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I was sitting in the Third Planet Lounge the other day, having a beer after work, when a Podok came in, marched right over to my table, leaned back on his tail and, without introduction, said, “I am your help for to be needing, Roger.”

That's right, it was Raz. An-zo Raz. Here in Honolulu. Right in front of me. I almost fell off my chair.

Raz has retired from his job as bodyguard to the royal family of Tetepu, on Pode, and is now a private detective, specializing in interstellar cases. He was here on Earth to pick up two fugitives in Florida and return them to the planet Sarlanti. One of them was the 14-year-old daughter of the richest man on the planet, and the other was her boyfriend, an older man who apparently had convinced the young girl to run away with him. It all sounded pretty ho-hum to me, but Raz assured me he had many, many exciting cases lined up, once he got this rather mundane one out of the way.

And guess what? He wanted me to be his partner. He's hinted at this before – that he and I should go into the interstellar detective business together – but this time he was insistent about it, telling me he had already opened an office on Pode and had ordered a huge sign that read, in both Podok and English, The R & R Premium Detective Agency, Roger Denton, The Human Who Saves The Lives Of Podoks, and An-zo Raz, Guardbody Of The Galaxy, Space Detectives. How about that? He put my name first. Very considerate.

What could I say? I was flattered. And the whole thing – being a space detective, I mean – sounded intriguing, sounded like something that would fit right in with my newly-discovered enjoyment of excitement and danger. So – surprise! – I agreed.

That's right. I let him talk me into it, right there in the Third Planet Lounge. I might not have said yes were it not for the fact Raz also brought with him some great news for me. Emperor Fen had heard from someone – my bet is on Princess Sesu – about the difference between Pode credits and New North American credits – something he apparently didn't know about – and how the million-credit awards he'd given me weren't worth that much on Earth. He had immediately ordered five million New North American credits transferred into my account. I was now a rich man, a multi-millionaire.

And so, tomorrow, I'm quitting my job. And when Raz leaves to pick up the fugitives in Florida and return them to Sarlanti, I'm going with him – to Sarlanti, and then on to Pode, and then on to whatever strange new adventures await us. Of course, I'm not abandoning my life in Honolulu completely – I'm keeping my apartment, for example. But it looks as if this is the beginning of an exciting new life for me. I can hardly wait to see where all this leads.

Roger Denton

Honolulu, Hawaii

December 12, 2112

(Earth date)
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The first thing I did was quit my job. I mean, a guy can't be galavanting around the galaxy, solving crimes and saving lives, if he's tied to a full-time teaching career. Right? So I quit.

Or rather, I attempted to quit. As soon as I made the decision to partner with Raz in his new detective business – to  become, as he put it, a 'space detective' – I scheduled an appointment with Doctors Dennis and David Mortimus, the conjoined twins who were the co-presidents of the Pacific Institute of Technology, my employer.

“The Doctors will be with you in a moment,” said the receptionist when I showed up. “Please have a seat.” She smiled and indicated the couch across from her desk.

I thanked her and sat down. She continued to glance at me from time to time and smile. Was she hitting on me? Probably not. She was at least 30 years my senior – someone's grandmother, no doubt.

“May I get you something?” she said. “Some coffee, perhaps?”

“No. Thank you, I'm fine.”

“All right.” She smiled again.

Maybe she was just showing off her teeth. They were amazingly straight and white, and word had leaked out about my interest in teeth.

Or, more likely, she was just being nice. In the past two years or so – during which I had become Earth's leading expert on Pode, Tetepu, and the royal family of Tetepu – people had become nicer and nicer to me. As I became more and more well known in academic circles, people seemed to like me more.

And they definitely treated me better. Why, just a couple of years ago, it took me weeks to get a meeting with the Doctors, but when I called this time, the receptionist said, “And what time would you like to come in, Mr. Denton?” See what I mean?

My thoughts were interrupted by the receptionist announcing I could go in. She smiled at me again as I walked by her desk.

“You have beautiful teeth,” I said.

“Oh, thank you.” Her smile got so big it threatened to devour the rest of her face.

“Don't mention it, ... uh?”

“Linguetta.”

“What?”

“That's my name. Linguetta.”

“Oh. Well,  it's ... uh ... very beautiful. Linguetta.”

I could feel her smiling at my back as I closed the door behind me. Linguetta. That was no name for an attractive grandmother with nice teeth. It sounded like some kind of noodle. Tiny linguine, maybe.

“Ah, Mr. Denton. Welcome, welcome,” said the Doctors Mortimus as I entered. As they usually did when greeting people, the Doctors greeted me in unison, which gave a peculiar, rich, stereophonic effect. I wondered briefly if they rehearsed that, or if it came naturally.

“Have a seat,” said Dennis.

I sat down. Back in the old days, it was difficult to tell the Doctors apart. They were, after all, identical twins. And the way they were conjoined made it look as if they had only one body and two heads that looked exactly alike. So they couldn't even wear different clothes. But about three or four years ago, Dennis got his right ear pierced and put a two-inch gold hoop in it. So Dennis was the one with the earring. He was also the head on the left, when you were facing them.

“What brings you to our office this fine morning?” said Dennis.

“Well, uh, I'm here to resign.”

“Resign?” Dennis looked dismayed.

“Resign?” David looked surprised.

“You can't resign,” they said in unison. I wish I knew how they did that.

“I can't?”

“No, of course not,” said Dennis.

“We need you,” said David. “You're the pride of the Institute. You're Earth's leading expert on Pode, and that country there, and that royal family – ”

“Tetepu. That's the country. And the Da-mos are the royal family.”

David continued as if I hadn't interrupted. “And you bring great prestige to our small school. We can't let you go.”

“I'm sorry, but ... well, I've come into quite a bit of money recently, and I don't really need to work, so I've decided to go into business with a friend of mine.”

The head on the left – Dennis – leaned forward. “Have you thought this through, Roger?”

“Yes, I have.”

“And what is it that you and your friend are going to do? What business, I mean,” said David.

“Yes, what could be better than working here?” Dennis chipped in.

“We're going to be ... space detectives.” I said it with as much dignity as I could muster, but there's just something about those two words, space and detective, that, when you say them together, makes it impossible to sound dignified.

“What?” said the Doctors.

“You heard me correctly. An-zo Raz and I are going to become detectives. Space detectives.”

The two heads pulled away from each other and attempted to exchange knowing glances, but they were too close to each other and the maneuver was impossible.

“Space detectives ... ” said Dennis, rubbing his chin.

“Hmm ... ”  said David, scratching his head, which, like his brother's, was completely bald.

“Oh, I get it!” said Dennis.

“Me, too,” said David, but I could tell from the look on his face that whatever his brother was getting, he really wasn't.

“Get what?” I said.

“This is a bargaining ploy.”

“A what?”

“You want a raise. Right?” Dennis said.

“No, that's not it,” I said. “I really just want to resign.”

“How much?” said David. “How much to keep you?”

“It's not about money.”

“But of course it is,” said Dennis.

“It's always about money,” added David.

“Not this time.”

“We'll double your salary,” said David.

“Yes, double what you now make, effective immediately,” Dennis said. “How does that sound?”

“Well, it sounds just fine, but it won't keep me from resigning.”

Dennis looked puzzled. “It won't, huh?”

“No.”

“How much, then?” said David. “Would triple your salary keep you with us?”

“No. It's just not about – ”

“Four times,” said Dennis.

“Five,” said David.

“What are you doing?” I said.

“You drive a hard bargain, Roger,” David said.

“So, how much do you want, then?” said Dennis. “How much to keep you from resigning? Just tell us.”

I could see they weren't getting it, so I tossed out the first big number that popped into my head.  “Seventeen,” I said, knowing a number that high would end this discussion.

“Seventeen?” Again with the unison thing.

“Yeah, 17 times my current salary. That's what I want.”

There was a long, awkward silence and then, much to my surprise, Dennis said, “All right.” His twin nodded in agreement.

“All right?” I said.

“Yes, we agree to your demands,” said David. This time Dennis was the one who nodded.

I couldn't believe it. Was I really worth that much to the school? Seventeen times my current salary?  I really wanted to quit and join Raz, but a salary that big was tough to turn down.

“Are there more?” Dennis said.

“More?”

“More demands,” said David.

“Oh ... oh, yeah. I do have more demands.”

“We figured you would,” said Dennis. He didn't look too unhappy, considering he'd just agreed to pay me a fortune in salary.

“What are they?” said David.

“I don't want to teach any classes, or have to show up for work, or anything like that. I want to have unlimited free time, so I can still go into business with my friend.” If 17 times my salary wouldn't kill these negotiations, this surely would.

“No work at all?” said Dennis.

“None?” said David.

“No work at all. None. That's how it has to be.”

“How about teaching one three-hour course a year?” said Dennis. “Would you be willing to do that?”

“Yes,” said David. “Then we could still list you as a professor.”

“You mean, one three-credit course for a whole year? I won't be able to go anywhere if I have to teach.”

“No, no,” said Dennis. “Not three credits – ”

“Three hours,” chipped in David.

Dennis looked annoyed at his brother's interruption. “That's right. You teach one three-hour course, one day a year. That's all.”

“Really?” I said.

“Really,” said the twins.

“So, let me see if I've got this all straight. I teach a three-hour class – a seminar, I guess – one day a year, and the pay for that will be 17 times my current salary.”

“That's correct,” said Dennis.

“Effective immediately?”

“Yes, of course,” David said.

“Well, this all sounds pretty good for me. What's in it for you?” I said.

“We get to claim you as a professor of Off-World Cultures,” said Dennis. “And you won't be able to do any kind of academic work for any other institute of learning.”

“That sounds fair,” I said.

“Also,” said David, “we have right of first refusal on all your academic writings.”

“Also fair. But academic writings only. Right?”

“Yes,” said Dennis. “You'll still be able to write those adventure stories of yours for whomever you please.”

“Great,” I said. “And this contract would be for how long?”

“We'll guarantee the contract for as long as you live, provided you live up to the terms,” said David.

“One three-hour class a year?”

“Yes,” said the twins.

“Seventeen times my current salary?”

“Yes.”

“All regular benefits?”

“Of course,” said Dennis.

“And a wonderful retirement package,” said David.

I tried but couldn't think of any possible situation that would make me want to retire from a three-hour-a-year job that paid almost a million credits in salary, so I nodded and said, “Great.”

“It's agreed, then?” said Dennis.

“I guess so.”

“Wonderful,” said David.

“I do have one question, though.”

“What?” said the Doctors Mortimus, looking alarmed.

“Why are you doing this? Agreeing to pay me all these credits for hardly any work at all. What's in it for you?”

Once again the heads of Dennis and David Mortimus attempted to exchange meaningful glances, and once again the result was failure. They turned their attention back to me.

“Can you keep a secret?” said Dennis. “A really big secret?”

“I think so.”

“It's important. We really need to know. And be truthful,” advised David. 

I briefly pondered the question. It presented me with a moral dilemma. I've always considered myself to be an honest person, but, and it's a big but – two buts, actually – I am both extremely poor at keeping secrets and, at the same time, an extremely curious person. Especially about secrets.

“I'm sorry,” I said. “I got a little distracted, thinking about the size of my new salary. What was the question?”

Both brothers smiled and said, “Can you keep a big secret?”

“Oh, sure,” I fibbed. “I'm really good at keeping secrets.”

Dennis lowered his voice to a near whisper, as if he were afraid someone might overhear. “We're positioning the Institute to become a major player in Intergalactic Studies.”

“That's right,” added David. “Over the next couple of years, we'll be adding some new, very important people, to our faculty. People who will greatly increase the prestige of the Institute – along with you, of course. And then – ”

“And then,” said Dennis, taking over from his obviously irritated brother, “we go public.”

“Go public?”

“A stock offering, Roger,” said David.

“An IPO,” said Dennis.

“I see.”

“Of course, we'll work some options into your contract, if you'd like,” said Dennis.

“You'll make a fortune,” said David.

“That's great. You can't have enough credits,” I said, but even as I said it, I had my doubts as to the veracity of that statement.

The Doctors Mortimus rose from behind their desk, signaling the end of our meeting. I stood and shook hands, first with Dennis and then, left handed, with David. “We'll prepare the contract,” they said in unison.

“Fine.”

“Everything will be effective immediately,” said Dennis.

“We'll let you know when it's ready,” said David.

“Okay.” I backed my way out as the Doctors waved goodbye.

Outside the office, the receptionist – Linguetta – was still smiling. I had a smile on my face, too.  After all, I'd just negotiated a sweetheart deal that would pay me nearly a million credits a year for three hours of work. Not that shabby.

“Did everything go okay, Mr. Denton?” said Linguetta.

“Oh, yes. Better than okay, actually.”

“I'm glad,” she said.

“Let me ask you a question,” I said. “I know why I'm happy, but why are you so happy?”

“I'm happy for you, of course. I'm happy you'll be making such a huge salary.”

“You are? How do you even know about that? Is the office bugged or something?”

Linguetta giggled. “No, of course not, silly.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I knew about it before you did.”

“No!”

“Yes.” She nodded her head vigorously. “I know everything that goes on around here.”

“I'll bet that's true. But what, exactly, did you know before I got here?”

“Well, I knew you were planning to resign.”

“You did, huh?”

“Yes. Of course, it was just rumors. No hard facts.”

“Of course.”

“And I knew the Doctors were going to offer you two million credits a year to stay and teach at least one class.”

“What?”

“I knew the Doctors -”

“No. I mean, how much? What was that figure?”

“Two million a year,” she said with a big smile.

“Two million, huh?”

“Yes. You're going to be – I mean, you are a rich man.”

I thanked Linguetta and exited the office. So the Doctors had put one over on me by getting me to agree to a contract that paid less than a million credits a year when they were prepared to pay me a lot more. I suppose I should have been really upset – maybe even angry – but I wasn't. Basically, I already had all the credits I'd ever need, thanks to the generosity of Emperor Da-mo Fen, and any extra from the Pit would be just, just ... what's that ancient expression? Gravy on the cake? Yeah, that's it. Any extra would be just gravy on the cake.

As I walked from the administration building to the parking lot, I started to whistle. To hell with credits – they weren't the most important thing in this situation. Not by a comet's tail. This was something that, to me, at least, was a lot more important than credits. I was going to be a space detective!
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Two weeks later, Raz and I, along with the two fugitives Raz had been sent to collect, left the Greater Atlanta Spaceport, heading to Sarlanti. We had wasted the better part of a week searching North Florida – the part of the former state that was still mostly solid ground – before discovering the fugitives living on one of the myriad islands comprising South Florida. Once we found them, however, they surrendered eagerly, apparently glad to be apprehended. I guess living a primitive lifestyle on a primitive island in a primitive ex-state wasn't all it was rumored to be. So they were quite happy we were taking them back to Sarlanti.

And that's because the two fugitives now in our custody were not exactly as described by Aronkalai Humm, our wealthy Sarlanti client, when he offered Raz the job. True, one was his 14-year-old daughter, Mimmesta, just as he'd said. But the other was not a 35-year-old mystery man named Paul whom she'd met online. And this 'Paul' certainly did not, as Aronkalai Humm had claimed, take advantage of the young girl and then abduct her. The 'mystery man' was, in fact, her 15-year-old, shaggy-haired boyfriend, Notosaya Kamm, not some creepy old guy in his thirties, and the two of them had run away to Earth 'to be together and live happily ever after.'

For some reason, Raz found all this to be very suspicious. “Something strange is being, Roger,” he told me over drinks one night in one of the ship's lounges. “Who is Paul being? Why is Aronkalai Humm telling me of Paul? Very strange is being.”

“Really? Don't you think you're overreacting? It was probably just an honest mistake.”

“No. Something like dead fish is smelling. I am not trusting this Aronkalai Humm.”

“You trust him to pay us, don't you?” I said.

He flashed his teeth. “Already being paid.”

“Well, there you go, then.”

According to Raz, Aronkalai Humm – rumored to be the richest man on Sarlanti, a planet where it is extremely difficult to accumulate wealth – had told him he suspected this 'mystery man' was using his daughter to gain proprietary information about his businesses. Raz also said if he'd known the job was just to find and return a couple of runaway kids, he probably would have turned it down.

“Maybe he just told you that to get you to take the job,” I said. “Besides, would a 14-year-old really know anything about her father's business? That part sounds fishy.”

“Yes. Stinky fish,” Raz agreed.

The story we got from our lovesick fugitives, however, was that there never was anyone else involved in their plan – they'd pulled it off all on their own. And they both denied knowing anything about the mysterious Paul. The boyfriend, Notosaya Kamm – or just Kamm, as he preferred to be called – was a hacker, and he had hacked the account of his own mother, a Sarlanti government official, in order to make their trip possible. By the time the two of them left Sarlanti, they possessed forged documents identifying them as exchange students, plus intergalactic diplomatic passports – pretty much assuring no one would bother them – and several thousand credits in an account on Earth. Kamm's mother, by the way, was left on the hook for two first-class passages to Earth aboard the newest and most-expensive Sarlanti star cruiser ever constructed, The Biltona Penn. I'll bet she's really going to be happy to see her boy when we bring him home.

The trip was only a three-day affair, thanks to newly discovered jump coordinates developed by the Sarlantis, but by the time we arrived in orbit above the planet, boredom had set in and we were more than glad to disembark. A skimmer shuttle ran us down to the surface, which took almost an hour. Even though skimmers are capable of mind-boggling speeds, once they enter an atmosphere they have a bad habit of bursting into flames and burning up if they go too fast. Even gravity blocking doesn't help. They claim in another 15 to 20 years they'll be able to beam us back and forth and we won't have to use shuttles. I'm not sure who the they is in this scenario, but I am pretty sure I don't want to try that.

I used my time on the shuttle to reflect on the new life I'd chosen for myself. It was all pretty amazing – unbelievably so, actually. A couple of years ago I was living a perfectly normal, if somewhat boring, life as a college professor and now I was an intergalactic adventurer and soon-to-be space detective.

Raz used his shuttle time to catch up on his sleep, snoring loudly to the obvious annoyance of the half-dozen Sarlantis who were our fellow passengers. The kids – Kamm and Mimmesta – sat in the back, kanoodling and giggling.

Once on the ground, I had to go through the Arrival and Customs area, something Raz, with his diplomatic passport, and the kids, who still had their Sarlanti chipcards, did not have to do. The customs roboclerks were very friendly, though, asking me a few routine visitor questions and then inserting a small, temporary visitor's chip into my ear canal. There was a bit of a problem getting the chip in – customs roboclerks apparently are not used to dealing with external ears, since, with the exception of Earthlings, none of the humanoid races have them. But eventually they got the chip seated and I was declared an official visitor to Sarlanti, free to visit and enjoy the sights.

We rented a skimmer and headed to Aronkalai Humm's place with the kids. I'd never been to Sarlanti before, so Raz had the skimmer give me a quick tour of the capitol city on the way. It looked pretty much the same as any large city on Earth – kind of gray and dirty. Disappointing, actually.

It's a funny thing about Sarlanti. It's the name of the planet, the name of the only continent, the name of the only country, the name of the people who live there, and the name of the language they speak. So technically, I guess, you could say something like, “I visited Sarlanti in Sarlanti on Sarlanti so I could study Sarlanti with a real Sarlanti,” and you'd be 100% grammatically correct. Interesting. At least the name of the capitol city is different. It's Somo Maku.

“I think you should take me home,” said Notosaya Kamm as we sped across the city, on our way to Mimmesta's – and her father's – house. “To my home. I don't really want to go to Mr. Humm's place.” He pulled on his bottom lip, pinching it between his thumb and forefinger.

“Can't say as I blame you, but Mr. Humm's is where we're taking you. He wants to talk to you about, well, lots of things.” Actually, that was just an assumption on my part. I really had no idea whether or not Aronkalai Humm wanted to talk to Kamm.

“My mother's probably worried about me, you know.”

“Uh-huh. I'll bet she's just dying to see you and ask you about your big adventure.”

“I'm sure she is,” he said, although the look on his face said the opposite. He tugged at his lip again.

“Don't grow up to be a poker player, kid,” I advised him. “You'll lose all your money with a tell like that.” I pinched my own lip to show him what I meant.

“Oh, you're just afraid of my father – admit it,” piped up Mimi, as Mimmesta liked to be called.

“Duh! You bet I'm afraid of him. He's a scary, scary guy.”

“No he's not.”

“He's gonna restrict you 'til you're an old lady. You're never gonna get out of that house.”

“A tenday at the most. I'll betcha.”

“Oh, you're dreaming. More like two years.”

Ah, to be young with a head full of air. Or maybe it was helium. I smiled inwardly. These two were going to make a perfect adult couple someday. They already had the arguing part down pat.

Aronkalai Humm's house was in the most exclusive part of Somo Maku, according to Raz, who had been there before. But calling it a house was a great injustice. It was a palatial estate – easily several acres in size – with large manicured lawns, statues, and ponds with fountains.

We put the skimmer down in a small parking lot near the end of the private driveway leading up to the house. Almost immediately two armed guards came to greet us, hands on their still-holstered weapons. However, when they saw who it was, they relaxed.

“Miss Mimmesta. Mr. Notosaya, Mr. Raz. Welcome back.” The guards appeared not to recognize me, which I found a little bit disappointing. Maybe I'm not as famous as I thought I was – at least here in Sarlanti.

The house itself was surrounded by a stone wall, seven or eight feet high and topped with metal spikes. Directly in front was a very-secure-looking electronic gate, beyond which lay a stone path leading across a wide expanse of lawn to the front doors of what I would call a mansion. Or maybe a villa. Maybe even a castle. Whatever, there sure was a lot of security for a very nice house in a very nice neighborhood.

One of the guards opened the gate and led us through it, making sure to lock it behind us. Each guard then took one of the kids by an arm and marched them off to the left, out of sight somewhere, to await their fates, leaving me and Raz to wander up the path to the house at our leisure.

We were halfway up the walk when it happened. A cadre of yapping guard dogs came running around the far side of the house, heading our way at near-graviton speed. Great. We were about to get ripped to shreds by a pack of dogs.

Except, as they got closer, I noticed these guard dogs were kind of on the small side. For guard dogs, I mean. Actually, for any kind of dogs. And they were yapping. Guard dogs don't yap, do they? They bark. And growl. And, of course, bite. In fact, these weren't dogs at all, they were ... puppies. Cute little puppies.  Different breeds, different sizes, but all of them were puppies.

“Look, Raz. Puppies.” I always was good at pointing out the obvious. I knelt down and began petting some of them as they attacked me with all the enthusiasm and energy of youth, jumping up and down and apparently trying to tail-wag me to death. “They're really cute,” I said.

“Not real puppies being,” said Raz.

“Not real? Are you sure? They feel real.”

“Not real.”

“What are they, then? Robots?”

A voice from behind me answered my question. “They're PermaPuppies, Mr. Denton. Dogs that never grow up, that remain puppies for their entire lives.”

I turned to see from where the voice had originated. Standing on the front porch, about 20 feet away, stood a short, overweight, fortyish Sarlanti man. Like all Sarlantis, he had apple-red hair, reddish-tinged skin, and no external ears. Aronkalai Humm, himself, without a doubt.
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“Come in. Come inside,” said Aronkalai Humm from his front porch. “But leave the puppies.” He turned and went into the house.

Raz and I fought our way through the puppy assault and followed him inside, just barely managing to keep the pup menagerie out. He led us into a small room off the entrance way, where a young woman – an employee, no doubt – was seated at a desk, reading through some papers. When she saw us, she got up, scooped up her papers and left, nodding to us as she did so.

“I've been looking forward to meeting you, Mr. Denton,” Aronkalai Humm said, turning to me. “Your partner, Raz, has told me many good things about you.”

“All lies, I'm sure,” I said, smiling. “I'm pleased to meet you, also.”

“Sit, sit.” He indicated a couch and some comfortable-looking chairs arranged around a coffee table on one side of the room. We took a seat.

“I watched your flik a couple of nights ago. Most impressive. The Human Who Saves the Lives of Podoks – quite a title. Both for you and for the flik.”

“I guess so.” I could feel my ears getting warm, a sure sign I was blushing. Whatever. No matter how red I got, I still wouldn't be as red as Aronkalai Humm. Or any Sarlanti, for that matter. Sarlantis probably didn't even know what a blush was.

The young woman who had been in the room earlier returned, bringing drinks. A Moon Cola, served over ice, for me. Perfect. And one of those green algae slushes for Raz. Ugh - gross. I don't see how anyone can drink that stuff. I'm not sure what her boss was drinking, but it was green, too.

“First, I want to thank you for bringing my daughter back,” Aronkalai Humm began. “And her boyfriend, too, I suppose. They probably would have died down there on Earth. Everyone says it's a very dangerous place.”

I wanted to tell him Earth wasn't that bad, but I decided against it. You're in business, now, I told myself. Just listen and nod once in a while.

“I am, however, disappointed that you didn't find Paul.”

“There was no Paul, only Notosaya Kamm,” Raz said. He had his translator – his vox-box – turned back on, and I was hearing him speaking standard English.

Oh, oh. Here we go with the 'Paul' thing again.

Aronkalai Humm continued. “Yes. That's very strange. I was sure Mimmesta was with someone named Paul.”

“She told me she didn't know anyone named Paul,” Raz said. “I believe her. She really has no reason to lie. When we found her she was with the Kamm boy. No one else.”

“Well, I'll have a talk with her, later, and I'll have my security people keep an eye out, just in case someone called Paul shows up.”

This conversation was getting a little weird. It sounded as if Aronkalai Humm didn't believe Raz's claim that there was no Paul, and Raz didn't believe Humm's claim that there was a Paul.

Humm changed the subject. “And you, Mr. Denton,” he said, turning to me. “You seem to be quite captivated by my puppies.”

“Yes. They're very cute. And call me Roger. Please.”

“Roger. Fine. Are you a dog lover, Roger?”

“Yes, I think you could say that.”

“These puppies are the source of my wealth, you know. PermaPuppies. They never grow up. Always cute and playful. We have cats, too. KonstantKittens, they're called.”

“Cats?” said Raz, a look of alarm crossing his face. I'd heard rumors that Podoks and cats didn't exactly get along too well.

“Yes, cats. I really don't like cats that much, but lots of Sarlantis do, and business is business. So I developed permanent kittens, too.”

“Very, uh ... interesting,” I said. “PermaPuppies and KonstantKittens.”

“Yes. They're calling me a genius, you know.”

“I didn't know.”

“They say I may even get the Sarlanti Prize, the highest civilian award the government gives. Next year.”

“Well, congratulations in advance,” I said.

“Yes. From me, also,” Raz said.

“It's because they're making so much profit.”

“Who?” said both Raz and I, almost in unison.

“The government. They're going to give me that prize because the company – my company – is so successful.”

“I'm not sure I understand,” I said. “How does that help the government? Taxes?”

“Worse than taxes. In Sarlanti, the government is allowed by law to take up to 75 percent of any company they deem to be super successful. That's what
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