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​Preface
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“Stop right there, Mr. Sin, or I’ll fill ya’ fulla’ photons!” 

To make her point, Mags Hardbottle aimed her blaster one degree off the fleeing human’s left ear and blasted a halo of brilliant photon rays around him as he ran down the dark street. She smoothly guided her trusty blaster in an arc up one side of him and down the other.

He froze and dropped the sack he was carrying. In a moment, the dazzling display of sparktacular photons faded away harmlessly into the night, allowing the glare from the nightclubs and the nearby transport station marquee to shine onto the dark backstreet again.

From up ahead, the reliable Major ran towards them as quickly as his long legs permitted. 

“Mags!” he shouted. “You’ve got the wrong man! That’s Gill Roberts, the trustee of the orphan’s home! He’s a pillar of the community! He’s been trying to clean it up for years!”

“What better cover for his grifting?” she asked, keeping her blaster fixed on her quarry. 

“Mags!” the Major shouted. “Look out behind you!”

Two snarling men, their faces masked in black scarves, emerged from doorways on either side of the narrow street and closed in behind her. 

“You’re a goner this time, Hardbottle!” one of them sneered. 

The captured Gill Roberts didn’t turn to her. He was still facing the Major as he said. “Guess your reign of law and order, truth and justice, is over Mags Hardbottle. The big boys are running this town now. Sorry Major. You’re about to be the victim of a stray bullet from my men.”

Mags kept her eyes fixed on her captive. “Yeah, y’got me right where I want you, guv,” she said, and then she shouted, “Now Kogrik! without turning. 

“Kogrik!” both of her would-be assassins shouted in dismay, not seeing the seven-foot Gronnox emerge from the darkness behind them. Before they could turn to look for him, he slammed their heads together and then neatly plucked the weapons from their hands as they fell to the street.

“More?” he shouted to Mags.

She still did not afford herself the luxury of turning from keeping the crooked orphanage manager in her sites. 

“No, no more, old chum,!” she exclaimed. “We got this caper just about wrapped up! And as for this town,” she said to the frustrated and furious Robertson. “Law and order, truth and justice are still players here. He’s all yours, Major!”

“How do you do it, Mags!” the Major exclaimed. He drew his silver whistle from his shirt pocket and blew three shrill notes on it. In seconds, the street and alleys echoed with the sound of the booted feet of law enforcement, heeding the call of decency. “We can never thank you enough!” the Major said. He withdrew a pair of handcuffs from his belt and took hold of Gill Roberts by the shoulder as the police flooded onto the narrow street. 

“Thank Kogrik,” she told him. “’e’s the one that mighta’ knocked some brains into those two.” And now that Mr. Sin was securely handcuffed,  she turned and nodded at the two fallen henchmen. 

“Can knock brains into people?” Kogrik asked, dumbfounded. This innocent question evoked a hearty chuckle from the Major as he shoved the hapless, manacled criminal to two of the policemen. 

“You can hope so, Kogrik,” he said. “Good job!”

Kogrik leered with happiness and was further gratified as the Major passed him three cigarettes to munch on. Kogrik nodded his massive head in thanks for the treat. The blue-black quills of his Gronnox mohawk tipped forward and then back again. 

Her face hidden as always behind the green visor, Mags slid the blaster into the holster on her belt. “Come on then, Old Son,” she said to her trusty Gronnox sidekick. “Let’s go home!”

The two of them walked through the alternating bars of darkness and light as they strolled under the lights and marquees of the midnight street. 

—FROM MAGS HARDBOTTLE, DETECTIVE TO THE STARS #67, The Killer Scrub
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​The Story So Far
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This book is the sequel to Mags Hardbottle: Detective to the Stars. If you are reading this book “cold,” here is a summary of what has happened so far: 

The Mags Hardbottle detective series is the supreme detective series of one part of the cosmos. Both Theskulis and Doc Thorson are at least superficially familiar with the books. Cargo ship captains and crews read the stories, listen to them, or watch dramatizations of them. Adolescents and young adults discovering the delights of cheap, mass produced mysteries read them. The educated class reads them as well, but hides them under mattresses or behind bookcases filled with more erudite books. The poor and barely educated read them. Mags Hardbottle truly is the premier detective of post-Mother Earth detective fiction.

Forced to a halt on a planet where casinos seem to be the rulers, Theskulis finds himself targeted as a victim of assassins or avengers, or so he assumes. Pursued by an angry band of warlike Tarks, he finds unlikely help in a young women who identifies herself as Mags Hardbottle, the famous lead character of detective fiction. She proves hardy and capable, but in the end, Theskulis is captured by his pursuers, and she is given a beating. Her secret is revealed, she is not an original human at all (and thus, neither could she be Mags Hardbottle) but rather she is a Tark herself, an adolescent sold into slavery to the casinos. 

But Mags has her hulking Gronnox friend, a fellow slave who resignedly adopts the name from the books that she has given him: Kogrik. 

As Doc and his companions later discover, a variety of “races” in this part of the cosmos has been developed over the last two centuries (as we count time). These races have all been developed from human DNA, but each race has its own characteristics, its own language, and its own specific name: the Tarks, Salafians, Gronnoxes, etc. 

To their dismay, Doc and his companions eventually discover that these “derived” races consider themselves to be cursed of God because they are aberrations of the human form, corruptions of that which was made in the image of God. “Monsters,” as Kogrik calls them. 

Though Doc and his companions insist that the “derived humans” are just as human as anybody else, they do fall into the habit of referring to themselves as human and they call the other races by their designated names. 

But to continue, while Theskulis is having his misadventure, back on the less colorful but far safer Mother Earth, Penny is in Doc Thorson’s control room, the secret inner sanctum of the Arch, a gateway to the cosmos that Doc has enhanced with numerous controls and other gadgets. 

She does not know that her brother Jack is in the galley, making a sandwich for himself. As he enters the control room, Jack disappears first, unknown to his sister or their science teacher. Minutes later, as Penny and Doc argue, Penny disappears. Doc witnesses this. Brother and sister find themselves on the planet where Theskulis was taken, but Jack and Penny are not in view of each other.

Jack is attacked by human thugs who are part of a body piracy ring that slaughters healthy people in order to sell their body parts for transplants or research. Jack is rescued by Kogrik, who, trying to be helpful, makes him part of the work force of a casino. 

Penny is also seized, and she meets an extremely alien creature called Ecthroi, who gives her an amazing immunity to a deadly virus and then departs. Her captors detect that she has this rare immunity, and she is taken to one of their processing plants instead of being killed outright. 

Doc soon pursues the trail of Penny, not knowing Jack was also taken. He traces her to the casinos, and he also meets the beaten and despairing Mags. He treats her wounds and buys her from the casinos in exchange for her help on his hunt for Penny.

In captivity to the Body Pirates, Penny is injured and then is rescued by the last person she would expect: Theskulis. He has also been a captive and needs her help to escape. He calls a truce between them and turns over his weapon to her and the key to his control room as a sign of good faith.

Doc and Mags trace the body pirates to their processing facility and soon locate the escaped Penny and Theskulis. All four of them team up to escape a force emitted from the processing plant that is holding them on the planet. 

Jack and Kogrik, also tracking their allies, soon arrive and join in the hunt for a way off the planet. They catch up with the others after a harrowing battle through the processing plant, and are reunited. At the end, in the final room that they must enter, they discover an entrance to a specialized “cosmic tunnel” that can transfer a person from one fixed place to another across the cosmos.

It is a first step toward developing gateways such as those that are used by Doc Thorson and Theskulis. As the tunnel has been created by the corporation (The Golden Group) that employs the body pirates and also runs the casinos, the two cosmic travelers realize that they must destroy this tunnel and all of the documentation used to create it. 

But Doc has been warned that if he succeeds against all foes in this battle to bring himself and his two students home, Ecthroi will dine on him. 

Still, even with this threat hanging over him, Doc agrees that all six of them must travel to the Knowledge Foundation, the thinktank of the Golden Group, where the other end of the tunnel is situated. He and Theskulis set a timed delay on the tunnel at the plant. They bring down the rest of the processing plant, and the force holding them on the planet releases them. 

Theskulis takes advantage of his time in Doc’s control room to try to seduce Mags. And while he is not entirely successful, he makes her more of an ally than Doc likes. 

Doc is now in the Fifth Ring, the most dangerous part of the course that has been set for him by the mysterious person who calls himself Ecthroi.  And, being Doc, he plunges right in!  Theskulis, Mags, Kogrik, Penny, and Jack join him.
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“If the truce still stands, Apollos, then you will agree to return me to my control room when we have completed our tasks,” Theskulis said.

Bent over the console in his own control room, where both men stood, Doc Thorson barely afforded his temporary ally a glance. “Yes, yes. I'll keep my word.”

“I have heard that assurance before,” Theskulis said icily.

Doc Thorson shot him another quick glance. “Look, would you mind keeping your attention fixed on our current difficulties? If we both get killed through carelessness, we shall neither of us go anywhere again.”

Now that several hours had passed since receiving his wound in the horrifying processing plant of the body pirates, Theskulis was on his feet again, trim and erect, the picture of readiness. He had not thought much of the operational system that his rival had arranged. 

Doc’s control room included a few hard chairs (“borrowed” from the high school where he taught science most of the time); an emergency fold-out cot where high school senior Penny Derwood, and later Theskulis himself, had recovered from their injuries from the processing plant of the Body Pirates; a lab workbench; and a long control console that took up most of one wall. 

It was spare, adaptable, but strictly utilitarian. Doc had earlier seen the control room of Theskulis’ Arch. When Penny he asked him to describe it, his reply had been brief: badly lit and garish.

Mags entered the brightly lit control room, blinking as she came. She had discarded her famous visor for contact lenses.

“How are the contacts, Mags?” Doc Thorson asked.

“Blamed sticky!” she exclaimed. “Do I have to wear these?”

“If you are to pass as human, we must do something about those eyes!” Theskulis snapped.

“I am human! Everybody knows that Mags Hardbottle is human!” she retorted.

Doc Thorson pretended to be concentrating on something on the console, but he shot a secret glance at his rival. For a moment, Theskulis seemed impatient. The insistence by the young Tark female that she was the galaxy's fictional premier sleuth—and an original human at that—was the type of transparent deception that Theskulis did not understand. But Theskulis  controlled himself, hesitated, and suddenly became more gentle.

“Mags, you know what a dreadful mistake it would be for us to show up at the Knowledge Foundation with Mags Hardbottle, the famous detective, among the group,” he told her. 

He crossed to her and stroked his short beard as he surveyed her face. She kept blinking, trying to get accustomed to the contact lenses that Doc Thorson had given her to hide the luminescent greenness of her Tark eyes. 

Theskulis touched her under her chin so that she looked up at him. “And you've worn disguises before, Mags,” he said. “In Episode 187, The Mystery of the Deep, you disguised yourself as a Charnethan slave girl, didn't you?”

“Oh, I been a lot of things,” she said with confidence. “But I never put these things in me eyes before.”

Satisfied with his work on the controls circuitry, Doc Thorson straightened up from the console. “There!” He turned to Theskulis, interrupting what might have been another tender moment between the renegade cosmic traveler and the young Tark. 

“I've locked you out of the main functions, but if you've got a mind to put your talents to good uses, you can have a go at creating identities for us and getting us a berth at the Knowledge Foundation,” Doc told him.

Theskulis turned from Mags and inclined his head. “Certainly, Apollos. I am eager to assist you.” He smiled with false warmth. “I shall be the model of cooperation!”

Doc Thorson arched an eyebrow but did not comment on this assurance. Instead, he said, “The technology of this era uses wireless communication and secured frequencies. I've already broken in on the Knowledge Foundation's secured systems and infiltrated their databases. The disruption of their system appears to have gone unnoticed. I'll leave it to you to create what we need.”

Theskulis strode to the console. “I shall have to secure much more than identities and admittance for us. We'll need clothing, transport, all the trappings of citizens of this culture. Where is the Knowledge Foundation located?”

“A very pleasant, moderate planet,” Doc assured him. “Lovely climate and no resident population in the vicinity. Just a few resorts and of course the Knowledge Foundation itself. The area is sort of a garden for the elite. Entire forests of maple trees. See if you can find us decent lodgings, will you? I haven't had real maple syrup in nearly a decade.” He turned to Mags. “Come with me, Mags. Perhaps I can give you a better fit on those contact lenses. And then I must see to Penny.”

As they walked out, Theskulis rubbed his hands together and surveyed the console. “Right then! Infiltrating a bunch of pompous scientists. They'll never know what hit them!” He nearly snarled as he surveyed the screen. “Kidnap and kill me for parts, indeed! They will rue their insolence!”

* * * *
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IN A DARKENED PRISON cell beneath the public floors of the Knowledge Foundation, three men were congregated. One, a young Salafian, sat slumped on the bare floor, his hands manacled at the wrists, attaching him to a chain that was welded to an iron ring embedded into the floor.

Another man, human, clad in a severe military-style uniform, stood glowering over him. The third was an incredibly incongruous figure: an enormously fat human with hair that had been greased and combed back. And he was wearing the very latest and most expensive in formal evening attire. The crisp white shirt stretched across the vast expanse of chest and belly, and the tight, white collar at his throat was closed with gold studs. His elegant black jacket had tails, and a gold watch chain hung from one pocket. 

He spoke clearly and pleasantly, in an Italian accent that was just as faked as Mags’ cockney accent. “You see, young man, Captain Mallit here—he want to torture you until you talk, and then when he finished with you, put the high speed bullet between your eyes, dump your body somewhere off the coast—oh, I am sure you know the story,” he said to the exhausted young man manacled to the floor. “Or, better to his practical mind, hold you for experi-mentation. But I, Professor Filostrato, prefer a more enlightened approach to interrogation.”

“I don't know what you're talking about,” the young Salafian said back, but it was apparent that he was repeating an assertion that he had held onto for the last several hours. His lank black hair hung straight down, a sign in a Salafian of a weakened body. And the light blue of his face was nearly pearl white, a sign that he was perilously close to death.

The fat human scientist, his lavish suit incongruous in the Spartan room, gestured at himself with one fleshy hand and continued as though not having heard. “I am the scientist, you see. A man of refined sensibility and the enlightened views. Mallit's methods are brutal and inhumane, I say. And fortunately, I outrank Captain Mallit on matters such as these.”

Mallit, attired in a security uniform and displeased at this remark, glowered. “All this for a slip on the database,” he muttered. “I'd have got it out of him soon enough.”

“No, no, no,” Filostrato said. “Beatings are never the answer. So unenlightened, Mallit.” He glanced down at the manacled young Salafian who sat on the bare floor in his chains and spoke to him. “It was the momentary thing for you, no? You saw that the database was infiltrated and took the plunge. You do not even know the saboteurs, do you?”

“Stop trying to reason with him, Professor,” Mallit snapped. “He's made up his mind. He deleted the trail to cover for them.”

“The noble gesture, young man,” Filostrato said. “So rare to see nobility of mind these days. So, as the Capitano tell me, you see that the database has been corrupted, that a stranger is poised to rewrite our data, perhaps put himself on our security system, and you cover for him. When did you begin to turn against us? Ah, well, it matters so little. The young will always have their idealism.”

“He was ready to tell—” Mallit began.

Filostrato waved away the protest. “No, no. We are not the old style nazis from earth; You are familiar with their history? Even if this young foolish boy think we are, we are not. And we do not behave their way.”

The young prisoner, face ashen from the interrogation he had endured overnight, looked up at Filostrato in sudden hope. 

Filostrato beamed at him, his fat face nearly cherubic. “Yes, young man. I know how useless it is to apply the beatings, the breaking of the smaller limbs, the hot metal. For then you see, even when the person talk, you never know if it was the truth. And what if he die during the crude torture? Then you never know at all.”

Filostrato clasped and unclasped his hands. “Oh no, oh no,” he asserted, almost talking to himself. “As soon as I know the good Capitano is beating you, I order the halt. This is not the way at all. Too brutal, too inhumane, too uncertain.”

He stepped away, glanced down at the fingernails of his left hand. “No, no,” he repeated. “What we need always is the extreme torture. The tearing—not of flesh from bone—but of flesh from flesh: layer after layer after layer. Make the prisoner go out of the head in pain, and he will babble soon enough. Then we get the truth.” 

He glanced at the prisoner. “There must be no question of moderation, for the presence of hope is so cruel and so untrue.” He smiled humorlessly. “The human technique is too unsteady in the hand. We have machines for this. It is better to use something whose nerve cannot fail, eh? For even the Capitano might be seized by some stray pity—or perhaps even respect—and kill you quickly, but that will never do. No, no, it must be the specially designed machines. See to it, Capitano.”

The young prisoner nearly said something as Captain Mallit dragged him to his feet, but then the captive fainted and fell back into the wall. “Good,” Filostrato said as Mallit hurried to catch him. “It will not take long.”

“You'd better hope not,” Mallit said. “Because as near as we can ascertain, the technology that sent the signal through our security walls in the system is something we have never seen before. It was mostly luck that helped us catch it.”

“The interrogation machine—it never fail. Very finely tuned instrumentation.”

“Couldn't we just—”

“No.” Filostrato hesitated. “After all, I promise him. See to it. I go upstairs.”
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Chapter Two
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“Breakfast, Penny.”

Penny Derwood opened her eyes, but they closed again, plunging her back into blissful darkness. China and silverware rattled as a breakfast tray was set down on the table by her bed. The lights came up in the small medical room. A chair scraped as Doc sat down alongside her.

“Penny,” he said.

She felt a trickle of annoyance run through her. She wanted to sleep.

She let out an exasperated sigh and forced her eyes open. They focused on him.

“It hasn't been two hours,” she protested in a whisper.

“It has indeed. Here's rice for you.”

“I'm sick of rice. I wish I could have coffee.” She knew she was whining, and Penny ordinarily was a person who despised whining. However, she had discovered in the earlier stages of being Doc’s patient that whining often worked with him. Especially when he felt guilty. And Doc did feel guilty for Penny having been snatched away from earth by the Body Pirates. She didn’t blame him at all, but in the early morning when she wanted to sleep or at least have coffee, she wasn’t above a little advantageous whining.

“I'll let you have a third of a cup, after you've finished your breakfast,” he promised. “Come on, now, sit up,” he coaxed. “There's a good girl.”
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