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Not all books include dedications, but many authors choose to share a special thank you to someone(s) who have made an impact on the writing of the book. This may be on a personal or professional level and can range from heartfelt to comedic and anything in between.

Dedication text is traditionally center aligned.











  
  

Chapter one

Supply and Demand





Population keeps on breeding, 
Nation bleeding, still more feeding economy, 
Life is funny, skies are sunny
Bees make honey, who needs money? Monopoly- Ten Years After, “I’d Love to Change the World”
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Detective James Coy waded amongst the garbage. Whether piled against the walls or scattered across the ground, the stink was sweet and cadaverine. Just like alleys on every other populated planet. James wrinkled his nose.“Jesus, Kipp. Put that thing down.”

Kipp pointed at him with a paw. “It piqued my curiosity.”

James cut his eyes. Murder scenes could keep Kippentertained all day. “Doesn’t everything?”

Kipp thumped his tail. He was a head taller than James with thick shoulders. “Growth requires intellectual rigor.”

James traced the scars crisscrossing his stomach with a thumb. At least the pain remained in his abdomen today, instead of radiating anywhere else. “And caution keeps your nose on your face and your guts undamaged.” He remembered the enthusiastic army radiologist pointing to his three-dimensional scan. “Necrosis can start anywhere, and then the dead tissue just continues to spread!”

Kipp glanced at him. “Your lack of faith wounds me.” His whiskers twitched as he walked deeper into the detritus. “Oh, look at this.” 

Kipp found the guy they were looking for at the end of the alley, hidden beneath a cascade of cardboard boxes. Without the witness, his body probably could have lain there a couple more days before the smell gave it away.

James checked his ID. This bird had come from a large brood of tightly knit Storks. They’d kept after the force until The Captain conveyed that pressure down. “Get out of the office until the victim is found!” 

Here he was.

Nowadays, there were so many beings that the value of life had decreased to just above nothing. Then crime had increased, reducing excess inventory. “It’s all a case of supply and demand.” 

Kipp didn’t respond. Instead, his large green eyes stared at the hole in its forehead and the nasty business that dripped from a wound in its neck. He scanned the bins in the alley and finally, back towards the entrance. “Body seems like it’s been dead awhile. He’s wearing a man purse, and it looks intact. Maybe not a robbery. Looks like the weapon was coated with some sort of poison, just to be sure. The perpetrator was pretty thorough.”

James removed some bots from his pocket and threw them in the air. “Time to image the scene.” There was a slight whine as the motors inside kicked in, extruding the rotors. The bots hovered. James pointed to the areas he wanted imaged and motioned with his arms to include the whole alley.

Kipp licked his paw and groomed the fur behind his ears. “My, how you love your technology.” 

James blinked. “Can’t you wait until you’re out of sight to do that?”

Kipp didn’t stop. “I don’t comment on your personal grooming habits. Where’s the respect?”

James extended his hands like he was pushing away the problem. “I’m sorry. It’s just... wait a minute. This is a crime scene. You don’t see me taking out my brush, do you?”

Kipp abandoned the combing, stepped away from the body, and surveyed the scene again. “You’re grumpy.”

James gave him the death stare. Then he looked from the Stork to the foot traffic at the alley opening. “How far do you think the distance is?”

Kipp gazed from the Stork to the street. “I’d say at least fifty feet, give or take. Why?”

James paced four or five steps and stopped. “Where was he going? There’s nothing really here.” The nape of his neck tingled and he glance at the drifting crowd, where he swore a familiar face had passed by. “Or at least, I don’t think there is.”

Kipp produced a recorder from his satchel and spoke into the device. “So, this alley was the destination.”

“Maybe. The method of death is fairly unique.” James brightened. “I’m going to feed it into my machine and see what comes up.”

Kipp snorted. “You mean find out if he was reported in the census? That machine has got to be like a century old.” Kipp went back to grooming his fur.

James cleared his throat. “It was cutting-edge when it came out.”

Kipplicked his paw between the fingers, using his tongue like a comb.  “And that’s why the census bureau sold it at auction.”

James gave him the look and then turned away. “They replaced it with centralized computing on some planet hungry for the work.” 

 

2


The coroner arrived, who repeated what they already knew. Crime scene investigators pored over the surroundings. James checked his watch. Quitting time. He slapped Kipp on the shoulder. “Tell Merrow I said hello.”

Kippstraightened the fur between his ears. “We’re not a thing anymore.” 

 James climbed into his aircar. “Then tell her I said goodbye.” 

Kippflicked an ear. “You sure you don’t want to join me for drinks?”

James was sure. Kipp trolled the best bars in the city. It was a wonder he still had any money. “Going to spend some time at home crunching the numbers.” James pressed a series of buttons that sent the images to his secured home server.“I’ll see you tomorrow. Going to spend some quality time with Candace.”








  
  

Chapter two

Obsolete
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It was amazing what came in cans. James scooped another mouthful and stepped into the living room where his other partner sat, connected to a series of cables. She resembled nothing so much as a short old Earth style refrigerator. 

Stickers marked her outer housing, still announcing that she was the property of the census bureau. James hadn’t bothered with anything that wasn’t necessary. And futzing with stickers didn’t make the list. He’d made additions. A comfortable chair and a series of display screens. 

Data from the bots had arrived, and he pressed a button to upload the new information. She wasn’t able to do this sort of thing before, working the census. Robos captured census records when beings complied, or a person recorded it on a tablet when beings didn’t (Even now, no one liked to pay taxes). Then they got sent to computers like Candace, to be compiled. “I told you I was going to get you out of there.” 

For James, working for the census had been calming. Like sending intergalactic parcels through the post office. Everything had a place and everyone had a function. Structured. Measurable. Being out in the general populace, not so much. 

All the noises and smells had put a whack on him until he couldn’t tell which way was up or down (some beings actually took drugs to reduce their sensitivity). After time in the census bureau and the army before that, he’d acclimatized himself to the vagaries of an intergalactic lifestyle. He didn’t have to like it.

He’d been fortunate to win the bid. Not that a lot of people could even keep a machine like this going. Everyone learned the new software code. The new dance. The new pickup line. Kipp’s money went to the bars. James’s money went right here. 

Artificial intelligence computers and whatnot were restricted to money making enterprise. Corporations obsoleted older machines to minimize competition. Supply and demand once again, biting the law in the ass. 

To reduce the load, he used her primarily to read data stored in other machines and combine it, providing him the summaries. Even so, he decided to start locally, beginning planetside first. Interstellar could take a long time. He pressed a button to initiate the search. “You’re my date tonight, Candace.”

James had a theory. 

In Earth history, there had been an explosive growth in the number of serial killers following World War II. It was believed to be a result of wartime trauma and rapid industrialization, damaging the bonds between people. Estimates then had been that one to two percent of all murders were perpetrated by serial killers.  

If Earth was a lake of impersonal, cold neglect, then the alliance of galaxies was an ocean. And if World War II was traumatic, then the Beaver War would be off the scale. The number of serial killers could be growing faster than the population. He would hunt the hunters, and no one had figured out personnel tracking better than the census. Now, what he needed was a success.

You only needed one for all the work to be worth it.

He mixed himself a cranberry pomegranate vodka in the kitchen and extracted random novels from his bookcase: some people went to Central America and encountered a charming local serial killer. Maybe later. He selected another. A power hungry staffer took over New York City. He double checked the back matter: nonfiction. He shrugged and started reading.

A light came on inside the screen, facing him. The calculations were done. He reviewed bar graphs and flipped to the next screen. Nothing. He rubbed the back of his neck. If you wanted easy, you asked for an assignment to robberies or sex crimes.

The first two-thirds of homicide was straightforward; beings murdered beings they knew, typically within the same species. The last thirty percent would either give you nightmares or keep you up all night. James held the details constant and started the interstellar feeds. 

Preventing crime was a twentieth century idea; slick, attractive, totally unworkable. The problem was that wrongdoing was baked in. Humanity had killed to solve its problems for centuries and we would murder each other for centuries more; unless the Beavers came back and finished us off. We fought a war for survival and the facts were still the same.

He put on music and listened as a band from the 20th century sung about freaks, hairies, and changing the world. He shut it off in favor of reading in silence. “Hell of a life you have here, James. You gotta get your shit together.” 

He eyed the machine and shook his head. He envied it sometimes. Every problem could be ground down to zeroes and ones. Every problem could be solved by logic. Not people problems. Not directly, anyway. People ran on something else, and whatever it was, it was beyond him.
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As long as he could remember, he’d been surrounded by them. City life was a shoulder to shoulder reckoning. Playing in the street between cars. Going to the corner store for candy. Passing adults on their stoops with their adult concerns. He recalled the smells: baking bread, strong cologne, fumes from car exhaust, concrete wet with rain. 

Their apartment building wasn’t much. 

His grandparents lived down the hall. His uncles the floor below. Like a rabbit warren, they had expanded to fill much of the building. His father got along with his brothers. His mother got along with his aunts (mostly). There wasn’t much choice. It was a good feeling.

The last war had reduced the competition for jobs, but had also reduced the number of jobs to choose from. All the men in the family had been military. Same with all the women. Sometimes, on the weekend, they would drive outside the city and sling backpacks out of the trunks of cars. 

They would hike the trails they found there, passing amongst the tall oak trees. The Forestation Act had made it a priority to preserve the forests, so they didn’t all asphyxiate. It had the side benefit of creating green spaces outside the city to retreat to. 

Outdoors, his demeanor changed. The clean air, the forest sounds of birds and water, bled away the tension inside him. While the adults hung around camp, he would take his map and push up the surrounding trails, following the whorls to places like Foolscap Rock or Aboutface Ridge.

So when he became an adult, and the recruiter called, telling him the army was a lot like camping, the thought got into his head and stuck. He’d told his father about the decision and received a wary glance in reply. “It’s a little more than camping, son.”

His mother had been more direct. “Don’t be an idiot.”

He had good grades. They didn’t have college money, but he had a shot at scholarships that would make it bearable. He thought about another four years sitting in classrooms, listening to videos of teachers talking, and wondered what the point was. He did more reading on his own than what he was assigned. And when he found a subject that interested him, he chased it down the rabbit hole. 

They’d just left dinner with his uncles at a diner down the street and he’d asked once why they all lived in the same building. 

His father nodded, as if he had anticipated the question and had been waiting for years to answer. “If one of us loses their job, the others are close enough they could help out.” He was holding James by the shoulder, walking between his mother and the traffic. “You always have to be ready for disaster.”
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The last time he returned home on leave from the Beaver War, there was just a hole where the building used to be.

He checked his watch again. Time for bed.








