
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The FBI calls upon Ash to solve a case in deep space. Hesitantly, she accepts the mission and goes off to the wheels of delight.

	 

	 

	The Nebulistica was built by a ghost, a shadow, a man known only as The Red Pimpernel, the wealthiest man on Earth. No one has ever seen him.

	The Red Pimpernel requests Ash because of her reputation as the best in solving cases, so the FBI offers her the mission to solve the murders committed on the pleasure station. But how does The Red Pimpernel even know about the green detective who could not get a job as an FBI agent?

	Ash is shocked when she meets The Red Pimpernel only to find herself falling in love with him. Together, they get into all kind of trouble trying to figure out who the killers are.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Nebulistica... the home of the most wished-for holiday experience on Earth, located in deep space. Only the rich and famous could afford to buy passage on one of the spaceships that traveled there and enjoy a vacation at the coveted resort with its wheels of delight.

	Ashwini stared at the letter she’d just opened, containing a job offer. A tempting one when she looked at the compensation offered. She could earn in three months or so what it took her a year to earn at her regular job. But it meant taking a long leave of absence. It wasn’t as if she could get there by plane and return as soon as the job was over. No, the trip to Nebulistica would take way longer than a week or two, and who knew how long it would take to solve the case. She doubted the precinct would hold her job for that long.

	She’d worked so hard to get to where she was, and now, she had finally made lead detective of her team. Was she willing to give all that up? It had taken her years of training, working her way up the ranks, and eventually gaining acceptance from her coworkers. It took them a while to finally learn that the green-skinned young woman was no different from them.

	Not that there weren’t other alien immigrants on Earth, a few even worked at the precinct, but she and her parents were the only green-skinned people on Earth. They came from the planet Laharia, a planet discovered by Earth’s space explorers twenty-nine years ago, not long before she was born. When she was two, her father had been offered the position of Laharian ambassador, and her parents had moved to Earth.

	She took pride in the fact that she was the first alien who had been accepted at Quantico. Her childhood dream of becoming an FBI agent had come true. Except, when she’d completed her training with flying colors, not one of the FBI’s field offices wanted her.

	After Ash had given up on being accepted at one of the FBI’s divisions, she had applied at the local precincts in several smaller towns out of desperation. She became a cop, giving up her dream of being an FBI agent.

	Almost...

	Deeply hidden in the far recesses of her mind, the dream still hovered.

	And now, after all this time, the FBI contacted her. Why? Because according to the letter, they needed a special agent for what appeared to be an almost unsolvable case. It was a mysterious offer, to say the least.

	On Nebulistica... Wheels of Delight...

	The famous space station had been constructed in deep space by an eccentric billionaire. Except it wasn’t really a station. It was a contraption built for pleasure that had taken its builder many years to bring to completion. The man had also built three spaceships at his space dock in Mexico. First, to haul building materials and parts, and after completion, to transport prospective pleasure seekers to Nebulistica. The pleasure station had been in full operation for more than five years now.

	The billionaire had already made the news many years ago when he’d built his first spaceship and journeyed into space. But then, his latest venture with the space station had made world headlines... and still did. Everyone on Earth knew about it and had declared him out of his mind. Nebulistica offered people pleasures they couldn’t fulfill on Earth, adventures conducted in utter privacy. A vacation on Nebulistica promised to bring to fruition a visitor’s wildest dreams and fantasies.

	Ash had no idea what the case was about because the letter contained no further details. If interested, she had to report to FBI Headquarters and meet with the director. If she contacted them saying she was interested, they would send a flyer for her. At the end of the letter was a warning not to speak to anyone about the offer, that it was classified. If she decided negatively, she was to destroy the letter.

	She dropped the letter on the coffee table. “Viewscreen,” she ordered. “Show images of Nebulistica.”

	A large screen lit up on her living room wall. First, it displayed a six-D image of the space station as drawn by an artist. A male voice in the background described the pleasure station. Ash counted six bright-colored wheels in red, aqua, green, yellow, blue, purple, and a smaller gray wheel. The eighth wheel at the top of the structure was a shimmering gold and apparently the command center and quarters of The Red Pimpernel, as the man was commonly called—a takeoff of The Scarlet Pimpernel. Though that didn’t make sense because, in the historical book, that individual used the alias to smuggle people to safety.

	The voice droned on, describing some mechanical stuff. Then the narrator mentioned the billionaire by his nickname, explaining that the name meant someone mysterious and daring.

	She assumed the next images were taken with telescopes. The contraption looked colorful against the backdrop of space. Not far from it was a nebula. She saw no planets, but the station was surrounded by a sea of stars.

	“It almost looks like a child’s toy,” she murmured while waiting for more images and information.

	“Unfortunately, there are no internal images available of the station. Cameras are not permitted on board,” the narrator said, then went on to talk about how The Red Pimpernel had been the recipient of a large inheritance and had become a multimillionaire at a very young age. He then built his empire into a multi-billion-dollar industry and was now the wealthiest individual on Earth.

	Besides his achievements, little was known about the billionaire except for rumors. Gossip had it that he was an alien who had come to Earth years ago and refused to be photographed because of his appearance. So far, no one had unearthed one photograph of the elusive man, where he lived, or any of his personal history. He was a ghost.

	Ash couldn’t help but be intrigued by the mystery of it all. What had happened on the pleasure station that the FBI needed to become involved? Earth had no jurisdiction over Nebulistica.

	From what the narrator said, the station had its own laws, its own security team, and from what she had just listened to, a full staff and maintenance crew who had all signed up for five years and were sworn to secrecy.

	“Stop viewscreen.” She’d seen and heard enough. It had not offered any information besides what she already knew about the pleasure station and its owner.

	She picked up the letter again and scanned it one more time. Apparently, The Red Pimpernel had specifically asked for Agent Ashwini Flubergo. How had he even known about her?

	Heaving a sigh, she folded the letter and put it back in the envelope. It had come via special delivery. Who used paper and envelopes anymore? All communication was digital nowadays. Post offices were nonexistent since they had all closed their doors quite a few years ago. If you wanted to send someone a parcel or special documents, you either used special delivery or ordered gifts online.

	Deciding to sleep on it, she went to the bathroom and brushed her teeth. She stared at her reflection in the mirror above the sink as she braided her long greenish-black hair. She’d do anything to get rid of her green appearance, to look like other women on Earth. Physically, she looked the same, except her ears were a little pointier, but she hid those with her hair. Her eyes were electric green and almost looked as if they were lit from behind. But it was not those attributes that put people off. It was mainly her green skin... It had given her so much trouble throughout life. It started in kindergarten, where there were kids of all colors, even ones with really black skin and other alien children. But she was the only lonely kid with green skin and got picked on throughout her school years, where she had often been called a bad weed. At least, when she was old enough to choose what she’d wear, she’d always been able to hide the golden glyphs on her arms and legs, the glyphs that were symbols of her magical abilities.

	University, where she had studied law and obtained her bachelor’s degree in criminal justice, hadn’t been much better. She had no friends. No one wanted to be seen with the green alien. She’d always felt so lonely. All she had were her parents, who didn’t seem to be bothered by the color of their skin and had quite a few friends.

	When she was a teenager, her mother had her see a psychologist, who told her that it was her own self-consciousness that drove people away or caused them to make fun of her. After all, other aliens were living on Earth, ones that didn’t resemble Earth’s people at all, and they didn’t have a problem. Or didn’t seem to... If only there had been more Laharians on Earth than just her and her parents. But the Laharians had no interest in leaving their world except to occasionally visit for business purposes, to affect trade between the two worlds.

	She put the hairbrush back in the drawer and went to her bedroom. As she lay on her comfortable airbed, she wondered what to do with her apartment if she decided to accept the mission. Rent it out? It had been hard enough to find an apartment until her parents had finally helped her out by buying one for her. What was she thinking? She hadn’t even made up her mind yet to respond favorably or unfavorably to the letter.

	 

	Her implanted phone vibrating in her arm woke her before it was even daylight. Groggily, she tapped her arm. “Flubergo.”

	“Ash, there’s been a murder in apartment forty-five of the Hydrangea apartments on Fifth street.”

	“I’ll be there shortly.”

	Ash quickly got up, went to the bathroom, hurriedly washed her face, brushed her teeth and her hair, and put on her black tights, a long-sleeved shirt, leather jacket, and boots. Lastly, she strapped on her gun belt, which held her phaser and badge.

	On the way to the murder scene, she called her partner, Detective Rod Harrison. “Harrison, there’s been a murder. Meet me at...” she rattled off the address while her solar-powered aircar parked itself in front of the apartment building. Several police vehicles were already there, their red and blue lights flashing.

	Inside the apartment, Ash approached the police gathered around the victim. “What have we got here?” she asked while pulling on her latex gloves.

	The living room was in disarray, and the victim, an older woman, was lying on the carpet, a pool of blood under her head.

	“Elderly woman. She put up quite a fight,” one of the policemen said. “Looks like a robbery.”

	“Victim’s details?”

	“Elise McKinnon, seventy-three, lived here alone. Her purse has been rifled through, her jewelry box, not sure yet what else is missing.” He pointed at the victim’s hand, then a finger lying next to it. “Finger’s been cut off. My guess is she had an expensive ring on that finger, and the killer couldn’t get it off.”

	The coroner knelt beside the body. “Death approximately an hour ago. Blunt trauma force to the head. I’d say her death was instantaneous.” She pointed at a marble statue of a cat lying on the floor next to the body. “That’s the weapon used.”

	Ash glanced at the white statue with blood caked on it and a few tufts of gray hair, then turned to the policeman. “Who called it in?”

	“A neighbor. Got woken by the noise and screams. We got here far too late, but we were in the middle of a chase. No other unit was nearby.”

	A short middle-aged man joined her. “Harrison. You took your time.” She quickly told him what she’d learned so far. “Go and interview the neighbors. With a bit of luck, someone saw something, like the murderer leaving the building. Oh, and talk to the super for info on next of kin.”

	“I doubt anyone saw anything,” Harrison muttered. “Who the hell is up at such an ungodly hour? And he probably left the same way he came in, via the balcony.”

	“The elderly tend to stay up late and often suffer from insomnia.” She walked around the small apartment, but besides a jewelry box being mostly emptied, she found nothing else suspicious. The mattress had been pulled off the bed. She grimaced, knowing more often than not, the elderly kept cash hidden under their mattress. Drawers had been rifled through, the clothing scattered all over the floor. The killer had obviously been in a hurry looking for more jewelry and money. She went back to the victim. “If we’re lucky, the killer left his fingerprints on the finger. Bag it and take it to the lab,” she told forensics, who were busy dusting for prints.

	Ash took her gloves off, knelt on one knee, and laid her hand on the victim’s forehead. Scenes flashed before her eyes...

	The murderer—a young man with long, straggly black hair, dressed completely in black and wearing gloves—climbs onto the balcony and opens the sliding door that is slightly ajar. He stealthily moves around the apartment. The woman comes out of her bedroom wearing a long, white nightgown, flying at the burglar, attacking him, scratching him down the side of his face causing him to lash out at her. She stumbles backward, giving the man the chance to grab the statue. The woman attacks again, he hits her with the statue, and she crumples to the floor.

	Ash turned off the scenes in her mind. She didn’t want to see the killer hack off the woman’s finger.

	No one was aware of her capability to see the last living moments of a murdered victim or knew of any of her other abilities. Her partner and the other detectives thought it uncanny how she knew certain details, but no one had ever said anything.

	“The killer may have scratches on his face or arms seeing the struggle she put up,” Ash suggested. “Maybe check under her fingernails. Also, I think he was wearing gloves.”

	“What makes you say that?” Harrison asked behind her.

	“Just a hunch. Did you have any luck with the neighbors?”

	“Nah, most of them were sleeping and not impressed with us waking them up, and the ones that were not asleep weren’t looking out of the window or on their balcony. The super gave me the number for her daughter.”

	“Maybe we’ll get a DNA sample from under her nails, and with a bit of luck, the perp’s in the database. But right now, I need a coffee.”

	Ash checked up and down the hallway as they left the crime scene before stepping into the elevator. “Pity that most of these old buildings don’t have surveillance cameras. Sure would help.”

	She drove to the precinct, stopping to pick up a coffee before heading in. On the way, she made up her mind. She’d call the number in the letter to find out more about the mysterious offer. There was no way she’d give up her job at the precinct, but her inquisitive mind had a need to know more.

	Before joining the team, she went to her desk, sipped her coffee, then used her desk phone to dial the number she had memorized. Having a photographic memory was another of her gifts. She only had to see something once, and it was engraved in her mind.

	“Mortella,” a male voice answered.

	“Detective Flubergo here. I received the letter and would like to learn more.”

	“Great. When are you free?”

	“I’m on a case right now, but it shouldn’t take long to wrap it up. Next week?”

	“Too long. We would like to see you today if possible. We can come and get you. The flyer can take you to FBI Headquarters fast and back again. You’d only be gone for a couple of hours.”

	Ash hesitated. “Okay. I can possibly make it late in the afternoon. Where will you pick me up?”

	“Smoketown Airport at three p.m. And remember, this is all classified.”

	“I know. I read the letter. I’ll be there.” She clicked off.

	The airport in Lancaster wasn’t that far from Washington, DC, where FBI Headquarters was located. She wondered if Mortella was the director. No, he would have introduced himself as such. Shrugging, she went to the conference room to meet with the team to discuss their case.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Ash was quite satisfied with that day’s investigation. It had only taken a few hours when, thanks to the skin tissue found under the victim’s nails, they had an ID for the killer. He had already done time for burglary and assault with a deadly weapon. He was currently out on parole.

	She sighed. The jails were overfull, and they were letting convicts out far too soon.

	Shortly after lunch, they had picked up Gary LaFleur and brought him in for questioning. The guy didn’t break easily, but he finally confessed when she confronted him with the DNA evidence found under the victim’s fingernails.

	“I didn’t think I’d hit her that hard. I never meant to kill her. I’m not a murderer,” he’d said. “She was a feisty old bitch and wouldn’t stop coming at me. I only meant to knock her out.”

	Ash had snorted. “Well, this morning you turned into a killer and a butcher.”

	The case had been easy to solve. She was known for solving crimes, even if it took longer than a few hours. At times she’d even been called in by other precincts asking for her help in solving a difficult case.

	She waited impatiently in the office of Smoketown Airport. It was after three. She’d been on time, but her transport was apparently running late.

	Finally, a thin, tall bald man entered the office and approached her. “Detective Flubergo, I presume. I’m Agent Mortella. If you’ll follow me?”

	Once strapped to her seat inside the flyer, she turned her attention to the agent. “Are you able to tell me anything?”

	“No. You’ll have to wait until you meet with the director. All I can tell you is that you’ve been requested on a case and that your involvement, should you accept, is highly confidential.”

	“Weird... and totally mysterious.”

	“Director Prentice will answer your questions. We’ll be there soon.”

	 

	The flyer set down on top of a tall building. Ash had been to headquarters once a long time ago but had entered it from the street. She followed the agent to an elevator that took them down a few levels and exited into a long hallway. He led her to a large, fancy office visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

	Mortella opened the glass door for her. “Please, go in. The director is waiting for you.”

	She walked into the office, which was sparsely furnished, clinically almost.

	Ash didn’t see anyone, just a couple of visitor chairs, a large desk, and a high-backed chair that was turned with its back to her. Suddenly it swiveled to face her, and the man sitting on it stood. He was a very tall, very black man. His skin was like polished ebony, and he was incredibly handsome.

	“Agent Flubergo. I’m glad you came. I’m Director Prentice. Please, take a seat.” He gestured at the chairs in front of the desk.

	She sat on the edge of the seat. “Good afternoon, sir. Though I must correct you. I’m not an agent. I’m a detective now. I left the FBI quite a while ago, not too long after I graduated from Quantico.”

	“Yes, so I learned. May I ask why?”

	“No one wanted a green agent in their office. I finally found work at the precinct in Lancaster.”

	He smirked and sat again. “Racism. When will it ever stop? You started at the Lancaster precinct as a policewoman, and quite soon after, you were promoted to detective. Now you are the lead detective.”

	“Yes. I’m here because I’m curious, and if I don’t find out what this is all about, I’ll wonder forever. My curiosity and investigative instincts got the better of me. But to be very honest, I like my job and don’t want to leave Lancaster.”

	“You’re very forthright. I appreciate that in a person. I’ve reviewed your history, and frankly, I’m surprised that none of our branches accepted you after you completed your training at Quantico. I’ve also reviewed your case history with the Lancaster precinct and am more than impressed. But I suppose you’d like to know what the letter was all about.”

	“Yes, sir. Especially why The Red Pimpernel requested me on the case. How does he even know about me?”

	“You’ll have to ask him that question yourself if you decide to accept the mission. That’s if you get to meet him. He’s a very private and mysterious individual. He specifically asked for you and only you in his correspondence with the president. We are to send no other agents along unless you absolutely refuse the offer. He would have no option but to accept another agent.”

	“As I said before, I like my job and don’t want to leave the precinct. I’m only here because of my insatiable curiosity about the job.” Would he even tell her what it was now that she’d mentioned twice that she had no intention of accepting the mission?

	He gave her a slight smile. “I can reassure you that you won’t lose your job. I would make sure of that. However, your uncanny ability to solve cases, even cold cases that have stumped others, leads me to think you need to come back to the FBI. I have an opening for an agent like yourself, and after what Harrison’s told me about you, I’d take you back in a heartbeat. Think about it.”

	He smiled, but before she could ask when he had talked to her partner, he continued. “Now, to the matter at hand. It appears that there’s a serial killer on the loose on Nebulistica. There have been two murders within a week. Their security team doesn’t have the knowledge or ability to deal with such a serious situation. The Red Pimpernel asked the president to contact us for our help to locate you.”

	“But we have no jurisdiction in space unless it’s a ship that belongs to the USA, right?”

	“Correct. The Nebulistica station is privately owned, but the president himself has ordered us to step in and assist with the investigation. Transmission from deep space is slow. Who knows if there have been more murders since the last message received by President Dunn.”

	“Has their security team come up with any clues?” Ash asked.

	He shook his head. “Since the last communication, we’ve heard nothing. There’s also the possibility that it might not be a US citizen committing the crimes. The rich and famous from all over the world tend to vacation on Nebulistica. If the killer is caught and from another country, we’d have to hand him or her over.”

	“How many people are on the pleasure station at one time? Do you know? Exactly how long does it take to get there? Since it’s located in deep space, it has to take quite a while.” The documentary she’d listened to had mentioned that a vacation lasted around three months, but it had not talked about the length of time it took to get there or back to Earth.

	The director grimaced. “That will surprise you. It takes less than four weeks. No one knows how or where The Red Pimpernel got his technology, but his spaceships reach their destination in record time. Much to the disgust of many of our scientists and space engineers, he won’t share his knowledge with them.”

	Ash frowned. “I don’t see how it’s possible to get there that fast unless he’s an alien from a highly technologically advanced world and has used that technology for his ships.”

	The director nodded. “Even the FBI has not discovered who he really is or where he’s from. The man is a ghost. He owns a lot of land in Mexico, where he built his spaceships and from where they depart. The property is heavily guarded.”

	“How do people book a trip to Nebulistica?”

	“Online. Everything is arranged digitally. Whether you accept the mission or not, remember this meeting never happened. You can imagine how it would hurt The Red Pimpernel’s reputation and business should word get out about the crimes. Travelers would probably cancel, and he’d possibly have to shut down Nebulistica because it must cost more than a fortune to keep up that station.”

	Ash snorted. “Probably wouldn’t even put a dent in his wealth.”

	“Talking about wealth, the figure offered in the letter is negotiable. I was given the authority to increase it if necessary to persuade you to take the mission,” he said.

	She thought for a moment. The letter promised a compensation of two-hundred-thousand dollars. “Right now, I earn almost that much in a year. Considering the inconvenience, the traveling time, and how long it could possibly take to solve the case, the compensation offered isn’t really that tempting. My regular pay would get docked for the length of time I’d be away.”

	He smiled, his white teeth contrasting vibrantly against his ebony skin. Again, Ash was struck by his good looks. The man should be a movie star.

	“You mean you’re not even tempted to spend time on the pleasure station? It’s something we ordinary people can only dream about,” he said. “I was authorized to double that figure to persuade you. And you could think of it as a vacation because of the voyage there and back.”

	Ash’s eyebrows shot up. “No, the idea of a vacation in space doesn’t tempt me in the least. Four hundred thousand? That makes it extremely lucrative. Especially since I usually solve crimes quite fast.”

	“I’d say. Not bad money for a few months of your time.”

	Ash finally felt comfortable enough to sit back on the chair. “Something else... backup? I have a partner and work with a team.”

	“Yes, your partner is Detective Harrison. I know him well because he happens to be a friend of mine. Your team is not included. You’d be on your own.”

	“You’ve got to be kidding me. What if there’s more than one perp involved? Plus, I would need weapons, and it said in the documentary that electronics are not allowed. There’s no way I’d go without my computer or tablet.”

	“You’d be working with his security team.”

	“Unqualified people?”

	“I’m sure they must have some kind of training. I can’t imagine The Red Pimpernel hiring anyone but the best.”

	“Weapons? Does he realize I wouldn’t go unarmed?”

	“You would be an exception, and I would make sure you have everything you need.”

	Ash scrunched her forehead. “How long do I have to think about it?”

	“Time is of the essence. I need an answer... like yesterday.”

	She catapulted off her chair. “I can’t give you an answer right now. I want to talk to my parents and—”

	“And tell them what? Remember... classified. All you would be able to say is that you’re going away for a while.”

	“There are too many holes in what you’ve told me. The Red Pimpernel doesn’t want the information about the murders to come out here on Earth, but what about the people on the station right now? How can he stop them from talking when they’re back home? Muzzle them? Has their return trip been put on hold? Do the people on Nebulistica even know of the crimes? Something like that spreads like wildfire, especially in a confined environment.”

	“The vacations on the station last four weeks. Well, with the traveling time approximately three months total, but four weeks are spent on Nebulistica. Right now, the people on the station are in their third week. Obviously, no passengers will be allowed to leave the station now. The ship for their trip home and the ship for the next cycle are grounded until further notice. He can’t allow anyone to leave the station until the killer is caught.”

	“If the ships are grounded, how would I get there?”

	He grinned. “He has his personal spaceship that he keeps docked in Mexico even though he spends most of his time on the station. It is waiting and ready to take off. Why don’t I take you out to dinner? We can talk more while we eat, and you can think about what you want to do.”

	Ash hesitated. If she accompanied him, it might give him the idea that she was going to accept. But she had to admit that she was hungry, and how often was it that someone besides her parents took her out to dinner? Like never...”I am hungry. Thanks, I do have more questions.”

	“I imagine you do. We’ll go to the Hard Rock Café. It’s right across the street.”

	While they stood in the elevator, Ash glanced at their reflection in the mirrored wall. “We make quite the couple. I imagine we’ll get a few stares in that café.”

	He chuckled. “Eh, yeah. As long as no one takes a picture of us. My wife would have a fit if it surfaced online. Me... with a gorgeous woman?”

	“And a green one, at that,” she couldn’t help adding.

	“You’ve got a phobia about your skin color. I don’t know why because you’re beautiful. Your skin is only the shell that houses what’s inside you. Isn’t that what counts?”

	They lucked out. The café was already very busy, but a couple had just left a table for two, so they were seated right away.

	“Would you like beer or wine?” he asked.

	“Beer, please. It’s warm enough today.”

	They waited for their food, and she asked again, “How many vacationers are on Nebulistica at one time?”

	“Approximately one hundred per wheel, so more or less six hundred.”

	“Wouldn’t they find it strange to suddenly have a green woman walking around among them? Why would The Red Pimpernel choose someone so conspicuous? And what if I decline? Will he be satisfied with another FBI agent?”

	“He would have to be. I have another agent on standby.”

	“If I decide to accept, when would I have to leave?”

	“Tomorrow.”

	Ash almost choked on the beer she’d just sipped. “You’ve got to be kidding me. What about my work?”

	“You would let me deal with that. Your job will be waiting for you. And you can call your parents as soon as you’re home tonight and tell them that you’re going away on a classified mission.”

	“You do realize, and I’m sure Mr. Pimpernel does, too, that as soon as the case is solved, that six hundred people are not going to keep their mouths shut.”

	“You’re right, of course. My guess is he wants it solved and dealt with as soon as possible so that they’ll praise him for his efficiency in dealing with such a delicate matter.”

	“Two murders could hardly be called delicate.”

	“We don’t have any other details and don’t know if the murders took place in a public area or during a fantasy. So, it’s unsure how many know about the crimes. The information given to the president by The Red Pimpernel was very brief.”

	While she ate, thoroughly enjoying the huge burger, she thought about the mission. What should she do? The money was sorely tempting, and it would be the adventure and case of a lifetime.

	She took the last bite, wiped her mouth with the napkin, and made up her mind. Maybe the station wasn’t her idea of a vacation, but if she didn’t go, she’d probably always regret it. Besides the money, it was a hell of a mystery, and she loved solving such cases. And the director did promise that her job at the precinct would be waiting for her.

	She set down her napkin and said, “I guess you’d better have them fly me home if I’m going to be ready in the morning.”

	He grinned from ear to ear. “I had a feeling you’d accept.”

	“Not without reservations. To be on my own without backup is rather daunting. And having no access to a database or forensics, things I usually count on, will make it very difficult. I’ve got one stipulation.”

	“Which is?”

	“If I haven’t solved the case in four weeks, that I be allowed to go home.”

	“I’ve already told you that communication to and from deep space is slow. You’ll have to tell him that yourself when you get there.”

	She balked a little at that. The guy could keep her on the station indefinitely once she was there with no means of leaving except on his spaceship. “What time in the morning will the flyer pick me up?”

	“Six a.m. When we’re back in my office, give me your email address, and I’ll send you some instructions. I’ll also supply you with weapons and some other paraphernalia.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Ash poured herself a glass of wine and sat on the couch. She took a few sips and set the glass on the table before opening her laptop. Before checking her email, she did more research on Nebulistica.

	The home page for the website had a flashing red message saying that bookings were temporarily on hold due to one of Nebulistica’s spaceships undergoing repairs and maintenance. Mm, good excuse... She clicked on pricing. The cost varied depending on the type of accommodation and how many beds were required—a single cabin, a double cabin, a family cabin, a cabin with a viewport, a luxury suite... just like a cruise ship—and how many fantasies were booked. One fantasy a week came with the booking. Each additional fantasy cost extra. She gasped at the prices. No ordinary person could ever afford even the cheapest vacation.

	She clicked on the link for the list of fantasies one could choose from. And beneath the vast catalog were the words, Tell us about your wildest dream, and we’ll see if we can create it for you.

	Create it? How? What if one dreamt about going on a safari? How the hell could that work? Weird...

	Before she continued, she called her parents. “Hi, Mom. How are you? Can you put the phone on speaker?”

	“Okay, I’m on speaker. Dad’s right here. I’m good, but we just talked yesterday, so nothing new to report. What’s up?”

	“Mom, Dad, I’m going away on a special classified assignment. I’ll be gone for at least three months. You won’t be able to reach me by phone either.”

	“Really? Where? What kind of assignment?”

	“Mom, I already said it’s classified. I can’t tell you anything else except that it’s for the FBI.”

	“When did all that happen? You never said anything about it yesterday.”

	“I only found out this morning.”

	“Isn’t it rather unusual to spring something like that on you last minute?”

	“It can happen when it involves difficult investigations.”

	“Honey, what about your job?” her father asked in the background.

	“I’ll be on special leave.”

	“And you can’t even tell us where you’re going?” her father asked.

	“Nope. Sorry, this is all I can tell you. I just wanted to say goodbye.”

	“Be careful, honey. I really wish you would have chosen a profession that’s a bit less dangerous,” her father said.

	“Love you, baby. Call us as soon as you’re back?” her mother requested. “We worry about you.”

	“I will. Love you both.” She tapped her arm to click off. Having a communication device implanted in one’s arm was a great invention. You could never forget your phone or misplace it. But on Nebulistica, it would be of little help. They probably had their own communication system.

	She went back to the website and quickly scanned all there was to read. There were no internal pictures, only images of the station floating in space.

	Her email showed that she had two emails from the director. One had the contract for the assignment attached. After making sure the remuneration showed four hundred thousand, she signed it digitally and went to the second email.

	 

	Hi, Ashwini. It was so nice to meet you today, and I want to wish you all the best on your mission. In the bag I gave you are items that could assist you with your investigation. For instance, cameras are not allowed, but you’ll find a hairclip that serves as a digital camera. There are a few other items as well, with instructions. Be sure to destroy that disc because you don’t want the items to be confiscated. Because of the nature of your mission, you’ve been given special allowances. You’ll be allowed your laptop or tablet, as long as you don’t use it to record any images. You’re also allowed to carry weapons that you must try to conceal the best way you can. Again, good luck in solving the crimes. May we meet again soon. Please destroy this email after you’ve read it. Yours truly, Director Bob Prentice.

	 

	Ash deleted the email and emptied her trash. Setting her laptop on the coffee table, she opened the bag. It had some interesting items in it. The hairclip was quite ornate. She examined it and wondered how it worked as a camera. The other items appeared like ordinary things a woman might pack for a vacation. A pen, a small box with contact lenses, a can of what looked like hairspray, a small brooch, a bottle of perfume, a small breathalyzer spray bottle, a lipstick, a vape pen, toothpaste, a small red Walkman, a small gold evening purse, and a pair of black boots. She could only assume they each had other purposes.

	She put the buds in her ears and turned the Walkman on, but there was no music. To her surprise, though, she could clearly hear the people in the apartment next door talking. Wondering what all the other gadgets did, she inserted the disc into her laptop and read the instructions.

	The boots were her size. How did they know she wore a size seven? Small, sharp knives were hidden just below the toes that activated automatically if she kicked something. The contact lenses allowed her to see through walls or doors. The breathalyzer changed her voice. The hairspray contained an acid that could cut through metal, while the toothpaste was a substance that could eat through anything. The brooch was another camera that, when combined with the comb, would broaden the area covered. The perfume was similar to pepper spray, and the lipstick could shoot a tiny dart that had a numbing substance on its tip. The pen and the vape pen were both recording devices. The last two items she took out of the bag were a phaser and a dagger. The phaser was much smaller than her regular weapon and fit in the palm of her hand, and the dagger included a strap that she could wrap around her thigh. The gold evening purse didn’t appear to have any special features.

	After destroying the disc, she went to the bedroom and took her suitcase out of the closet. What kind of clothes should she take? Tights and bodysuits for sure. Some long-sleeved shirts, a couple of jackets. She made sure they had enough pockets because how could she carry all the gadgets? Or at least some of them. She packed some sweats, shorts, and halter tops in case there was a gym.

	She went to the bathroom and took out her toiletry bag. Fortunately, she had a spare that she’d use for the toiletry gadgets.

	She didn’t really own any fancy clothing because she never went out. The last time she’d worn a dress was when she was a little girl and when she went to the prom. She did own two bodysuits that were fancier than her regular clothes. One she had bought to wear at Christmas. It was a glittering red suit. She packed it just in case she had to attend any of the parties she was sure they had on the station. The other bodysuit was also quite nice in shiny gold fabric. She packed it, too.

	Fully packed now, she decided to have a long, hot bubble bath. She doubted there was water on Nebulistica. The showers were probably sonic because where would they get water in deep space? Especially for that many people... Then again, look what Mr. Red had accomplished... Maybe he had found a way to produce water.

	She closed her eyes and leaned back, letting the soothing oil she’d added to the water calm her turbulent emotions, which were all over the place. Excitement at the adventure she was about to experience, fear of being so far away from Earth, insecurity at being all alone on this mission... Would she succeed? Searching among about six hundred people should make it fairly simple to find the killer. Or... killers. Maybe there was more than one. And then there was the staff, the crew...

	Would all the people on Nebulistica be Earthlings, or would there be aliens among them? Would she stand out like a sore thumb? Did The Red Pimpernel only have vacationers from Earth, or did he allow people from other planets, too? The director had estimated around six hundred people on the station, and she had assumed they were all from Earth. What if The Red Pimpernel had ships on other planets to bring people to Nebulistica? In that case, was language going to be a problem? Nah, he probably had translation devices.

	She sighed. The website really hadn’t told her enough. The guy, and his pleasure station, were shrouded in mystery. Who was he? Would she even get to meet the elusive phantom shadow?

	
	
cover.jpeg
NEBULISTICA






images/ExtasyLogoBlack.png





