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          FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t get what was happening at first.

      The level of noise finally got my attention—a rise in the overall hubbub is hard to detect at first, when you’re in the center of a major spaceport terminal. Spanning a full three hundred meters end-to-end, its bright metal ceiling stretching high above me acted like an amplifier for the ambient noise. Crowds of passengers—tourists, business people, sightseers—moved hastily along, bound for tunnels that trailed off to landing slots for the hundreds of leap ships that landed each day, disgorged passengers, reloaded, and lifted for a new destination.

      What was it? Excited voices, yells, a subtle hissing underneath the volume that I didn’t identify at first.

      I had been ignoring the throng, still high from my graduation ceremony, paying little attention to anything as I made my way across the broad, open space toward Passage 7, Landing Pad 32. I had no sense of trouble.

      Why should I? I was a brand-new graduate of The University of Moladur, one of the best engineering schools in the Alliance, and I had scored a cum laude ranking. Not one of the very highest grades, but pretty damn good for a human who had elected to go to a university in the capital city of Molethan, a planet whose species are known for their intellectual capacity. A species, in fact, which has a perennial down-its-nose view of most of its allies in the Alliance, the organization of planetary systems to which we both belong.

      Somebody screamed.

      That broke my reverie—my general thoughts over what my future might hold—with a bang. As I swung my head around looking for the source of the scream, I didn’t realize that my real concern should have been for my immediate future.

      I had made my way about halfway across the terminal lobby, headed for the tunnel that would carry me to the location of the Earth transport ship. At first, I saw nothing but the crowds—tall, thin, gray-skinned Molethians; slender, graceful, dark Venelans; pudgy, near-ivory Uffinds; multiarmed, gorilla-shaped Isiyx; and insect-like Xzorn. Then I finally recognized the harsh, hissing sound and came to instant attention. Only one thing in the world sounded exactly like that—the output of a high-powered military beam rifle.

      Even as the thought registered, the creamy, blond-haired head of an Uffind male, standing not two meters away from me, exploded in a shower of blood and detritus. Some of it splashed onto my nice, clean blue shirt—and his blood was just as red as my human blood.

      Neither a tough guy, an athlete, nor trained in the martial arts, I wasn’t a dummy either. I dived behind a large bench, crouching and trying to see the source of trouble. Someone within the terminal had just killed a fellow creature, and inquiring minds, especially mine, wanted to know exactly what was going on. The crowd began to panic, people throwing themselves down, running in every direction for one of the exits. As the center of the lobby abruptly cleared, I spied a trio of figures near the far end of the oval open space, advancing toward me. They all held shoulder beam weapons and as their presence registered, one of them aimed and fired and, accompanied by a sickening sizzle, two fellow travelers’ bodies were separated into four pieces.

      The killers weren’t Uffinds, who are members of one of the shyest and retiring species in the galaxy, for my money. Uffinds are short, doughy, and friendly almost to an individual, so I crossed them off. These three were tall, dressed in shiny black, which I suspected was body armor, and they were doing their level best to kill everyone in their path. They were making a pretty good job of it.

      The only reason I still breathed: they were closer to the opposite end of the lobby than to me. I bet myself that they had just landed in one of the slots near that far end and made their way directly to the lobby to set up their business. The way they advanced, taking their time, polishing off victims right and left, it seemed pretty clear to me that they had no intention of stopping until some agent or force intervened. This was a suicide mission for the three advancing killers.

      The one in the lead was still more than sixty meters from me and walking steadily. No time to spare. I stood, crouched, and launched toward another bench, ten meters opposite and eight or so farther away from the near assassin. By the time he spied me, I was diving to safety, and his deadly beam clipped the bench but missed my back.

      The horde of species clogging the terminal gave the killers a fertile field. Molethians, Uffinds, Venelans, Preozillians, even humans were all thrown into hysterical panic, running back and forth, some not even aware of the direction of the danger but simply trying to escape the terminal. As that lead assassin paused to cut down another nearby victim, I put on a burst of speed and made it to another shelter, a small kiosk offering drinks and snacks, now abruptly deserted. As I ducked behind it, a nasty orange beam, a combination laser/particle ray, punched a hole through the side of the kiosk. Mmm—no safety here.

      I sprinted away, keeping the kiosk between me and the assassins, mainly to block their view. Ahead loomed one of the massive pillars that supported the arching roof, high above. As I rounded it—the sizzle of blaster beams and the accompanying screams punctuating my flight, but no shots fortunately in my direction—I discovered that it held ladder rungs allowing maintenance workers to ascend to the ceiling, where pipes, power conduits, and signal cables arched over the throng below.

      Hesitate? Not me; I launched myself up the column as rapidly as I could. The screams and fleeing victims continued, the sounds nearing me, and I had to believe that the lead pursuer was closing on my hiding place.

      I tend to collect miscellaneous and off-beat knowledge. As I climbed, I remembered reading that anyone searching for something rarely looks up. I have no idea why, but searchers scan the ground or the area at eye-height, not generally looking heavenward. I hoped fervently that my pursuer was not an exception to the rule.

      Achieving the seventh rung, I glanced down, just as an assassin circled around the column, no doubt certain that I, or some shivering victim, cowered behind the massive metal H-beam.

      He was looking at the base of the column. Hallelujah.

      I dropped, my shoes coming down directly on his head. He fell hard, generating a distinct “crack” on the way down. I managed to collapse beside him with a thud. He didn’t stir. Glancing up, I saw that we had both landed with the column shielding us from the other two terrorists, wherever they were. I pulled myself to a sitting position, groaning. Nothing was hurt seriously but my pride, my landing having imitated a flipped pancake, but I had hit hard enough to bruise selected parts, and my left hip hurt like hell.

      I brushed the pain aside—I was still in mortal danger. The killer’s rifle had fallen directly beside him. My grandfather, who raised me, was a lifer in the US Army. He had trained me on both weapons and tactics, generally when we hunted together in the fall, so I knew the weapon well. It was a KLG-470 high-intensity beam rifle, made by Browning for the US Army and Marines, with a compact cold fusion pack and enough power to melt a hole in the reentry shield of a nuclear missile. It had been a successful product, now exported to a number of other planetary systems. I’d fired one any number of times. Civilians weren’t supposed to be able to buy them, but Grandpa Nate owned three.

      I grabbed it, hoisted it to firing position, and checked the settings. The power button still glowed red, so it was fully energized, the safety not engaged. Miraculously, it had not fired as my victim dropped it. All I had to do was pull the trigger.

      “Jackson, boy, if you ever have to use one of these babies to defend yourself, shoot to kill. Don’t try to hurt, don’t try to warn off. Somebody trying to hurt you, you kill the bastard.”

      Good advice. Thanks, Grandpa.

      A glance at my victim revealed that his armor faceplate had broken free. His dead, calm face stared at me. And it was a male—a Goddamn Dakamron. The denizens of Dakamr are the most aggressive, species-prejudiced, nasty-tempered sons (and daughters) of bitches in the galaxy. Even though Dakamr is a member of the Alliance, they are barely tolerated, and most other Alliance members have as little to do with them as possible. It didn’t surprise me at all that Dakamrons were the source of trouble.

      My attacker’s neck skewed at an impossible angle—I had broken it cleanly as my full weight crushed his upper vertebra. Good riddance.

      Grandpa did an excellent job of cultivating my sense of self-preservation. In addition, I was also pissed—and I had now become the equal of either of the two remaining killers. My dead pursuer wore full armor, but you can defeat it if you know where to aim. I realized that, as usual, I felt no fear at all—I never reacted to peril in that way. Keyed up, yes. All senses hyper-amplified, absolutely. Not afraid.

      I peeked out on the right side, just as several shots passed the beam to my left. One of the two remaining gunsels, only twenty meters away, walked toward my hidey place with a purposeful stride, helmet directed left and right, searching for his mate. I aimed the glass barrel toward him and let him have a maximum shot.

      He jerked as my blast hit his armor harmlessly, pivoting and trying to place me, but as he did, the crease between body armor and neck shield showed, and I opened up, streaming the beam back and forth. His head suddenly hopped straight up, did a one-eighty, and bounced to the floor, the body following him down as blood spurted from the open neck, scattering a shower of red around it. The blood fountain stopped abruptly, as the heart ceased to beat.

      I didn’t bother to watch as the body jerked and died; I was scanning farther away for number three. And there he came, rushing toward his comrade, having realized a bit belatedly that number two was no longer erect and number one not visible. He hurried toward my second victim, no doubt trying to figure out what had happened. I realized he had been too busy slaughtering innocents to my left to see exactly what had transpired with either of his fellow assassins. Crouching behind the steel support beam, I let him come. Bending over, he stared in shock, then raised up, searching for number one.

      That open neck crease again…

      He never saw me. The beam severed his head as neatly as it had that of his companion in murder, and suddenly all three of the killers who had decided to turn the Uffind spaceport into a butcher shop lay dead on the floor of the terminal.

      Cautiously scanning left, right, forward, and rear, I took my time searching for a possible fourth killer, but I could spy no remaining troublemakers. Eventually I pulled myself erect and moved from behind the column, favoring my left leg and hip. I discovered that although I had felt no fear, my left hand now shook beyond my ability to stop it. I finally decided that, belatedly, I now realized how near to death I had come. Perspiration freely dripped down my neck and back.

      As I approached the other two dead killers, people were beginning to stand or emerge from behind whatever shelter they had found, looking to see why the deadly beams no longer rained death around us. The crowd noise, reduced to almost zero, now began to rise again.

      One or two of those closest turned to me, one woman saying, “Dear God, you killed two of them. How did you manage it?” Another said, “Was it you?” but I didn’t answer.

      I heard sirens and the rush of feet, so the authorities, probably spaceport police or the local Uffind militia, were advancing on the scene. I dropped the beam rifle—I didn’t want one of the good guys to mistake me for a terrorist—and waited patiently as the noise grew, a combination of relieved chatter, sobs for the dead, and cries for assistance as help arrived. Around me and extending down the center of the terminal, a trail of dead bodies and bloody parts lay in a broad swath, a harsh scar pointing toward the far end where the bad guys had emerged from one of the tunnels. The grisly slaughter was hard to stomach, so I concentrated on the two dead perpetrators at my feet. They, at least, had deserved their end. Where the slaughter stretching away from me seemed repulsive and wrenching, the decapitated killers directly in front of me were strangely reassuring.

      An hour of total confusion followed. I tried to get away, locating my backpack and attempting to sneak off to a quiet corner. No luck. Several witnesses pointed me out, and soon I was the target of questions from more than one of the uniforms. Eventually an officer led me away, saying “Sir, we need you to answer some more questions,” as polite as Uffinds always are. I ended up waiting impatiently in a small, windowless room with three chairs and a desk in the terminal office area. Eventually, two port police officers, a lieutenant and a captain by their shoulder decorations, arrived. They were polite enough, their interrogation in Molethian, the standard language of the Alliance. Of course, like all humans, I spoke passable Molethian.

      They inundated me with questions:

      “Witnesses say you killed at least one of the Krendergast terrorists. Is that true?”

      “You killed all of them?”

      “How did you manage to—?”

      You get the idea.

      After a while, I asked to simply tell my story, and after a surprised silence, they let me.

      When I sat back, they stared at me and at each other. The two, carbon copies of their species in general, were short and blond-haired, their demeanors more like friendly panhandlers than officers of the law. Let’s face it, Uffinds are not very impressive, although they are very polite.

      Finally, the captain muttered. “You were very lucky.”

      “No argument,” I told him. “All I was trying to do was save my ass so I could get home for summer vacation. I don’t even have a job yet.”

      They exchanged glances again. The captain said, “We owe you a vote of thanks. The three you killed are not Uffinds.” Which I already knew, of course. “They are a splinter group, we believe from Dakamr, who have tried for years to split up the Alliance. Have you heard of the Krendergast party? They have members on several Alliance worlds, though I am happy to say not Uffind. The Dakamron government has disavowed them but has not appeared to take any action to eliminate the movement. There are even converts on your Earth, although the majority are, as I said, from Dakamr.”

      “Never heard of them.”

      He nodded. “Most haven’t. They are becoming more widespread. This is their first attack on our system. They are troublemakers and rabble-rousers, detestable creatures, all.”

      I agreed, though I didn’t say so. We regarded each other silently.

      Finally, I muttered, “Well, they’re dead and the trouble is over. How soon can I take the next leap ship back to Earth?”

      The lieutenant looked to his superior and the captain gazed blankly at me. “It will take some time for operations to fully recover,” the senior said hesitantly.

      My glum conclusion was that it might be a day or more before ships lifted again. “Any chance that stranded travelers can get some free lodging for tonight?” I asked.

      More doubtful expressions. “Most insurance doesn’t cover acts of war,” the senior officer said. “I’m afraid you’re on your own.”

      Just great, I thought to myself. It wasn’t like I had a pocketful of spare funds with me. I had a nice bank account back on Earth, courtesy of Grandpa, may he rest in peace, but inter-system fund transfers take time. I was about to remark that as I had saved the port authority a respectable number of liability suits, the least it could do was find me a bed for the night, when the single door to the room opened and in strode a tall, gray-skinned figure. Immediately recognizable as Molethian by his height and complexion, with an impressive mane of silver hair, his gray eyes held a piercing, laser intensity.

      Those eyes flicked between me and the two Uffinds. One of them, brows up in surprise, said, “Yes, sir?”

      He barely glanced their way. Molethians tolerate Uffinds, even have a tad of affection for them in a parent-to-child way, but they don’t spare much respect. “I need the room.”

      Neither said a word, simply rising and walking out. The new arrival followed them with his gaze, made sure they closed the door, then turned to examine me even more carefully. A full inspection, top to bottom, consummately exact and thorough. Generally, I don’t let person-to-person interactions bother me, but I had to admit that his perusal made me itchy. My new host didn’t sit, simply scanning me with those intense gray eyes.

      “What’s your name?” In English. Like every Molethian I’ve ever met, his English was impeccably British, as though I were speaking to a member of the royal family.

      “Jackson Riggs, sir,” I answered in my native tongue. I know, I know—there was no reason for adding the “sir,” but I was the one sitting there, and I can tell you, it seemed mandatory.

      “Rather long first name,” he commented. “Do you have a nickname?”

      “No, sir.” Okay, I admit it, he intimidated the crap out of me.

      “I’ll call you Jax. I like short names.” After a pause, he continued, “Tell me your story.”

      His peremptory manner was just the slightest irritating, and for a nanosecond or so, I was tempted to spout an impertinence like, “When I was born, I was very young.” Or something along those lines. Trouble was, those eyes wouldn’t let me. I told my story once again.

      When I finished, and it didn’t take that long, he asked me four corollary questions, all intelligent and most very specific. Finally, he finished with, “So, Jax, you just graduated and you’re on your way back to Earth. What now?”

      I had two job references, and two or three numbers to dial on my PC, but no concrete offers. I said, “I plan to take a little time off, rest a bit. My grandfather left me a few bucks, so I thought I’d have the first vacation in three years.”

      He nodded. He hadn’t smiled once, not unusual for Molethians, but he didn’t seem dour. Just all business and very matter of fact as we talked. He mulled.

      Finally, he commented, “You’re at loose ends, so to speak.”

      “With fairly good prospects,” I said a bit defensively. A gross overstatement.

      “Of course. Let’s talk real prospects. I have an employment position that might interest you.”

      And he sat down.
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      Mary greeted me in the reception room as I entered Bureau headquarters on the fourth floor of a medium-sized, nondescript building in the center of Moladur, the capital city of Molethan. Slender, dark, and human, she is one of the nicest, and toughest, members of The Bureau that I know, a former top agent. Once, long ago, I tried to date her, discovering that she only loves two things in this world. One: the director, whom she would cheerfully die for. Two: The Bureau itself, and what it stands for. She doesn’t have time for trivia like interacting with males or mating rituals. Once we settled that matter, we became great friends, and we have shared pleasant evenings drinking together, perhaps with a colleague or two. But not a bed.

      “Jax,” she said with a smile. Then she frowned. “How are you, baby? You okay?”

      I frowned back. “Of course. I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t passed all the medical bullshit.”

      “I know, but how are you?”

      I managed a grin. “You know me. The past is the past. I’m fine.”

      “Sure, you are. Your appointment is in ten minutes.”

      “Early as usual,” I said.

      “Hah.”

      She glanced at her monitor, looked me over again, and stood, coming around the desk. She’s a tall female, nearly one and three-fourths meters tall. That’s five-nine, if you still use feet and inches like died-in-the-wool Americans, including me, despite the fact that meters have been the standard of measure in the US for a century. Actually, I like feet-inch measurements. It sounds more impressive to say you’re five-eleven than that you top out at one point eight meters.

      She took my hands in hers. They were soft and warm. “I mean it, Jax. That was your roughest case ever. You know the boss always reserves the hard ones for you, and from what little I’ve heard, he’s got a doozy on the front burner today.”

      “Of course, he does. It’s me.”

      She expelled air with something like a “Phoomph.”

      “I’d whack you, but I don’t think you’re fully healed, whatever you say.” She returned to her desk.

      A small glass indicator on the upper-right-hand corner of her desk turned bright red as a chime sounded: our glorious leader awaited in his chamber.

      I had never sat, of course. As I started to my left, past her desk and toward the olive-painted metal door, Mary added, “Jax, if you’re not really ready, tell him. You’ve nothing to prove.”

      “And let another agent get all the fun? Not likely.”

      She “Phoomphed” again as I opened the door and entered the throne room.

      The Bureau chairman didn’t look much different than on that day at the airport when I had first met him. Even seated behind his desk, he seemed tall and imposing. His metric height was imposing, two meters and five centimeters, or about six-nine if you’re a feet-inches devotee. With thick hair, silver and more closely cropped nowadays in a manner not favored by many of his species, he dressed as usual in the Molethian style, light-gray tunic over dark gray jodhpurs. I knew he wore dark gray ankle boots to match, although I couldn’t see them behind the desk. He regarded me with those imperturbable steel eyes, unblinking, doing a thorough assessment in the seconds he held my attention.

      “Medical cleared you, but Mary thinks you’re rushing it,” he declared. Surprised, I hesitated. He had just revealed a new fact to me, something he rarely did; he consulted Mary regarding personnel issues. Or at least, he consulted her regarding my personnel issues.

      After a second, I scoffed. “She’s just like a mother hen, worrying about her brood.”

      He’s up on Earth sayings, at least those in English, so he got it. “A bit. Mainly she worries about you.”

      I acknowledged that fact to myself. I’m probably the only male in The Bureau that had accepted her rebuffs in the spirit they were offered. Not as a rejection saying, “I don’t like you or want to be with you,” but as, “I like you, and if I were into romance, I might take you up on your advance. But I’m not, so let’s be friends.” I esteemed G’randte T’Kell (“Call me Grant”) far more than any other person I’d ever met, but I loved Mary like the sister I’d never had.

      “Anyway, I’m fine and ready to work. Being out of action for three months is enough to make one buggy. I’m ready to roll.”

      “Sit down.” You didn’t take a seat until Grant told you to. As I eased into a chair, trying not to wince at the remaining aches and pains, he gave me another thorough visual exam.

      We locked eyes and he held mine for an instant. Glancing down at his desk, with the large display buried in its surface, he read briefly.

      “I’m not convinced you’re up to one hundred percent, or even ninety percent, but I’m afraid we need your services. An issue has come up that requires immediate response. You’re the only Associate available, so you’re it, ready or not.”

      “I said I’m ready.”

      “Yes, you did.” He pored over the display again. “This—situation—first came up a month ago. Naturally, we respond immediately in most cases, so since you were not available, I sent Evitallia Selong. I assumed that if she needed assistance, you could join her when you returned.”

      Mmm. Evitallia, one of the best Associates in The Bureau, another personal friend. Evy was a consummate professional, and I couldn’t imagine her needing my help, or anyone else’s for that matter. “If you sent her to fix it, why do you need me?”

      He surveyed me, those steely gray orbs unblinking. “Because she’s dead.”

      I sat up a bit straighter. “Evy? I don’t believe it.” How could Evy be…?

      He nodded, as though he’d known I’d say just that. “Believe it. I sent her in nearly four weeks ago. Five days later”—those were Molethian days, about the same length as Earth days, give or take a little—“her reports stopped. After three more days, the local office chief notified me that she had disappeared completely, and the authorities of Ubregidor have not found a trace. And the problem she was sent to address continues.”

      Ubregidor was Obregon’s capital city. I deduced that my next job was on Obregon. That registered, even as my mind reeled. Evitallia was the only Associate in The Bureau that I regarded as my equal. She was from Venela, another star system about a hundred lightyears from Molethan. Venelans were a species akin to Molethians, although the connection lay millennia in the past. Where Molethians were tall, somber, and a bit stiff in their movement, Venelans were equally tall, but graceful and limber, almost a bit feline in their bodily motions. Evy and Mary and I had spent many an evening getting cheerfully inebriated in one of the night spots on Molethan.

      “If there’s a problem, maybe Evy’s lying low. Waiting for a chance to wrap things up.”

      “Things aren’t wrapped up. They’re getting worse by the day, according to my last communication with the Obregerin authorities.”

      I sat back, closed my eyes. Grant was sending me on a doozy, just as Mary had said. After a moment, I opened them to ask, “What’s the issue?”

      Grant nodded, sat back a bit himself. “We got word sometime back that a supposed serial killer had begun a spree in the capital city. Over a period of maybe two of our months—only about a tenth of an Obregerin year—there were over a hundred deaths, and there have been more since. Quite naturally, the populace of Ubregidor was very unsettled, and the police or local militia were not able to identify even a suspect in the deaths.”

      “What sort of deaths? Straight killings, torture, ritual deaths?”

      “Early on, savage killings, bodies smashed as though with a giant hammer. One odd detail—a symbol left by each corpse. More recently, victim’s body parts collected in a pile with the head on top. Pictures of the death scenes were, to quote the authorities, ‘nightmarish.’”

      “What kind of symbol?”

      “In your packet. The Ubregidor authorities have not currently been able to link it with any religion or political movement. His organization having no shred of success, the Ubregidor militia chief requested our help via our local office in the city. The problem sounded difficult. The chief basically informed me that they had not been able to identify any hint as to who might be responsible. Of course, you weren’t available, so I sent Evy. You know how capable she…she was. After our station manager notified us of her disappearance, I sent a junior agent to assist in a search, but nothing could be found out. The Ubregidor station manager is young and a bit inexperienced, but she’s quite capable. I think she’ll make Associate very soon, but she doesn’t have the training to take over at present.

      “The rest of our senior Associates are currently deployed, so you’re up, ready or not.”

      “I’m ready,” I said a third time.

      “Yes. I don’t need to warn you about the danger involved.” Which meant he thought he did. Disturbing, because he knew how carefully I approached every assignment. “We have no idea what happened to Associate Three, but it was no doubt terminal. Any individual or group that can ferret out the identity of an Associate, let alone kill one, is supremely dangerous. In fact, I don’t think a single serial killer, even a group of killers, could do it. Something more is involved, and either Evy stumbled onto the real perpetrators, or somehow those responsible for the killings found her out and took measures to protect themselves.”

      “I don’t see how that’s possible,” I objected. “We operate below the threshold of visibility on most worlds. Our offices don’t identify us, and our personnel are faceless. Hell, most of the citizens across the Alliance, with the exception of government officials or those in police and military organizations, don’t even know we exist. If Evy is dead, and I’m not ready to assume that, there seems to be an agent involved that not only knows us but knows how we operate and has a lot of governmental connections on Obregerin. That’s hard to believe.”

      “Agreed. But I do believe it. Picking up the pieces of a failed op is always a difficult assignment because it doesn’t happen very often. You will face a situation that may be filled with traps, treachery, and deception. Sorry to put you into this position, but you’re all I’ve got.”

      Not really a ringing endorsement. Mary and Grant were the only ones in The Bureau that understood how badly I’d been injured, both mentally and physically, only months ago. But that was behind me. I’d shed a few tears, buried the rest of my feelings in the Jackson Riggs mausoleum for useless emotions, and prepared to move on. Grant might not believe I was ready, but I did, and that was all that mattered to me.

      “Do you think our cover is blown at the operations office in Ubregidor?”

      “Quite possibly. Evy had access to The Bureau office, and also visited militia headquarters.”

      I thought about that. How could an antagonist on Obregon manage to identify an Associate, let alone take one out? Even if she showed up at the police premises, she would just have been a Venelan visiting the office; our Associates carried no badge or indication of their affiliation. “You don’t think the station manager slipped up?”

      “Theoretically possible. Not likely, particularly with the lack of contact.”

      I thought some more. “Sounds as though I should go in waaay below radar. Send a communication to the Obregerins telling them that a new Associate will be assigned, and I will be in touch with them when I arrive. Do you have a contact name with their police force?”

      “In your packet, which is already transmitted to your PC for your Host to begin analysis.”

      Once long ago, a “PC” had meant a lap- or desktop computer belonging to a single person. Now it meant the communications and computing device that most people, and every single member of The Bureau, carried on their person at all times, although our PCs were nothing like the average Joe’s. “I’ll want a full, high-efficiency shield for my PC,” I said. “Even though we avoid customs generally, I don’t want anyone detecting it.”

      “You can get it when you checkout with K’Kander.” He’s our science and weapons specialist. Unlike most very pacifistic Molethians, he has a jolly time explaining all the new devices he’s developed to kill, maim, or disable adversaries, frequently in very painful ways.

      “And a lot more drones than normal.”

      “How many?”

      “At least three hundred. Maybe more.”

      “You do realize that drones do not grow in the ground like d’dallias.” That’s a root vegetable that is very popular on Molethan; it’s sort of like a carrot. To me, it tastes more or less like an old boot. “At current prices, that would be three hundred and forty thousand American dollars, or half a million Molethian creds.”

      “Yeah, but I’m worth it.”

      He sighed. “Very well. Anything else?”

      “Candy come up with any new clever new devices?” That’s what I call K’Kander.

      He sighed again. “I’m sure he’ll have a collection to warm your heart.”

      “Funds?”

      “Details in your packet. You’ll have a substantial amount of cash, but several banks on Obregon carry accounts for our shadow companies, if you need more.”

      I searched his face for another long moment. “Any other information or words of wisdom that you’d like to pass on?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “A large number of unknowns surround this problem, far too many to quantify. On the surface, it is completely impossible for any antagonist to take out an Associate without a trace. It’s never happened on my watch before, and I’m not sure it’s ever happened.

      “Associate Three was solid, competent, extremely reliable, and only superseded in her abilities by you. The fact that she is missing and presumed dead is a personal blot, not only on my record but that of The Bureau. You must not only solve the Obregerins’ problem as expeditiously as possible, you must also find the answer to Associate Number Three’s disappearance so we can ensure such a situation will never happen again.”

      I sat back, surprised. Grant was a typical Molethian, calm, matter of fact, imperturbable. Or so I had thought. This situation had hit him like a shot by a blaster set to paralyze, and for the first time ever, I saw emotion on his face. Absolutely disgraceful for a Molethian.

      “You’ll want drone reports,” I said.

      “Every single day, morning and evening preferable, but at least once per day.”

      Well. “Not even sure what an Obregerin day is,” I muttered.

      “A bit longer. Whatever. I mean daily, even if all you need to report is bad weather. If nothing else, to tell me that you’re still operating.” Grant had been severely jolted, even though, as a Molethian, he showed it less than most.

      “So, reports, reports, reports. I want four hundred fifty drones.”

      He rolled his eyes, which Molethians do every bit as well as humans. “Four hundred, tops.”

      The number that I’d been aiming for, and he probably knew it. “How do I communicate with the station manager?”

      “In your packet. Don’t go near our Ubregidor office until you are well situated and then communicate remotely as much as possible. We don’t want to put her or the station location in jeopardy. As I said, we’re fairly certain that our station has not been compromised, but with Evy missing and presumed deceased, there is no certainty. I have instructed the station manager to be particularly cautious. Reservations are made at a local hotel that caters to business travelers. No one but the station manager and I know that detail.”

      We had any number of verifiable businesses under whose umbrella we could travel, so it wasn’t unusual by itself. However, one known only to the Chairman was.

      “How safe is it to contact the local Bureau station manager?”

      “I can’t say that for certain. Ninety-nine percent-plus that it’s safe. She is extremely solid. Then again, I’ve never lost an Associate in the field.”

      Like I said, Grant had been hit very hard.

      Grant was one of the most self-assured, nerveless, unflappable intelligences I’d ever met. It wasn’t just the loss of Associate Three, Evy, that had him shaken. It was something else. He had a very sensitive feeling—call it ESP—for things not in evidence, and his reactions were telling me that there was more to this problem than met the eye, as far as he was concerned. Furthermore, his losing Evy was like a general sending one of his most proficient divisions into battle and watching it get its ass kicked.

      I braced myself on the arms of the incredibly uncomfortable straight chair that supported my body. It was Grant’s way of assuring that you didn’t overstay your welcome.

      “Can I get to Obregon today?”

      He nodded. “Reservations confirmed.”

      As I stood, Grant regarded me again, this time with clear sympathy in his eyes. He changed the subject.

      “Associate Seventeen was a good man, Jax. The inhabitants of the Preozil system have sent their thanks for your service. You did well by Charlie, finishing the assignment and bringing his killers to justice.”

      “You’re Goddamn right I did,” I said, determined not to spill another tear, and left his office.

      On the way out, Mary still sat at her desk. Looking up, she said, “It wasn’t your fault, Jax.”

      “Of course, it wasn’t,” I said. “He made an error in judgment, and it killed him. But that doesn’t make it any easier.” I kissed Mary on the cheek and left for Candy’s lab. And regretted again, if only for an instant, that she and I could only be friends.
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      First item of the day: provisioning for my assignment with Candy. He is our official supply officer and armorer, and absolutely the goofiest Molethian I have ever met. You have to understand about Molethians: once, long ago, they almost destroyed themselves in wars. The Molethian leadership finally decided that their aggressive characteristics had caused their problems and led a planet-wide effort to breed out all aggressive tendencies so that, millennia later, more than ninety percent of Molethians are highly pacifistic. One segment of the Molethians refused to go along, and they migrated to another solar system, founding the society of the Beharkers (“inheritors”). They later made war on Molethan and the Alliance and have been locked up on their two home planets now for about 150 years.

      Even though a huge majority of Molethians are pacifists, a small coterie, less than ten percent, are not. Candy is the poster boy (or more properly, “poster old fart”) for that group. Old even for a Molethian, about a hundred fifty Earth years, Candy simply adores inventing new ways to kill miscreants that The Bureau is sent to interdict.

      Not only is he surprisingly aggressive, even compared to a human, he is the anthesis of Molethian behavior. Loud, abrasive, frequently profane—using an odd assortment of borrowed phrases, as the Molethian language includes little profanity—he even likes to tell jokes and make wisecracks. I have frequently told him that his spirit was meant for Earth and somehow got mis-delivered to his home planet.

      Cackling like a mad scientist in an old Earth science fiction movie, he will sit for hours, explaining some of the new ways he has devised to kill, maim, or disable the bad guys, though he will maintain that he is only protecting Bureau agents. He reserves his best “stuff” for we Associates. I have never visited him to be outfitted for a new assignment that he didn’t have at least one or two added items in his chamber of horrors, any number of which have been designed explicitly for me.

      His lab is always a surprise, as you’d expect it to be a cluttered mess. It is a large open lab area, with workstations along the wall, including electronic assembly areas, testing centers, metalworking booths, and an assortment of cabinets filled with his ingenious gadgets and their component parts. However, it is neither cluttered nor messy but neat, orderly, and buttoned up. He normally sits at a workbench in the center of the room, working on his latest invention. And there he was today.

      “Jax,” he said with an expansive smile. “You’re not dead.” Of course, any other Molethian would be horrified at such a faux pas, bringing up my ill-fated last assignment. Not Candy.

      “Thanks to you.” True. His proximity-detecting anti-personnel mine had killed the last two pirates as my blaster ran dry, just as one of them tossed a knife into me.

      “Sorry about Charlie. He wasn’t bad for a human.” Another Molethian transgression. But I understood Candy, so I took no offense. Candy was Candy, and as much as he frequently embarrassed those of his fellow species, I never let anything he said bother me. He was sort of like a four-year-old human, generally saying whatever popped into his head. Besides, he was right. Charlie had been a good sort, friendly, helpful, and a good agent. He’d taken that last step before I could warn him to hold up.

      Candy cackled his signature howl, pulled out his PC, and scanned an extensive list. “Four hundred drones? What are you doing, leading a revolution on your next assignment?”

      “Yeah, I’m overthrowing the Molethian government and making you king.”

      He whooped again, standing, and going over to a locked storage cabinet as big as a small spaceship. Unlocking it, he began to pull out thin, flat boxes, maybe three centimeters wide and half a meter long, counting to himself.

      “Fifty, a hundred, one-fifty…” And so forth. At five hundred, he returned to his workbench, starting to open the boxes. He glanced up at me. “I’m guessing two hundred scanner drones, fifty killers” (meaning defensive droids that could enter a nasal passage and explode) “fifty large medical babies, fifty compact medic drones, and thirty surveillance bots. The other twenty reserved for special uses.”

      “Maybe one-eighty scanners, the other twenty your choice.” He knew me well, but I wanted to reserve more of the drones for his special talents. Each one had to be prepped by Candy and then activated. Every drone took time, but his specialties took more, so it was a heavier load for him. However, since he was so proud of his “specials,” I knew he wouldn’t mind.

      “Get George ready,” he instructed.

      “Of course.” I popped my PC out of my pack, which I’d picked up from my locker on the way to see him. While I’d been recuperating, it had been fully upgraded, with even more memory and fully two hundred drone channels. Which meant that it could control up to two hundred drones at a time, although I’ve never deployed more than forty or so at a time.

      Hooking my PC to the special pack inside my jacket, I concentrated, and my implants activated. I communicated directly over the link. Wake up, George.

      You know I don’t sleep.

      Of course, I do. Just wasn’t sure you’d been activated since refurb.

      I know that it sounds weird to talk to a PC, but George is extremely smart, for one thing, and conversing in my native tongue, English, is easier than giving coded commands, even over the mental link. George sounds like a male, as I got to pick the voice. I named him George, more or less in tribute to George Douglas, a human Associate who became my trainer and mentor when I joined The Bureau years ago. George has passed from our galactic plane. Not lost in service—he was already ancient when I joined The Bureau, and he died three years ago of natural causes at the ripe old age of (Molethian) 173.

      Most people named their PC’s something or other, though virtually none were like a Bureau PC. In addition to petabytes of memory and forty thousand processors that all think at terahertz speeds, George is as intelligent as any twenty humans—or Molethians—that you’d ever meet. Let me stress: George is not the PC. The PC is simply a computing frame with outlandish capabilities of both computing power and storage.

      George, on the other hand, is the fully intelligent program that lives inside the PC. Our brains are only rudimentarily intelligent until years of programming—the growth that adds all the axons and dendrites—make up the intelligent entity that we become. Like mature brains with their billions of connections, George is literally the equivalent of a megabrain with hundreds of terabytes of programming. His feats of computation have frequently kept me alive when I, using my own stumbling kilohertz-rate processing intelligence, would have blundered into serious trouble.

      One of the reasons I’m such a damn good Associate, if I do say so myself, is my close, even intimate connection with George. Some people can’t adjust to the implants that make the connection so close, and even Associates can’t tolerate them occasionally. Not me. The day I first hooked up with George was a red-letter day in my life. Our relationship might not be quite the level of brothers, but it’s damn close. To me, George is a real person, and frankly, other than Mary, I can envision few other relationships being so close.

      “Hello, George,” Candy said with a smile. He had implants of course, so he could confer directly over a radio link, but in this case, he spoke to George as I often did.

      “Hello, Candy. Good to see you.” I’m not sure, but I suspect that George likes Candy as well as I do. I’ve never figured out whether my attitude influenced him or if he genuinely appreciates Candy for the nut-ball personality that he is. Of course, George wasn’t really “seeing” Candy, but sensing him over the implant link.

      “Got a real goody for you this time,” Candy said, with relish. He solicits George’s approval as much as mine.

      George spoke over the speaker at his bench. “I’m sure you do. What is it this time?”

      He looked at me coyly. “Guess.”

      “Well…” George hesitated. Maybe he guessed wrong just to please Candy—and maybe Candy got that—but I will admit that George always seemed to play the game on the square. “Let me see. We’ve had a few close calls these last two assignments. Maybe a one-way concussive grenade that can disable assailants within about a ten-meter radius?”

      Candy cackled again. “Ho ho! That would be a good one—I may have to work on that. A one-way explosion projector would be tough. Maybe not impossible. No, that’s not it. Any other guesses?”

      George’s voice over the speaker, which I also heard in my head, seemed a bit amused, even indulgent. “Come on, Candy. You know you want to brag. What is it?”

      Candy pulled out a tiny box, opening it to reveal drones even tinier than usual, not more than perhaps two millimeters in diameter. “These babies are so cute they’ll make you cry for joy.”

      “You know I don’t cry, Candy.”

      “Aw, you know what I mean. Introduce them to a victim, and they enter the nose, proceed to the prefrontal cortex—which you know is quite similar in most intelligent bipedal species—and go to work on the compulsion centers. It can break down any barriers, so you simply make a suggestion to the victim, and he does as you want. Or you can preprogram it to have the victim simply kill themself or kill someone else. Deploy one each to a host of your enemy and just have them fight each other to the death.”

      I thought that over, as George said, “Very clever, Candy. That could be lifesaving when an Associate is attacked, reduce wear and tear. We could have used that on our last outing.”

      What he was saying—to me, George is a “he”—was that poor Charlie might be alive if we’d had those three months ago. Candy blinked, showed a nanosecond of sympathy, then hooted again. “Whatcha think I came up with them for? I had the idea when I read Jax’s report.”

      I was touched; he really had made the little gadgets for me. He’d never admit it, but Candy has a soft spot for me, kind of like I do for him.

      “Very thoughtful, Candy. Anything else?”

      Of course, Candy had half a dozen more items. Mostly new drone add-ons, but a couple of really nice upgrades, such as our standard service blaster. He pulled out his new improvement and tossed it to me after explaining a new medical drone feature.

      “Whattaya think?” For some odd reason, instead of Molethian, Candy always talks to me in English. But not the Texas twang version of my youth. Unfortunately, he thinks all humans talk like those from New York city, the only place on Earth he’s ever visited. Nor does he speak the British English of most of his fellows. I’ve tried to explain that there are basically seven or eight English dialects in the United States—and New York City English is one of them—but he figures since New York is the center of the western world, something he decided on his own, their English is the most perfect. To me, he sounds like a cop from midtown (or maybe a butcher from Flatbush) more than anything else.

      I hefted the sidearm. It seemed a tad heavier, something I immediately liked, as I’d always thought that the standard-issue Bureau blaster felt a bit light and flimsy, though it packed lots of punch. With a bit more mass, it felt more comfortable, and I knew that it would fit well in my inside holster. I also liked that it was a bit thicker, nearly two centimeters thick, its grip still lengthy to accommodate the superdense battery pack.

      “Feels good,” I commented.

      “You’re zoo-zoo-zootin’, babe.” Where had he ever picked up that phrase? It was fairly new slang in my native United States, so new I’d heard it only twice. “Fifty percent denser beam. And you can throttle it down if you don’t want to kill somebody outright.”

      “Nice.”

      He went on about several other new features, and George and I let him ramble on. He didn’t have much contact with the world outside The Bureau, and I thought he deserved time to brag.

      The new medical drones particularly impressed me. It was hard to believe that you could pack as many capabilities in a device only a centimeter or so in diameter. Even the biggest drones, the two-centimeter surgical/repair units, had a bunch of new features, and with George wielding them, I would definitely be safer than ever. Given that Evy, one of our best, had disappeared without a trace only weeks ago, it rather seemed to me that I might need every new device and feature Candy could invent. Of course, Evy had had most of those same drones, and it appeared they hadn’t helped her at all.

      Candy finally ran down, and I told him, “Well done, Candy. I think we’ll be ready for anything on the new assignment.”

      He sobered up, really serious for the first time all day. “You be careful. You too, George, you watch his back. Evy was no fool, and just about the best we have, Jax. Between her and you, I’d hate to risk my life on the difference. I don’t know what happened, but if somebody really took Evy out…” He didn’t say more.

      Frankly, I agreed. I couldn’t imagine that anything less than a legion of enemies could wipe out an Associate without a trace. I was going to have to be even more careful than usual, and that was saying something.

      We began to load the droids into dispensers that fit into my jacket, something I never take off when on assignment. Most drone models barely weighed more than a few grams. Even the largest, the medical drones, maybe maxed out at thirty or forty grams.

      The drones always stayed close to me. I sleep in my jacket. Maybe it’s off when I shower, for about five minutes.

      “Anything else?” I asked when we completed the load.

      Candy looked me over a moment, still sober. “You get all the new drone software downloads, George?” he asked.

      “Unless you came up with a new one today, I’m good.”

      “No, nothing new today.”

      Candy gave me a long, studied stare. “I mean it, Jax. Be really careful. We can’t lose two of our top Associates. We just can’t.”

      Surprised at his intensity, and at his very-abnormal seriousness, I finally decided that he’d been talking to Grant, and that Grant’s concerns had rubbed off. “I’ll be fine, Candy. You outfit me better than anybody. I’ll be back here before you know it.”

      He gave me a grudging smile. “George, don’t you let this young rascal do anything stupid. You know he thinks he’s bulletproof.” An odd comment, although Molethians are the only civilization in the Alliance, except for Earth, that use projectile devices.

      George replied via the desk speaker. “Candy, don’t worry. For all his many faults, Jax is very careful, and besides, he has me to look after him.”

      “Thank the Gods of Gheralda for that.” Gheralda is the Molethian name for the Milky Way, and old Molethian religions always referred to a collection of deities associated with our home galaxy. I’d heard that expression from Molethians often before, though I doubted if any such religion even existed anymore. The word Gheralda didn’t translate well into English, but Grant had once told me it meant “the lighted pathway,” or “the bright highway.”

      I stood. I enjoyed talking to Candy. He seemed much more human to me than Molethian, and he appeared to prefer my company to the majority of his own species, except maybe Grant. I reflected, with a speck of humor, that he should have been born in New York City, and he would have been perfectly at home in that butcher shop. Most Molethians don’t even eat meat.

      “I’m looking forward to you topping yourself when it comes time for my next assignment,” I told him.

      “Oh, yeah? What, for instance?”

      I always had a ready suggestion, just like George, which would either intrigue him or evoke a cackle of derision. Usually, I must admit, mine were sort of goofy, just to amuse him.

      “Law enforcement personnel on Earth often use dogs as assistants or even guards. Why not a mechanical dog that could be my guard? Or even an implant unit that could let me train a dog and talk to it.”

      He looked that over. He always took my suggestions seriously, probably because I always have one ready for him.

      “Mmm. We got droids anyway, and pretty good ones at that. But droid dogs? Not sure they’d add anything. I like dogs. The few I saw on Earth were quite endearing. They have been well-bred as companions. Maybe a dog implant—that might work.”

      I left him musing about dog communications, either droid or real animal, as George and I departed for the spaceport.

      Now that George was activated, I left him operational. He wouldn’t be deactivated until I returned to Bureau HQ, and he went in for the next upgrade cycle. I’d already picked up my bag from my locker, so I didn’t even bother to go by my flat, a small unit in one of the apartment complexes in Moladur, only a kilometer or so from Bureau offices.

      Instead, I headed directly to the Moladur spaceport, as my ticket was for an afternoon lift, getting me to Ubregidor by early morning, local time.

      I took a personal taxi, piloted by a cheerful droid, who extracted the requisite information and left me alone, something I like about droids. Only about a meter and a half tall, looking exactly like a miniature Molethian, it helped me into the small surface van and drove me on my way. The city does have automatic cars if you wish, but I like a real driver. No reason: I simply have an inborn prejudice against a vehicle that has no apparent control from the interior. Apparently Molethians agree with me, as do most humans, as the vast majority of automatic vehicles on both Earth and Molethan are trucks and delivery vans, not personal transports.

      George whispered to me that one of my possible cover occupations was entertainment executive from Los Angeles, California. As I detest most movies and videos, that struck me as ironically humorous, and I chuckled as the outskirts of Moladur, and the spaceport, neared.
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      The few times I’ve been to Obregon have been on my personal time, i.e., on vacation. It’s a smaller system, whose species probably resemble humans more than any other in the Alliance. A bit shorter on average, somewhat stockier, and a bit thick featured, they are fairly mild personalities, though not as retiring as Uffinds or Heggins.

      To me, they all look a bit overweight. The men, with their broader features, can appear rather good-looking, at least to a human. The females, however, with those same broad features, I would only term “handsome,” and certainly not pretty. Not being sexist—just stating a human’s opinion of their appearance. I’m sure that to Obregerin females, most human males appear frail and maybe a bit wimpy.

      Before boarding the leapship, I’d had a call from Grant, telling me that George would soon get a download of a good deal more information, courtesy the Obregerin authorities, about the issue I was traveling to address. Sure enough, he got a nice chunk of additional data before the board was called. As I settled into my seat and prepared for the trip, George informed me that I would have plenty to study while I enjoyed the meal that the space line provided. Naturally, I traveled in first class, as befitted an entertainment executive. I didn’t always get that perk; it depended on what the job called for.

      With a glass of Keroung to sip until dinner—it’s the Molethian equivalent of tea, a bit weird, but tolerable—I settled in. On assignment, I never drink alcohol or take any sort of drug that would affect judgment. “On your toes.” is the motto of an Associate at work.

      Thanks to my implants, I could sit back, close my eyes except when sipping Keroung, and peruse the pages fed directly to me. As George and I can converse via direct signals, we didn’t disturb my fellow first-class travelers.

      The info started with a series of police reports over a period of Obregerin months, which are double Molethan’s and forty percent longer than those of Earth. The police had first noted an uptick in unsolved murders, no more than two or three per month at first, with no killer even hinted at. Bodies of the victims were mutilated severely, but not in ways you would expect. In general, the corpses were badly damaged, even dismembered, but not as though purposefully butchered. Instead, and the description varied event-to-event but remained relatively consistent, the remains appeared as if a body had been struck by a very large hammer, so violently that it simply flew apart.

      Reports particularly mentioned bodily fluids and internal organs flung in all directions, and sometimes even limbs, particularly when the death occurred out of doors, spread out over an area of dozens of square meters. In addition, regardless of the location of the crime, a symbol was found near the victim, generally on a wall near the body but occasionally on the street or sidewalk if the death occurred outside.

      The symbol was uniformly identical in all cases, a clear “signature” of the perpetrator(s) of the crime. It was unique: a small card with a black triangle on a red circle background, with the outline of a serfft, a poisonous lizard from the one jungle continent of Obregon, outlined in white at the center of the triangle. Oddly, few written threats had been left by a group of bodies, most in native Obregerin, but occasionally in Molethian or, of all things, Dakamrish, the language of Dakamr. The message had generally been the same, something to the effect that the killer or killers were unstoppable.

      The signature of the killer(s) seemed to me to be problematical, although the few threats in Dakamrish were odd and unique. As I have noted, Dakamrons are the most disliked, avoided, and generally disagreeable species in the Alliance. Dakamr is one of the smaller Alliance systems, its inhabitants famous for the corruption of their government, their widely dispersed criminal organizations, their incredibly high level of prejudice against anything not Dakamron, and their lack of cooperation in anything undertaken by the Alliance as a whole for the safety, financial security, and mutual good of its member states.

      Given the general distaste in which residents of Dakamr are held by other Alliance members, it has become the practice of criminal groups to attribute their existence to Dakamr. It’s an effective way to potentially throw off law enforcement, at least for a while. My conclusion: The killer or killers might indeed have originated on Dakamr, but quite possibly not. The few signature threats in Dakamrish might be a way to deflect suspicion from such a group on Obregon.

      Of course, the lizard outline wouldn’t have alerted me to anything, but George of course had researched the symbol, quickly identifying it as the sign of a semi-religious criminal operation on Obregon several decades ago. George also immediately pointed out that the symbol had been utilized by a political party on Obregon centuries ago as well.

      How many uses of the symbol recently detected? I asked silently.

      Nothing that would help in identifying the culprits in this case, he replied. Perhaps two or three over the last ten Earth years or so. Nothing that helps us here.

      That is, the symbol could represent a group operating on Obregon. Or not. No help at all.

      I continued to dig into the history of the killings. Much more recently, they had increased in frequency and the murder scenes had gradually evolved. Instead of a body smashed to bits, the parts flung haphazardly in a given area, the smashed body parts, both limbs and organs, had been collected into a neat pile, with the signature symbol, usually on a small plastic card, laid atop or beside the parts. The card was generic plastic; no sign of DNA or other substance to hint at the lawbreakers. Most recently, the body parts had been sliced into smaller parts, the pile even neater, but the small card identical.

      At one point in my study, I dozed off—it had already been a long day, and it would get longer. I awakened suddenly, as a contorted face and an agonized scream brought me to instant watchfulness.

      I had jerked in my seat, so George murmured, The dream?

      I cleared my throat and retorted testily, I’m fine. Then I started at the point where I had drifted away.

      Another development was that in the last few (Obregerin) months, killings had begun to multiply, not only as to frequency, but as to the victim count. Two deaths, only days ago by Ubregidor time, had happened simultaneously to a pair of family members. The bodies were neatly butchered, piled with the heads on top, and left with a single card carrying the trademark symbol lying between the two bodies. Up to four Obregerins had been killed together in two instances. The deaths were getting more ambitious and frequent, still without leaving any trace of the identity of the killer or killers, other than the symbol.

      The reports emphasized “no trace” of the culprit(s). Not a scrap of foreign DNA, not a piece of clothing, a strand of fiber, or any other particle that might be associated with the murderer(s) at any crime scene. Further, the victims seemed to have nothing in common except being in a quiet, somewhat out-of-the-way spot during the night. Men, women, even children had died, and there seemed no logical connection between any of the victims.

      Locations throughout the city were equally haphazard, perhaps slightly more concentrated in the inner city, but not by much. I could see why residents of Ubregidor were hiding indoors during darkness—and also why the local militia had increased night patrols to the limit of their personnel. Yet, to-date, more than two hundred residents of Ubregidor had died, all violently and brutally.

      One thing stands out to me, I told George.

      He supplied the answer before I even said it. All deaths during the night or in extremely out-of-the-way locations during daylight.

      All right, I admit that’s obvious. It’s still a unique characteristic.

      True. Not really that helpful. In a city the size of Ubregidor, three point one seven million residents, with another three-plus million in surrounding communities, there will always be a host of individuals in various out-of-the-way locations. Alone and isolated, they therefore represent more likely targets.

      As usual, George was right. Still, I persisted. Yeah, but consider this: there has never been an interrupted killing, no one has ever happened on the killer or killers in action and given the alarm, and there has never been a trace of DNA or any other scrap of substance that might give them away. Nobody is that perfect in execution. And yet they appear to be.

      George didn’t respond immediately. When he did, he surprised me once again. You’re right. Nobody is that perfect in execution. It’s a group, a collaboration. Part of the group collaborative effort must be to effect a “perfect” cleanup.

      Before I could reply, the steward brought my meal. As this was a Molethian ship, I had ordered all the Molethian delicacies that I preferred—read, that I could stomach. The one joy of the meal: Kekkela. It’s a custardy dessert rather like crème brûleé, only without the crunchy top of caramelized sugar, and actually better tasting. Frankly, I would rate most Molethian food as generally ranging from slightly tasty to disgusting. Kekkela is the only Molethian comestible that I rate as outstanding, equal to most desserts on Earth. As anticipated, the meal up to dessert was just fair, but the Kekkela finish made up for all previous sins.

      The help having removed my tray, I noted by the small display on the immediate seatback in front of me that we had made the leap to Venela, orbited, landed briefly unbeknownst to me as George and I conferred, and were now about to make the final leap to Obregon orbit. Touchdown in less than an hour. I returned to my study.

      George had made a good point. No serial killer in the history of the Milky Way could have been successful enough to kill two hundred people without leaving at least a trace. Therefore, in both my intelligent companion’s opinion and mine, a group of far more than two or three must have perpetrated these killings. That is, we were looking at a significant conspiracy. But why assassinate a bunch of ordinary citizens? A large group of Obregerins united to kill their fellows for fun? I couldn’t buy it.





