain type of operator—the dodgy kind."

      "When did you first meet him?"

      "Oh, several years ago. A ruined flier was found with no one aboard; I can't remember where now. In it, the investigators found a security permit for Phobos-R base. That raised a few eyebrows. The permit showed I had authorized it with Jack Katrigg as the assignee."

      "Go on."

      "So, I interviewed him. Someone in the Office of External Affairs found him. The signature wasn't mine. The document codes didn't match anything issued by the Office of External Affairs. At the time, he worked for several well-known shipping companies. All aboveboard. Courier work, some logistical subcontracting. Nothing special. He told me he hadn't rented the burned-out flier and had documentation showing he was working elsewhere. So his story checked out."

      Betih waited, pulling her robe tighter as if she were cold.

      "He was a real pain in the ass. He wouldn't sign anything. Only digital signatures. So, I couldn't easily match his signature on the paper permit."

      "I've heard Earth has odd ways of doing business."

      "There are good reasons for using physical documents sometimes. Even combustible, losable paper can be more durable than electronic records."

      Betih laughed. "You say that like it's a good thing. There are many matters best not remembered."

      Jim chuckled back. "I guess so. He really got under my skin though. He kept glancing at his watch, like, 'See how much of my valuable time is being wasted by this annoying bureaucrat.' Some people's mannerisms just irritate. His was the constant twisting of his hand. His watch was on the inside of his left wrist, you know. He was constantly checking the time."

      "What's a watch?"

      "What? Oh, it's a timekeeping device. Worn on one wrist or the other. Not common nowadays, although my brother keeps one."

      "Something he used to distinguish himself."

      "I guess so. My remembering it"—he nodded—"is sort of the point. The OEA was doing the audit in the Sin Har port called Ch'Garratt. I was part of the team, interviewing pilots and ship owners. His name came up on my list." Jim sat, remembering. "He was friendly enough. I said I remembered him. He might have remembered me; I wasn't sure. The audit"—Jim waved a hand vaguely—"I won't bore you with it. But at the end of the interview, I had to ask him to sign a physical document to show he agreed with the statement of what we'd done."

      "He wanted to do it electronically?"

      Jim sighed. "He read it over quite carefully. Then I offered him my pen, and he signed the form. He even smiled."

      "Interesting."

      "The inspectors cleared his ship, and I took him back to it. That was the first time he checked his watch. He was wearing it on the outside of the other wrist."

      "Is that unusual?"

      "Sure, people strongly prefer where and how they wear something like that. It will hardly change over a lifetime."

      "And you noticed. That's very good."

      "No. I didn't. Not then. Not when it counted. I escorted him to the boarding gate where he'd docked his ship. We said good-bye, and he left." Jim sighed. "He took off at the same time as another craft—a police flier. One missile brought down the flier; he fired five more into the terminal where I was still standing."

      Betih watched Jim's face.

      He continued, "It wasn't the same guy, and I guess he thought I had noticed. Obviously, he had something important to conceal."

      "Since your friends 'spirited' you away, have Katrigg or his people tried to kill you since?"

      "Someone tried when I was on Flereat with Marhan. I was following a lead about Katrigg; I don't think it was a coincidence. But then Marhan gave me another lead. I went to Stacco Ila 32. I found out two important things. First, there are more than two Jack Katriggs. It's a whole big institution. If you have a problem with authorities somewhere and need someone to lie for you, he—they—will do it. If you need doubt thrown on an investigation by his proving he was somewhere else at the time, that's no problem."

      "How very useful. But after he tried to kill you so publicly, the authorities must be seeking him."

      Jim shrugged. "He was somewhere else and can prove it. Can't have been him. Was someone impersonating him? You can make up your own story. The doubt cast by the evidence of another Katrigg is enough."

      Betih's eyes were focused elsewhere. "The galaxy is large, and those investigating crimes are stretched thin." She nodded. "I can see it. I can see it working."

      "Marhan's contact told me how I can hire one."

      Her eyes snapped back onto Jim's face. "Good!"

      "What I don't know—yet—is how I find my one. They all look the same and can coordinate lies about their movements. I don't know how I will get to that particular individual."

      Betih nodded vigorously. "Good! From a large population of possibilities, you have narrowed your search to a much smaller one. A finite population who looks alike and have the same name. They are all criminals or supporters of criminals." Hardly missing a beat, she added, "You could assassinate them all."

      Jim thought, And here comes the cultural gap. Is she serious? Do assassins eradicate groups of people or only individuals?

      He asked, "Are you joking?"

      Betih snapped her jaws at him. "Perhaps. A mission like that might become a lifetime's work. I think you are too impatient for such a large-scale undertaking."

      "Right. I want to do it the clever way. Avoid unnecessary bloodshed. I don't so much care about the organization or the others or what they do. This individual stepped way outside the normal bounds of fraud and deceit."

      "Your morality has interesting boundaries. You pick and choose."

      Jim shook his head. "Not really. I don't want my distaste for the rest of them to get in the way of the main point—stopping this one from doing it again."

      "Or succeeding where he failed before."

      "I was thinking more of the people in the terminal who I couldn't save. Some died in my arms that day. I won't forget them."

      Betih was silent. Jim got up and fetched a drink for them both.

      "This is a complex mission," she said quietly. "Katrigg is a man who works for others. He is no politician who can be found easily in public spaces. You will need to become part of his life, be where he is, be with the people he is with. It will not be quick."

      "But, I think, worth doing."

      "Will the common good be increased by your actions or decreased?"

      "There's the professor of ethics talking!"

      "No, that's the assassin talking. That is the first qualification for any mission. If the galaxy will be worse off after someone is dead, do not kill them. Simple as that."

      "Isn't that just picking and choosing? Your morality shouldn't be bound by whether the job is of some great worth or not!"

      "Now you make fun of me! Impudent puppy!"

      Jim smiled, silently toasted her with his mug, and asked, "So, you'll train me?"

      She rolled her eyes. "What do you think I've been doing?"

      "When? All we've done is chat."

      "No assassin will kill the wrong person—or even the right person—if they should not be killed."

      "Okay. So far, I approve of that."

      "How is such specificity achieved?"

      "What do you mean?"

      She shook her head. "The job of the assassin is to be sure. It is not to kill; the killing is the least part. The death is quick, certain, nonnegotiable. Why? Because the work has already been done. Everything has been investigated, checked, verified, checked again. You kill when you know, not before. How do you spend your time? Investigate. Study your target. If you can, get to know them in person. How will you become certain? How is such specificity achieved? Answer me!"

      "You mean my feeling sure isn't enough?"

      "Who are you to meet out death on such a basis?"

      Jim knew the answer, but it still made him feel uncomfortable. This isn't going to be easy. He replied, "Okay, you need the facts—like the police would." He nodded, "An objective judgment."

      "He begins to see. Marhan said you were quick for a monkey."

      Jim narrowed his eyes. "We Earth monkeys may appear slow. That's just because we are trying not to let things, like unnecessary rudeness, get in the way of otherwise profitable relationships." He smiled.

      Betih straightened in her chair and looked at Jim with one eye. "Interesting. Aren't you used to nonhumans? You have worked with many races."

      "And few are as annoyingly confrontational as guls."

      A smile spread along her snout, revealing her teeth. "Good. So you know us well enough."

      And you have no intention of changing.

      He took a silver golf ball, called The Cloud, from his pocket. He had acquired the alien object from an officious EIA operative named Sharkey, who had threatened Jim on his first morning with the agency. It was remarkable in two ways. When activated, it stopped all electronic devices from functioning—a dangerous property aboard a spaceship. And it had once belonged to Betih.

      He sighed and asked, "You mentioned other tools besides The Cloud. What are they?"

      The elderly canid shrugged. "It depends on your needs. But the primary one is The Striker. How do you intend to kill your targets? Once The Cloud is working, no electronics-based blaster will work. A projectile weapon might, but there are better devices."

      "The Striker? Do all your tools get fancy names?"

      "Your tools, not mine. They come from an ancient tradition, which you will respect."

      Jim smiled. "Of course! And I do. What is The Striker?"

      "A device so long"—she held her hands twelve inches apart—"a cylinder within a cylinder. When you strike the target, the motion of the inner cylinder causes it to fire. It may have electronic components that prepare its charge, but the final action is mechanical."

      "How does it kill?"

      "I am no weapons engineer! It kills. Effectively."

      "Does it need ammunition? You say it charges. Maintenance?"

      "No, yes, and no. It can be ready to use again after firing and once out of the influence of The Cloud."

      "Okay. So where is yours?"

      "Gone. With The Cloud when it was stolen. Perhaps they were kept together. How will you find it?"

      "Me?"

      "You. Perhaps the same skills you must show in investigating your targets can be employed in recovering your tools?"

      "Okay. Training, huh?"

      "What are you waiting for? I am old. At this rate, I could die before you learn anything!"

      She had a humorous glint in her eye that Jim had not seen before—an inkling of mutual understanding.

      Maybe this is going to be okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            ROB STUART

          

        

      

    

    
      Robin Stuart sighed and sat back in his chair. The room was quiet but for the hum of the equipment. He reached over to a nearby display and tapped the control to lower the lights.

      He was now in a sea of small indicator lights with a few islands of display screens.

      If he were of a less practical disposition, he might have appreciated the beauty of what he saw and marveled at where he was. Instead, he recited a well-worn curse upon his former boss.

      When Rob was first demoted to his current job, several others had worked with him. Now, he was alone. He had more responsibility, fewer resources, and unending pressure to reduce costs. All the while, his customers—the agents and staff of Earth's Office of External Affairs—still required constant access to their archives.

      The archives surrounded him. The electronic stores and their supporting infrastructure lined the walls of their secure and bomb-proof bunker. Rob's office was the center of the whole operation, literally and figuratively.

      And it sucked, in Rob's opinion.

      A trained and experienced agent. Qualified space pilot. Qualified armorer. Expert outmaneuverer of bureaucrats. And look what it's gotten me!

      The latter skill had been his undoing. His former and much-cursed boss, Liz Curacao, had worked long and hard to place him somewhere he would no longer bother her. Prior to her one victory, he had run rings around her, lived high on inflated expenses, visited planets more for recreation than for work, and trained many other agents in his techniques for making the most of life under the nose of an oblivious administrator. If only she had stayed oblivious.

      He turned the lights back up and sighed. Still getting paid though. He smiled.

      A call interrupted his reflections.

      "Archives. Stuart. How can I help?"

      "Hi, Rob! It's Jim."

      "Jim who?"

      "Jim Able. Forgotten me so soon?"

      "Jim Able? Hmm. Once knew someone by that name. Hauled his ass out of all sorts of trouble, I seem to remember. But that can't be you."

      "It can't?"

      "That Jim Able is now 'rich beyond the dreams of avarice' and is far too high and mighty to be contacting a humble archivist like me."

      "That may be true. I did get a first contact reward. But you, an archivist? Since when?"

      "Long story."

      "Fair enough. Looking for another job?"

      "Doubt I'd get a reference. Know what I mean?"

      "I'm looking to fill a vacancy. Want to work for me?"

      "What? Hmm. I'd have to think about it."

      "Sure. I can send you⁠—"

      "Okay. When do I start?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            CLART MUNA

          

        

      

    

    
      The Artist of Sonloi-AC threw her brush into a jar of spirits. The liquid splashed spots of light blue over the table. She turned, unhooked her smock, and let it drop to the floor. She crossed from her studio into her living room and threw herself into a chair.

      She reached behind her head and pulled the three braids of long hair, each dyed a different color, from behind her and placed them to one side.

      At once, her tablet chirped with an incoming call. She grabbed it, pressed the button, and yelled, "What!?"

      "Hi, Mom. You okay?"

      "Jim! Hello, dear. Don't mind me. This painting is not going well. How are you?"

      "Doing fine, Mom. I have a question. Do you still work with that accountant you had? What was her name?"

      "Clart? Yes, but I think she's retiring. She's not getting any younger. Like me. Why do you ask?"

      "I—er—need an accountant. I thought of her. You trusted her, right?"

      "Of course! A more upright citizen you couldn't hope for. Wouldn't let your father get away with anything!"

      "That's what I remember; he used to complain a lot about her."

      "Don't hire her for anything illegal! If you need that, I can probably find you someone."

      "What do you mean? Why would you think I'd want that?"

      She paused before saying, "Yes, dear."

      "No, I want to contact Clart. What's her other name?"

      "Muna."

      "That's right! Got it. Retiring though?"

      "That's what I heard."

      "Huh! Might work out."

      "You are up to something. Would you like to tell me what?"

      "No, not really. I came into some money recently. Just need someone to manage it for me."

      "Oh, that's good to hear. Well, both bits. The money, and that you realize you're not very good with all that."

      "Thanks, Mom."

      "Don't drink your way through it."

      "No, Mom. No intention of doing that."

      "Does this mean you can afford to come and visit me more often?"

      "Sure, Mom. Talk to you soon."

      "Bye, dear!"

      

      Clart Muna had already retired. The call from Jim found her sitting on her porch, eating a fish breakfast and enjoying the warm morning air, her husband at her side.

      "The Younger Son? To what do I owe this honor?"

      Jim replied, "I talked with my mother recently. She speaks highly of you. May I ask about your plans to retire?"

      "It's all true! I have retired. I'm enjoying the quiet. You must come and visit! Bring Alfie over and spend some time. My home is in Calamo. It's so beautiful!"

      "Sounds great! A visit would be good. You see, I'd like your help with managing some money."

      "I did say I'd retired."

      "True. But I hope you'll make an exception. I received a substantial payout from a First Contact Claim."

      "Oh...congratulations!"

      "I'll need help placing the funds across several worlds and setting up a small business."

      Her Meoenan voice deepened. "Well, that does sound interesting. But I did promise my husband we would have time together at last."

      From across the table, her husband said in an undertone, "It's the Family Able. Of course you'll do it!"

      She laughed. "Cal says I'll do it. Well, come and visit so we can talk it over in detail. I'll be happy to help if I can."

      "Thank you! Both of you! Of course, I think you'll understand I hope to keep this strictly a private matter."

      "Of course, Jim. Of course. Say no more."

      "I'll work out a visit to Sonloi and bring Mother over."

      "Wonderful! We're looking forward to it."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            SHARKEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert Sharkey liked routine. He ate the same breakfast every morning, drove in the same vehicle along the same route to the office, and deliberately arrived before anyone else.

      When he had to induct new employees at the External Intelligence Agency's office in Unity City, he did so reluctantly. Some were late. Some were nervous. All had endless questions. He appeared to be an interested, kindly, avuncular figure. However, his job was to impart a set amount of information within a limited time. He preferred it when they shut up and listened.

      When no inductees were expected, or no secret or dangerous cargo needed to be carried between offices, he could relax. He could arrange his time as he saw fit. His research—both official and unofficial—could continue beyond the constraints of working hours.

      Sharkey's keenest interest was alien machinery. His collection—the official and the unofficial—dwarfed those of many museums.

      The agency blessed his research and overlooked his excesses. His boss understood the advantages of a steady and loyal employee. They were also of the same mind concerning the risks that so much alien contact posed to the Earth and all true, loyal humans.

      He sat in his office in a large worn leather chair. On his desk lay a folder of papers from a recent find. Embedded in the desk's surface sat a display screen, showing the same documents.

      As he studied the diagram of an object on the screen, he jotted notes in the margin of the equivalent paper document.

      "No emissions" he wrote. "No smell."

      The object, a cube about fifteen inches a side, showed no markings, and no one knew yet what it was for.

      His tablet lit up, and his boss asked, "Found anything so far?"

      "Not yet, no. I'd like to find another one."

      "Another?"

      "Sometimes devices talk to each other. Proximity might trigger something within."

      "We're unlikely to find one. The wreck this came from had been there a while."

      "I know. I can wish, can't I?"

      "All you want. File it away until we see another ship of the same kind."

      "Another couple of days. My people have a few more experiments lined up."

      "Very well. There's a package tomorrow. My name. Collect from the OEA warehouse."

      "Going where?"

      "My desk."

      "Of course."

      That's all he asked, and that's all he would be told. He liked the inherent simplicity of his job.

      

      For Tella of Neraff, the job was never simple. Its assignments (and it strongly preferred non-gender-specific referents) often involved standing somewhere naked, cold, and bored. Listening to the conversations of humans, of jorrs, or of guls had limited appeal. But to pass unseen, to soak up nearby colors onto its skin, to smell the currents of alien air, to feel the play of emotions in a room, or to merely retrieve information that otherwise would remain hidden—these were the sources of great joy. Too often, though, it was finding the pleasures of work diminishing. A diminishment it put down exclusively to its involvement with Jim Able.

      Jim had introduced it to many new ideas and had an approach to meeting people quite different from Tella's. This odd human rarely seemed to expect a return from an encounter with a stranger. He approached all with equal interest. He might cover it over with an air of cynicism, but it was a cover Tella saw through.

      So far, on this mission, Tella still wore its white robe, the hood covering the back of its head. The white of the robe washed through its skin, making its face and long arms visible. Its face, flat nose, thin lips, and almost sunken eyes rarely betrayed any emotion. Such was the norm for a Neraffan-jong.

      It drove from the OEA warehouse and through the streets of Unity City following a vehicle whose driver was returning to the EIA main building.

      Tella sighed, recalling details of the building. It had worked there for longer than had been comfortable. It had been given a code name, R546. It had even created a job for Jim Able. More recently, Tella had left without a word, without permission, without notice. It was probably being sought by the agency's best—a situation that neither worried it nor induced a desire to rectify the situation. It had seen the agency from within and had assessed its agents lacked the capacity to be a threat.

      Jim Able, however, had warned Tella specifically about Sharkey, calling him "dangerous."

      Tella would soon see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            ROB'S VACATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Rob spent a quiet couple of days' vacation on the third moon of Tule Fewar. The locals generally shortened its official name of Ardageth—"Glorious Sight"—to Arda—"a sight"—as a small defiance against Fewar planetary authorities. Rob liked the locals.

      The view that gathered tourists from many worlds faded in the daylight but dominated the night. Arching overhead shone the cause of its civilization's rapid fall and triumphant rebirth, the remains of a supernova—the "Glory of Fewar"—glowing in eye-popping colors.

      "Pretty, isn't it?" he noted.

      "Don't say that too loud. You'll be lynched!" Jim replied.

      Rob snorted lightly. "I get bored with the hype."

      "You have no soul."

      "Well, true as that may be, I appreciate you paying for it."

      "It's a one-off. The job won't pay much at first."

      Rob sat up from his lounger and gestured to the waiter to bring another famously overpriced drink.

      "Going to tell me more about it?"

      "Sure. I want you to create a company that finds people—a search and rescue agency, that sort of thing."

      "Hmm," Rob said slowly, "a lot of travel. Expense accounts. A big network of investigators."

      Jim counted on his fingers. "Yes. No. Not necessarily."

      Rob sighed. "Go on."

      "Travel? Probably. I have no objection—whatever the work requires. Expenses? Sure, but only based on the company's income. I know you too well; you're not spending my money like you did the OEA's."

      "Damn!" Rob smiled.

      Jim continued, smiling back. "I want to use existing resources for the search operation, as much as we can."

      "What resources?"

      "How about the OEA's archive?"

      Rob laughed. "So, you knew all along!"

      Jim replied, "Kind of. A happy coincidence. Can it be done?"

      Rob chewed his tongue. "You're not thinking 'officially'?"

      "No."

      "Then, probably. How much traffic would you be adding to the system?"

      "Not much at first. We'd need room to expand later."

      Rob nodded. "A spider program runs in the background of the archives checking data integrity. It randomly hits the data stores, moves damaged files for rescue, swaps storage units, asks the operators to replace suspect hardware...that sort of thing. I've wondered about hijacking it but never saw a reason to."

      "Monitored?"

      "No. Well, hardly ever."

      "Sounds ideal."

      "I can see changing it to accept remote requests as input, but I don't know about getting the results out. Not without someone noticing."

      "There's a couple of kids I want you to work with."

      "Kids?" Rob did not sound keen.

      "My nephew and his girlfriend. You'll be impressed, I think. Once they're old enough"—Jim paused—"next year, persuade them to work for the company." Jim held up a finger. "Important to note that I am not involved. This is your company, as far as the galaxy knows. Their fathers would have a fit if they thought I had anything to do with employing them."

      Rob laughed. "Families are great, aren't they?"

      "Always."

      Rob nodded. "Okay. I have an idea of what to set up before I resign"—he turned his hand in the air—"given that I don't know what we're doing with the output. Can the kids work unofficially now?"

      "Doing my best to make that happen."

      "Where else? The OEA archive has its limits."

      "Who else uses the same tech?"

      "Oh..." Rob frowned and stared up at the magnificent sky. "...government accredited? Could probably find you some other agencies with the same kind of setup."

      "EIA?"

      Rob gave him a sideways look. "You insane?"

      "Totally."

      "Whoa...that would have to be a clean job. Sparklingly clean. Antiseptically⁠—"

      "I know. It's an ambition."

      "Okay. What about offworld data?"

      "Clo—the girlfriend—did something with gossip-nets. I was on Sonloi-AC; my mother had been kidnapped. I was under pressure to find something my father had hidden while keeping myself out of sight." Jim glanced at Rob. "I was meticulous about keeping out of sight. Clo found something on a gossip site about my being there." Jim shook his head. "They found me. She's a real asset."

      Rob was staring at him. "Kidnapped your mother to get to you? That's as dirty as it comes. She alright?"

      Jim nodded, then replied, "Yeah, it all worked out in the end. Meoenan politics more than anything else."

      Rob drank silently.

      Jim watched the supernova remnants and waited.

      Rob said softly, "So, I see an iceberg company. A little bit of public front—'We find your missing loved ones!'—on the surface. While underneath is this vast hacking infrastructure spanning...How big do you want it to get?"

      Jim nodded. "Bigger, the better."

      Rob nodded in return. "Ambitious."

      The two sat silent once more, bathed in the multicolor glow.

      "Go on," said Jim, "ask."

      "I'm not sure I want to. Okay. Why?"

      "I will occasionally put in my own requests for information. Targets that aren't missing but might be elusive. Targets that mustn't be forewarned of my interest in them."

      Rob laughed. "A revenge machine?"

      Jim laughed too. "No, better than that! A justice machine."
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      It took Tella a few minutes of searching the EIA parking garage to find Sharkey's vehicle. It fixed a tracking device under the rear and returned to the street.

      Large crowds of office workers and tourists jammed the sidewalks. It had to wait for a large enough gap in the foot traffic before stepping out. As it walked, it gave half a thought to the possibility that its feet might occasionally become visible to those walking behind as the colors of the walkway flushed over them.

      

      Sharkey returned home, and Tella followed.

      No high-rise apartment for this EIA man, Tella thought.

      Sharkey lived, at the agency's expense, in one of the houses on the shorelines of Unity City built originally for ambassadors and their staff; two stories and a black-tiled power-gathering roof, a garden of tropical trees, and a fence high enough to make for a difficult climb.

      Someone thinks highly of you. Or you have the dirt on someone important.

      Tella parked its vehicle at a nearby café and waited for dark. Leaving behind its white robe, it went to test the barriers that kept Sharkey safe from intruders like itself.

      The gate boasted cameras and motion-sensitive lights.

      Of course.

      The fence smelled dry and dusty.

      Electrified, but not high voltage. Interesting.

      Tella touched the fence and stepped quickly against a nearby tree, the bark's shadows and colors flooding its skin. Lights came on over by the house. On one corner of the building, the circle of a lens appeared, reflected distant lights, and faded as the camera panned the area.

      The Neraffan examined the entire boundary and found no breaches, no opportunities to exploit, no weaknesses in the defense.

      Jim was correct. Mr. Sharkey has something to hide.

      

      The next evening went better but less comfortably. The cargo floor in the back of Sharkey's vehicle smelled old and vaguely of the sea, but the dark matting was a good source of disguise. And Sharkey didn't look closely enough to notice the color mounding higher than the floor.

      Tella rose to stand in the shadow of Sharkey's back door. It was midnight, and no sounds came from within. Waves crashed against the nearby seawall.

      The rear fence stood closer to the house than elsewhere. Tella could see the patterned wire through the trees.

      Gathering a handful of stones from the flowerbed, it took shelter under a window, still close to the door. Waiting a minute or more between each one, it threw a stone toward the fence. Each time a stone made contact, the automatic systems reacted. Quiet beeps and chirps came from near the back door.

      After an hour of repeated alarms, lights came on within. The back door opened, and a yawning man in black strolled down the path to check the fence.

      Tella had gained the inside before the door swung shut.

      

      Sharkey's house held an immediate surprise. Tella walked quickly down a pastel-colored corridor into a central area. The décor was similar to—if not exactly—that of the EIA's head office. Functional, boring, unremarkable.

      The Neraffan looked briefly in two rooms off the central hall—plain furniture, a sofa that seemed never to have been sat upon, a table bare of decorative objects.

      Footsteps announced the guard's return from the garden. Tella stepped behind a door in one of the empty rooms.

      Watching through the crack of the door, it saw the man open a doorway to a staircase and descend.

      A basement? In Unity City? That would take excavating the underlying volcanic rock!

      Tella resisted the urge to follow him down the stairs immediately.

      Instead, it examined the other rooms, listened for noises from the floor above, and oriented itself again to the corridor to the back door in case of an urgent exit.

      Tella reviewed what it was learning. What isn't here? No electronics, not even a television. No books. No paper. No decorations. Where is the 'stuff' that indicates a human lives here?

      Someone climbed the stairs and burst out into the hall. A second followed. They argued.

      "It's just faulting constantly!"

      "Nonsense! It's state-of-the-art. There's something there! Go check again."

      Their invisible watcher smiled. They had left the door to the basement ajar.

      The air coming up from the lower level was warmer and less fresh. Tella could smell the warm air from computers and display screens and the scent of several humans. It looked down at the end of the flight of steps and saw a patch of wall it could stand against and perhaps avoid detection.

      The lights shone less brightly in the basement. The large room contained several rows of workbenches, like a commercial laboratory or large school science lab.

      Seven humans stood or sat at different places.

      Sharkey is not here.

      As it watched the activity in the lab, both Tella's understanding and alarm grew.

      One woman crouched over an object on her workbench. She had a line of three bright lights immediately above it. A magnifier stood between her and the piece; her hands manipulated long tweezers thrust into the heart of the object.

      The green scaley exterior immediately told Tella of its origins—the Glat system, one of the nine stars of the Plett Empire. Having traveled there as a youth, Tella knew humanity and the Plett would not like each other. This object looked like a battlefield weapon, though one end showed irredeemable scorching. Perhaps parts have been blown off?

      Whatever its condition, the Neraffan worried that a human technician could do herself a lot of damage poking around the innards of such a device.

      The other workbenches also held other nonhuman technology.

      Jim Able had told Tella that this human, Sharkey, likely possessed a device of the same origin as the small silver ball Jim called The Cloud.

      'A device.' 'Possessed.' No, Jim, this is a large-scale operation. I may need to access a catalog of objects to find the one you want.

      Tella fought two competing urges. The first was to abort the mission since Jim's expectations and all their preparation had been misguided. The second was to stay and learn more, to find the catalog, to retrieve the device, and to be done in one visit rather than risk another entry into the house.

      Juggling the two paths, Tella found itself caught against the wall at the foot of the stairs as Sharkey descended.
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      The Artist of Sonloi-AC sat back from her painting and smiled. That's better.

      Her latest portrait, of an older Meoenan girl, had been tricky. The subject had a scar across her cheek that Alfie knew caused pain both physically and mentally. The challenge she had given herself, and nearly failed to meet, was to balance the accuracy of her work with the girl's aspirational hope that her scar should not be the only thing people saw.

      The eyes, of course, were the key. Marhan had seen that immediately when the large canid had visited her studio. Remarkable insight for such a coarse and intrusive creature.

      In the case of this Meoenan girl, the eyes told the whole story.

      Alfie's tablet chirped.

      "Hi, Mom!"

      "Jim! Another call so soon. How lovely!"

      "Mom, that Meoenan doctor I used to see when Chapman was away. Are you still in contact with him?"

      Alfie tilted her head and asked, "The doctor? Are you sick? Is it that wound on your arm?"

      "No. Nothing to worry about. Just looking for a Meoenan who knows which way up humans go."

      She laughed. "He's still around. I think I saw him get an award for something recently. He'll be glad to see you again, I'm sure."

      "Great! Send me his contact information. I'll give him a call."

      "And putting this together with the accountant business, you seriously have to tell me what you are up to."

      "No, Mom. My business. But at least you'll get another visit from me when I see him."

      "Well, you can tell me all about it then, can't you!"

      "Bye, Mom."

      

      "Doctor Slota! Great to see you again."

      "A visit from the Younger Son is always welcome!" The doctor extended his blue hand and clasped Jim's warmly.

      Jim could see the effects of age on the doctor's face and a faint clouding of the large Meoenan eyes.

      "How much do you remember of the human anatomy? Do you get to practice our medicine much?"

      The doctor nodded slowly, a gesture learned and applied judiciously by Meoena when addressing humans. "Some, yes. I regularly see your mother for her heart condition of course."

      Jim swallowed. "Hmm. Didn't know about that."

      "Oh, I'm sorry. I assumed she would have told you."

      "No. Perhaps she told Matt."

      "Indeed. And how is your brother?"

      "As cranky and argumentative as always."

      Slota laughed lightly. "The Elder Son! Famous both for his words and his emotion."

      "A nice way of putting it."

      "So, what brings you to me after all these years?"

      "Something confidential. Not just in terms of medical privacy. This has...ramifications."

      The doctor nodded and listened.

      "That's why," Jim continued hesitatingly, "why, in the end, I got my mother to make this appointment with you rather than risk being overheard making it myself."

      The doctor listened but didn't nod.

      "I had business on Tanna Gul, a world of canids. I don't recommend it generally. I was attacked—not seriously—but I was unconscious for a while. I think"—Jim sighed—"my attacker may have implanted something into my back."

      Slota stared and then spoke. "What does your doctor on Earth say?"

      "I don't see one. The last examination I had was by Matt's guy on EBMS. He didn't notice anything. That's what worries me. I don't think it will be easy to find."

      "And why me?"

      "You're not on Earth. You're not associated with me, recently at least. I trust you. And you know your way around a human body."

      "Who was this attacker?"

      "A monk of the Praestans Rapax."

      The doctor's head rose full on his long neck. "They build spaceships. I have never heard of them either attacking people or implanting things in them!"

      "Nor have I. However, the question remains. Did they? Or did he, I mean."

      "What an odd situation!"

      "If they did something to me, I don't want them to know I know."

      He smiled at Jim and said, "And I thought your mother's life was complex."

      "Yeah, we're quite the family, aren't we?"

      "I presume I will see nothing from an external examination?"

      "I doubt you will. But you're welcome to look."

      He nodded and gestured for Jim to sit on the examination table.

      Jim sat and removed his shirt with a sigh. "I always wondered, doctor."

      "Yes?"

      "Why do you keep these rooms so damned cold?"

      "Ha! You want to uncover our secrets! Of course, we do it to remind the patient who is in charge. We keep you cold and afraid, so you don't answer back when we tell you what to do."

      Jim chuckled. "Thought so!"

      "Well, I see some scarring. "One, two...seven sites. All similar. Same age. Are these the ones you are concerned about?"

      "I was told initially those were scratches from a creature."

      "Hmm, I doubt it. These are not clustered. Animal attacks generally show the angles of the different claws and the direction of the swipe. These are all too similar, identical even."

      "Okay..."

      "Do you think there may be just one implant or one under each penetration?"

      "No idea, Doc. I'm hoping you'll tell me."

      "Well, put your shirt on. You are presenting me with a puzzle; that much I can see."

      "Okay."

      "How far do you want to take this?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "How many scans can I do? Do I book you into the main hospital in Tuanomena? How much time do I have?"

      "Ah. I'd rather do everything here. I don't want undue attention."

      "Yes. Yes."

      "As long as you want. I can pay you directly for anything you need to do."

      "Let's start simply then. I'll have my nurses put you through the routine scans. I'll build a picture of what happened, where your body has been healing, and anything anomalous we can see. If nothing shows up, I have only limited resources here to do more."

      "How about over on Sonloi-AC?"

      "Very good! I'm sure we can ask for the necessary privacy there."

      "Thanks, Doc. This'll be a weight off my mind."

      Slota chuckled. "If I find something, won't that be more worrying than if I don't? Let's hope for the best."
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      Sharkey came quickly down the stairs toward Tella. He stopped on the last two steps and looked to his right—away from the Neraffan.

      "Pack it all away!" Sharkey called to the technicians in the room. "There's an intruder on site. Lock it all down!"

      Relieved he had come no closer, Tella counted two pieces of new information. Sharkey wears old-fashioned pajamas to bed. They are on to me.

      With great reluctance, Tella looked around the lab one more time. The technicians were sealing objects in storage boxes of similar color and size and placing them on carts for transport.

      The Neraffan followed Sharkey back up the stairs. Sorry, Jim, this part of the mission has not been a success.

      It was easy for Tella to follow a guard out through the back door and into the open. Then came the problem of how to leave the compound alive.

      As it walked across the lawn, a beam of light from the house swung across the grass toward it. Tella ducked and ran to the right. The light swept passed and then came back. The Neraffan ran left, trying to outrun the beam, but was caught briefly.

      Shouts went up, but his pursuers did not understand what they had seen.

      "Animal sighted!"

      "That's no animal! It looked like a patch of mist."

      "Go and check! Get out there!"

      Tella also heard Sharkey's voice but couldn't hear what he said.

      Sprinting into the trees, it lost itself to the searchlight among the shadows of the trunks.

      At the side of the front garden, the trees grew closest to the fence. Tella climbed one whose branches stretched out along the fence line but not quite over it.

      Hidden by the dark and the patchwork of shadows and bark that played across its skin, it waited as the search followed into the trees.

      After several minutes, Tella heard Sharkey's voice again. "There. Up there! That one!"

      Blaster fire raked Tella's tree. Leaves and twigs burst into flame and swirled in the air.

      As the branch it clung to snapped and twisted through the air, Tella thought, This is going to hurt!

      A loud cracking noise accompanied the branch, the shower of debris, and Tella as they all fell onto and over the fence.

      Tella hit the ground and rolled, not elegantly, into the road, bouncing over twigs and burning vegetation.

      Sharkey shouted insults at his guards. One shot randomly through the fence, but Tella was across the street and into a neighboring garden.

      Limping and gasping for breath, it sank into the dark water of an ornamental pond, its face at the surface near the edge, using ferns for cover.

      Oh, and hurt it does!
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      Jim's ship had had a parade of visitors at the spare berth on the Europa Biological Monitoring Station or EBMS, where it was docked. Matt Able—administrator or tyrant, depending on whom you asked—temporarily allowed his brother the privilege but was surprised, curious, and annoyed.

      "Get your own station!" he yelled at Jim.

      "What?"

      "You have the traffic to warrant it! Ships coming by night and day, bothering my staff, demanding to dock, just to see you. This isn't what we agreed on. You'd be working elsewhere, you said. 'Be no bother,' you said. Well, you're not elsewhere, and you're being a damned nuisance!"

      "It's only temporary. Just while I sort out a few things."

      "And what's this rumor about you coming into money?"

      Jim replied tersely, "Just a rumor."

      Matt glared at his brother and bit back the reply that desperately wanted to burst out. "Two weeks! Clear off my station. Whatever it is you need to do, do it somewhere else."

      Jim sighed and said, "Sure, Matt. Whatever you say."

      Matt was momentarily confused. Realizing what Jim had said, he nodded briefly and left.

      
      Tella returned.

      Escorted by an EBMS security guard, the Neraffan leaned against the docking hatch as Jim opened the airlock.

      "You don't look so good."

      "I have felt better."

      "Shall we get the doctor to visit?"

      "Does he have any experience with my people?"

      "None. Does that matter right now?"

      "No. I suppose not."

      Jim asked the guard, "Medical visit, as soon
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