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FOR THE BENEFIT OF MASTER TYKE
In memory of all the great contributors to the detective mythos.
I was relaxing in my office chair with my feet perched on the window sill, not looking at much of anything. The view this morning was nothing but a gloomy gray fog, typical for the city on the island nation I call home. Dawn had allegedly broken, but I couldn’t see any of the pieces through the clear areas of window pane not covered by the painted letters advertising my business to those on the streets below. I had the job done in such a way that if opened, the window display would just reverse the order of my name and business.
Although opened to the public for the day, it was quiet. Yet I knew better than to go looking for trouble, for it usually found me. So I enjoyed the solitude while I could.
I had just finished cleaning my weapon, and was sucking down the last cup of coffee in the pot, when someone knocked on my outer office door.
I swiveled the chair around and saw a female silhouette backlit by the lights in the hallway through the door’s frosted glass pane.
“Come in,” I said, standing up behind my desk to greet my visitor, after putting my gun in the open drawer to my right.
As the door opened inward, I could see the day getting brighter despite what the weather looked like outside. She was dressed all in black. A nice multi-piece ensemble tastefully cut just right to accentuate the fact that this was a good looking dame entering my office. By comparison, I felt kind of underdressed in the standard suit and tie that the various medias have portrayed most of those in my profession wearing over the years.
She just stood in the open doorway and stared at me and our surroundings.
I see that look in practically everyone’s eyes when they first enter my office. Like they just stepped back into a simpler, ancient time. There wasn’t much in the small room. Just my desk with two guest chairs on her side and a better one on mine. The coat rack by the door sitting on a shoe tray for practical purposes, the door leading to the other room of my rented office space, and a couple of storage cabinets. I’ll be the first to admit that the furnishings were seriously out of date compared to what was ‘current’, but they added to the mystique, despite the fact they weren’t authentic to the era most people think of in relation to my profession.
“Are you Hugh Monn, the private detective?” she asked in a soft spoken voice.
“That’s my name, my species, and my occupation,” I replied, my standard answer to potential clients as I smiled at my guest.
“I’m Mz. Dineena Vergas.” The honorific indicated she was single. “I need you to help me find my missing aunt.”
“Well, why don’t we sit down and discuss the situation,” I suggested, offering her a guest chair.
I may have called her a dame at first glance, but the way she walked declared beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was every inch a lady.
As Dineena sat, she demurely crossed her legs, and then briefly leaned forward to place a silver metallic carryall on the edge of my desk in front of her. The case, not much bigger than my hand, was in the style of what passed for a woman’s pocketbook in these modern times. I refuse to hazard a guess as to why I hadn’t noticed it before then. Let’s just say I was sizing up a potential client for more than her ability to pay me.
She was about five foot nothing to my six one, sporting long red hair past her shoulders and big, dark blue, pupil less eyes as deep as the ocean. They were the kind of eyes you could get lost in forever and never want to be found again.
Whether her pointed ears and green skin were attractive or not is a matter of personal preference. In my line of work, I had no opinion one way or another as long as her funds were good and she didn’t try to double cross me somewhere along the line.
“So you think something might have happened to your aunt?” I asked, sitting down and trying to get my mind back on business. I leaned forward, waiting for a reply while trying to get a better look at those legs.
“Well, maybe,” Dineena admitted, as a little dark olive blush arose in her cheeks. “My Aunt, Bloss Novar, she was my father’s only sister, is what some would call a ‘free spirit’. When she has a notion to do something, she acts upon it. She could spend several cycles on one of her numerous charitable causes or take off without notice on some jaunt or whim.”
It didn’t sound like anything serious, so I sat back again. “Under the circumstances, what makes you think your aunt is actually missing?” I asked.
“Aunt Bloss always contacts me on the third day of each cycle, no matter where she is or what she’s doing. Granted, the exact time of each contact always varied, but she never missed the third day.”
“Until, I assume, this cycle. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here seeking my help,” I surmised. Not exactly interplanetary propulsion unit science, but it makes the client feel more at ease if you can show you’re following their line of reasoning.
“Precisely,” she said with a nod. “I even waited an extra day to allow for any possible time difference between wherever she might be and my location, but still no contact.”
“I see,” I said, thinking over the situation. Whatever was going on, I could tell by the sound of her voice that Dineena was genuinely worried about her aunt. “What was the nature of these chats?”
“Usually just to talk, catch up. Sometimes we discussed family business,” she replied.
“I see. When was the last time you actually saw her in person?” I inquired.
“Over the cycle end before the last chat. We met for brunch.”
“How did your aunt seem then?”
“Fine, as far as I could tell.”
“No announcement about upcoming travel plans?”
“No. But like I said, no plans doesn’t necessarily mean she wouldn’t take off somewhere anyway. Yet she hasn’t commed me at all. I just hope I’m worrying for nothing, although I’m sure you’d hate me wasting your time if I am,” surmised Dineena.
She seemed like a genuine worried niece to me, so I said “Better to be safe than sorry,” to reassure her. “It’s only a waste of time if we do nothing when we should have. But out of curiosity, does anyone other than the two of you know of this regular contact schedule?”
“Outside of my telling you just now? Not that I’m aware of,” she said, shaking her head negatively. “The only members of my family left are my aunt and her son Dref, my cousin. Depending upon actual need, there might be a servant or two at her place, but I can’t see any reason why Aunt Bloss would tell them something that personal.”
“Where does your aunt live?” I asked, while pulling out my light tablet from the middle drawer.
“Interesting,” said Dineena, eyeing the device as it projected the standard holographic work surface. “Given the look of this office, I would have expected your equipment to be a bit more retro too.”
“You mean the antique furnishings? It’s all part of playing into the public’s perception of how someone like me in this line of work should appear to be,” I said, noting the period style of the office décor.
Dineena gave me an address on the elite end of the island. When I asked for hers, the answer was in a more modest section of the city.
Looking up briefly after punching keys and correcting typos, I could see she was fidgeting over my slow hunt and peck typing style. Hey, I’m a private detective, not a professional secretary.
“So, what do you do for a living?” I asked, while downloading the info from the tablet into my comm unit.
“I’m finishing up my thesis to acquire my Master Physician’s degree in Environmental Studies.”
With the data transferred and saved, I asked, “Except for missing this cycle’s contact, do you have any other proof that something might have happened to your aunt?”
“No,” Dineena said reluctantly, obviously uneasy about where this conversation might be headed. I decided to press on and get all the info I could.
“Did you try contacting the authorities?” I knew full well how much good that would do under the present circumstances, but it didn’t hurt to ask.
She sighed. “First thing this morning. But they said I couldn’t file a missing being’s report for another three days. I feel bad enough waiting this long,” added Dineena, lowering her head. “While I was there, I saw an ad blurb for your services in their waiting room, which is why I’m here now.”
“Any clue as to where Aunt Bloss might normally be right now?”
“If not at home, anywhere is possible. She doesn’t exactly follow a set agenda.”
“Hmmm…” I said, thinking things over. It was not going to be an easy case, provided the aunt was actually missing. “Listen, this could be too costly for both of us if I don’t have somewhere to start looking first.” I was only trying to joggle her memory, see if she could cough up a few more details, but unfortunately she took my comments the wrong way.
“I see. Well I’m sorry I wasted your time, Hugh Monn,” Dineena said as she grabbed her carryall and started to gracefully rise from my guest chair. She opened her case to pay me for my time as I stood up with her.
“First consultation is free, but after that I get ten credits a day plus expenses,” I announced. That was a serious reduction in my standard fee, although there was no point in telling her that. You can’t tell every dame that waltzes in that she’s too cute to charge full price or your reputation will get ruined.
“You’re taking my case?” she asked in surprise and stopped dead in mid-motion, her finger tips still in the silver case.
“Just to relieve your concerns if nothing else,” I said, while reaching back into the desk drawer for my gun. As I withdrew it, Dineena eyed it and me critically.
“Do you really need that?” she said, frowning at what I held in my hand. “It’s bad enough that I have one.”
“You do? Where?” I asked, wondering how I could have missed that.
“In here,” she said, holding open her case. I peered inside and saw a petite handgun. What it lacked in actual firepower it made up for in ‘fashion sense’ to appeal to the female user. “It’s a So’Lar 0.3LM Personal Defense, Rechargeable. Aunt Bloss got it for me. Said a female must be able to defend herself.”
“Smart Aunt. But this packs more power,” I said, tucking my Nuke 653 Rechargeable into the shoulder holster under the suit jacket I had on. “Helps keep things on the level,” I added, patting it affectionately through the fabric.
“Do you think… someone actually wants to hurt her?” Dineena asked, as those big dark blue eyes got even bigger.
“Won’t know until we get some more info.” My answer was vague, though truthful enough. No point discouraging her unnecessarily.
“Where do we start?” she asked, as I moved away from my desk and reached for my hat and overcoat by the door.
That at least was easy to answer. “Her place is as good a beginning as any. Have you tried contacting someone there?”
“No one answers the residential comm when I call,” she replied. “Do you think something might have happened to Dref too?”
“Won’t know till we get there,” I said and ushered her out the door.
***
Since Dineena used public transportation to reach my office, we went in my Hover, a nice, economic two passenger vehicle. Safety harnesses secured, I downloaded the coordinates into the navigation computer. The system factored in weather, road, and travel conditions before displaying the best viable route. Granted, there were quicker methods available to reach our destination, but if anything was amiss, I preferred to arrive unannounced and catch anyone at home unawares if foul play was involved.
I also thought it would give me time to ask Dineena some more questions, but somewhere along the way she decided it was her turn to play sleuth.
“So, why private detective?”
I had to think about that for a moment before saying, “There are never enough honest jobs available for an ex-soldier when the war is over.”
“You served in Universal War One?” she asked, turning to look at me in disbelief.
“Yes,” I replied, shivering at the memory. “And I hope there’s never a U. W. 2!”
“You don’t look that old.”
I’m always amazed at just how one alien looks to another. The planet Frontera was one giant melting pot, full of more species than a being could count, and all considered themselves native to some extent, including me.
Dineena was a pretty good looking dame for a Chordatalian, but how did she perceive me? I knew what I saw every day whenever I looked into a reflective surface: a man near his third decade whose face betrays his true age because it actually showed all the hell I’ve been through in my short lifespan.
Of course having naturally white hair didn’t help anything either. I wasn’t ugly by anyone’s standards. Hopefully I qualified as ‘ruggedly handsome’, but all I could say to my client was, “It wasn’t that long ago.”
“I can sympathize. Because of that war, I lost my father and only brother. My mother, Aunt Bloss’ sister, passed way a few years before it started. She would have hated seeing the races fight against each other.”
“What about Dref?”
“He got some kind of deferment and avoided service entirely,” said Dineena, with a hint of bitterness in her voice.
“Sounds like you don’t like him very much.”
“Not really. My counselor says it’s some kind of negative transference because he’s still alive and the other’s are not.”
“Big family?”
“No, but very close. It was just the four of us before the war started. What about you?”
“Only child,” I replied.
“Oh,” said Dineena, and then fell silent, as my Hover glided over the roadways. Whatever opinions she might have remained her own. Then she added, “But what I meant earlier was: why do you call yourself a private detective and not a private investigator?”
“To avoid any mispronunciations between all the different languages around here. Most beings speak Basic, like we are right now. But others don’t, or they pronounce Basic with native accents, so some words come out differently. Like Hugh Monn for Human,” I explained. “The abbreviation for private detective is P.D., a combination which does have other meanings in the universe. But the abbreviation for private investigator is P.I., which could mean the wrong thing to some if not pronounced properly, let alone the potential mess calling myself a private eye could raise.”
She nodded her head in agreement and then fell silent. I took the opportunity to tell Dineena that if we met anyone other than her aunt to let me do the talking.
***
As we travelled out of the main part of the city, the buildings started to change from professional office towers to more modest businesses. Those in turn transformed from commercial to residential properties, which started to become sparser the closer we neared the shoreline until all that was left were the luxurious private residences of those with credits to burn.
The fog had lifted for the day from this side of the island by the time we arrived. I honesty didn’t know what to expect when we reached Aunt Bloss’ place. But finding the security gate wide open was not amongst the possibilities I imagined.
“This isn’t right,” said Dineena, stating the obvious, as I paused my vehicle within the open entrance. “Aunt Bloss doesn’t let her funds go to her head, but she knows the importance of security too.”
“The system doesn’t look attacked, but then again a professional hack job would leave no physical evidence on the exterior,” I said, while looking things over from the operator’s side window of my Hover. Then again, if it was an inside job…
With no further evidence to observe, I drove on towards the main house.
With three levels, Aunt Bloss’ place was as big as the building my office resided in. Modest compared to some of the other residences we passed on the way here, but it definitely spoke of old credits with its grandiose old society design.
“Quite the little bungalow your aunt has,” I said, trying to momentarily relieve the tension.
“Actually, the bungalow is down on Mera Beach,” Dineena replied in a statement of fact, not recognizing my attempt at levity.
Rounding the bend in the drive to the parking area revealed another surprise. “That’s Cousin Dref’s Astra Skimmer!” Dineena exclaimed. She tried to get out before I could bring my Hover to a complete stop, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her back inside.
“Stay here! I’ll check this out.”
“But—”
“No buts! This is what I get paid to do,” I replied, getting out. “Stay inside with the doors locked. I’ll check this out.”
I walked slowly towards Dref’s vehicle, pretending to be a normal civilian just curious about what might be going on instead of actually being an experienced ex-military man ever alert for either covert observers or a possible ambush. I felt the weight of my Nuke 653 in its holster, but didn’t want to pull it out for fear of tipping my hand too soon.
Dineena’s cousin owned a sporty two seater. The Astra Skimmer was a sleek vehicle built for speed, but I could purchase ten brand new Hovers and still have change left over from the cost of one Astra. A quick view through the front windshield revealed no one was inside, nor any evidence of foul play.
As I walked around to the front and leaned my hand against the hood as if bored, but appreciating the vehicle; I spotted someone approaching from behind my Hover.
“Greetings. I can’t blame you for admiring her, but I wish you wouldn’t touch,” the stranger said. He looked like a male version of Dineena, so it was a safe bet on him being Cousin Dref.
“Yes, she is,” I replied and started to walk back towards my vehicle. Dineena turned to see who I was talking to, and then quickly got out the passenger side portal.
“Cousin Dref,” she said as the two hugged. He actually looked pleased to see her. My presence might be another matter.
Close up, he was actually a tad shorter and looked a little frailer than she did. But where Dineena had red hair, Dref was totally bald. I could also tell that he had finer tastes in clothing than she did, wearing a collared shirt with tie, slacks, and stylish dress shoes to match. His shoes alone looked like they cost more than my whole outfit. While Dineena’s outfit wasn’t bad looking, especially on her; Dref’s looked customed tailored and impractical for everyday wear, at least from my perspective, unless he was just going to sit at a desk somewhere.
Dineena spotted me and started to say, “Dref, this is—”, but I interrupted before she could finish.
“John Smith,” I said, holding out my hand.
Dref stared at my arm and looked like he wanted to say something along the lines of, ‘Okay, nice limb. So what?’, but remained silent.
Dineena gave me what I assumed to be an inquisitive look, but made no attempt to correct my introduction.
“I’ve only just arrived myself,” said Dref. “I put my luggage inside the foyer and came back out to put my baby in the garage,” he said, eyeing the Astra like a proud parent. “Looks like I forgot to close the front gate on my way in, which was a lucky break for you,” he realized. “Otherwise, you would have had to activate the system for entry permission, and the way I pamper that vehicle, it probably would have been a while until I went back inside and acknowledged your page; because while the property’s intercom system allows the house to communicate with both the garage and the front gate, the garage can only contact the house.”
By this point, Dineena’s cousin had moved round to the front of the Astra, made a show out of pulling a fancy handkerchief out of his jacket front, and used it to wipe away any hand prints I might have left on his precious vehicle. “So, what brings you here?” he finally asked.
“I met Dineena over dinner yesterday and she invited me up here to meet her Aunt Bloss. I’m a journalist for the Nano Gazette and hoped to get an interview with Lady Novar.” I had already caught Dref in at least one lie and saw no point in telling him the truth right now. Besides, as long as I presented no false credentials to support my story, I wasn’t breaking any laws.
“Well, although I haven’t seen her myself yet, Mother is hopefully somewhere inside. She was not planning to go anywhere before I left, but I’m unaware of any changes in her itinerary since my departure. Shall we go in?” Dref asked cheerfully.
***
We entered a marble and tile foyer bigger than my entire office space. Dref paid no attention to me as he watched Dineena put her silver carryall on top of a decorative entry way table. Then, seeing no other place for it, I placed my hat on top of her case, covering it.
I turned to take in the rest of the foyer and noticed a set of matching luggage was to the left of the front entrance in support of Dref’s story.
“Where’s all the servants?” I asked out of genuine curiosity.
“Mother doesn’t like to keep staff around when it isn’t necessary. Feels it’s too much trouble for them to wait upon just her. Likes to do things for herself when she can,” explained Dineena’s cousin, but there was an underlying tone to his comments that suggested to me that Dref didn’t totally agree with that.
“So where is Aunt Bloss?” asked Dineena.
“I don’t know. After all, it is a big house,” Dref said proudly. “Let’s find out, shall we?” He turned towards an intercom panel stylishly recessed on the wall above where his bags sat and called for his Mother, but Bloss Novar never answered.
“That’s unusual. If she’s in, Mother always responds,” said Dref.
“What if something’s happened to her?” asked Dineena.
“Don’t worry. She’s probably not in, but then again, she might be taking her afternoon nap right now. Perhaps we should split up and search to make sure. Dineena, why don’t you take the second level while Mister Smith takes the third, and I’ll search this one,” suggested Dref.
“Sure. Okay with me,” I said, wondering why Dref was splitting us up and didn’t want me with either Dineena or himself.
My client agreed and Dref watched us climb the estate’s majestic, central staircase. I parted company with Dineena on the landing to the second level, and then made my way up to the third. A quick look back down the staircase to the ground floor not only revealed that dear Cousin Dref was gone, but that something serious was up.
As quietly as I could, I made my way back down to the second level and once there, began to search for Dineena searching for Aunt Bloss.
The second level, like the rest of place, showcased the material goods that having a lot of funds could acquire. Objets d’art lined the hallway walls. Some of the pieces I even recognized and could appreciate. The whole place looked like a cross between a museum and an art gallery, but not once could I ever think of it as a personal residence.
The trail was easy enough to follow. A series of partially open doors marked where my client had already been. Since I was supposed to be on the third level at the moment, I lagged behind to prevent being spotted by either Dineena or Cousin Dref.
Just ahead of me, I spotted my client leaving one room and about to enter the next, so I ducked back into the open door I had just passed and waited.
Suddenly, she screamed!
My first instinct was to rush to her side, but I knew she was in no physical danger, so I waited.
Next I heard footsteps rushing towards Dineena from the other end of the hall opposite the direction we had come, before Dref shouted, “You killed her!”
As Dineena was denying the accusation, I took advantage of being all alone in another room and used my comm unit to summon the authorities. Feeling enough time had passed now, I decided to join the party.
“What happened?” I asked, entering the room. Neither player in this drama ever noticed that I had not just rushed in short of breath, as I might have had I ran all the way down here from the third level after hearing the scream.
“A-Aunt B-Bl-Bloss! S-She’s dead!” stuttered Dineena, in genuine shock, as she rushed into my arms.
I looked past her into a library whose shelves were filled with volumes in the ancient hardcopy format. And amongst all these golden words of lore, lying on the floor, was the prone body of a female somewhat older than her niece. There were streaks of grey in her otherwise red hair, and I bet Aunt Bloss would still able to turn a few gentlemen’s heads if it wasn’t for the burn mark in her chest from where she had been shot.
“That’s your aunt, Bloss Novar?” I asked, wanting confirmation.
“Y-yes,” said Dineena, teary eyed.
“I’m sorry you had to be here under these circumstances Mister Smith, but my cousin just killed my Mother,” said Dref.
“I did not! That’s how I found her!” screamed Dineena just as there was a flash of light in the hallway behind us.
We all turned our attention to the three mechanoids that had suddenly materialized. Thanks to the planetary emergency transport system, the authorities had arrived. One was taller than the others and obviously the unit in charge. I wasn’t sure of the exact purpose of the second one at that moment, but the exterior of the third was painted white with the logo of a red cross over an icon of a green heart, the universally accepted symbol of a medical unit.
All three had the standard composition of artificial beings: robotic arms and limbs, hard metallic coverings instead of organic flesh, video circuitry for eyes, etc. But despite the standardized outer appearance, all three had to be composed of sterner stuff to be on field assignment.
“Greetings,” announced the taller one. “I am Lawbot 714. These are Medbot 715,” it said, indicating the white one, “and Investigator CS98. We were summoned by a Hugh Monn, who stated there has been an unlawful termination of life.”
Dref was not completely unaware of his apparent stroke of good fortune, for it saved him the trouble of summoning the authorities himself. But he gave no further thought to either that or what appeared to be the mispronunciation of my species, as he continued his charade. “You’ll find my Mother, Bloss Novar, on the floor in here, dead,” he announced.
We all stood aside to let the mechanoids into the room. The Lawbot moved towards us as the other two went to examine the late Aunt Bloss.
“You are?” he asked in a voice that, while artificially produced, did have a tone of authority, if not actual organics, to it. At slightly above the height of the average organic being, it was actually a tad shorter than me. If it wasn’t for the occasional unit number stenciled in strategic places, like on its shoulder blades and in the gold shield painted on its chest, you wouldn’t be able to differentiate one Lawbot from another.
Dref pulled out his wallet and allowed the Lawbot to scan his Identity Card. I followed suit, being careful not to show my weapon as I reached into my jacket for mine. Although I had a legally issued carry permit on me, there was no sense in drawing unwanted attention to it.
Then the mechanoid turned its attention to Dineena, who replied, “I am Dineena Vergas, niece of Bloss Novar. My Identity Card is in my travel case downstairs on a table by the main entrance.”
While the Medbot stayed with the late Aunt Bloss, I noticed the Investigator Unit move away from the body to start scanning our surroundings as I let Dref speak. But his statement was just an encore of his previous performance: stating that he had arrived just before we did, that we had split up to search the house for Lady Novar, and that for whatever reasons, he believed my client had killed her.
Lawbot 714 turned to question Dineena when CS98 announced it had located the probable murder weapon, a So’Lar 0.3LM Personal Defense, Rechargeable; hidden under the trash waiting to be recycled in the bottom of the refuse container behind the door.
“That’s my weapon!” exclaimed Dineena. “But it’s supposed to be in my case downstairs.”
That wasn’t good, but it instantly explained Dref’s game to me. Meanwhile, the Investigator Unit proceeded to examine everything involved before announcing, “Bloss Novar only being in contact with refuse container and normal contents. Dineena Vergas only being in contact with weapon.” Then, it took the weapon over to the Medbot.
“Dineena Vergas, you are under arrest for suspicion of the unlawful termination of Bloss Novar’s existence,” stated the Lawbot. “Under the circumstances, your rights are—”
“Wait! Dref Novar did the killing!” I exclaimed, before Unit 714 could apply a restraining device to my client.
“I did no such thing! My cousin murdered her!” cried Dref, proclaiming his innocence.
“What evidence do you have to support that accusation?” the Lawbot asked me.
“First of all, when we met him outside, Dref said he had just arrived shortly before we did, but when I felt the engine cover of his Astra Skimmer, it was cold to the touch, indicating that he had been here a lot longer than he claimed.”
I could see Dref wasn’t happy at that announcement, but the Lawbot’s only reply was, “A logical conclusion based upon the stated facts, but how do they apply to this situation?”
“When we first came inside, Dineena did place her case on the table downstairs, as she stated. When I saw nowhere else to put it, I laid my hat on top of her case, covering it,” I told the mechanoid. “When we split up, Dref directed me to search the third level. It didn’t make sense for anyone to allow a total stranger they had just met to roam somewhere they had never been before unescorted. When I reached the third floor landing, I looked back down to the first level and saw that my hat had been moved, for it no longer completely covered Dineena’s case. If that bot goes downstairs,” I said, indicating CS98, “I bet it will find evidence that Dref Novar has been in contact with both items, supporting my claim.”
A quick look was exchanged between the two mechanoids, and suddenly the Investigator Unit left the room to check my theory. “But even if the evidence downstairs supports your claim, why is there no proof that Dref Novar was in contact with the evidentiary objects in here?” inquired the Lawbot.
“Probably because he wore gloves. They might even still be on his being, or at least somewhere nearby on this floor, for I doubt he’s had time to dispose of them yet,” I reasoned. A quick glance confirmed my suspicions, for Dineena’s dear cousin was actually starting to sweat. “He wore them to hide the fact that for whatever reason, Dref took Dineena’s weapon, snuck up the other staircase to this place, killed Bloss Novar with the So’Lar, and then left it here to support the accusation that Bloss’ niece ended her life prematurely. He probably thought to put them on before actually touching Dineena’s weapon, but not during the actual search for it.”
“An interesting theory,” began the Lawbot, “but why—”
Unfortunately, the mechanoid never got to finish his question for, just as the Investigator Unit was starting to reenter the room to report its findings, Dref decided to make a break for it.
He took off faster than I would have thought him capable of, knocking into the returning bot as he dashed out the library. The mechanoid teetered as it began to lose its balance. Lawbot 714’s first instinct was to help its partner. Mine was to go after Dref.
Novar had a good head start on me, and was already descending the staircase as I reached the second level landing. Thinking quickly, I launched myself from the top step and crashed into Dref, my momentum knocking the two of us down to the bottom of the stairs.
I’m not sure who got the worst of that crash landing, but Dref did manage to get up before me and tried to resume his escape. But I managed to reach out with both hands and grabbed his left leg, dragging him back down as his body made a satisfactory sounding thud against the marble floor of the first floor foyer.
When anything feels trapped, no matter how hopeless the odds, a survival instinct kicks in, and Dref was no exception. He started to kick frantically, trying desperately to break my grasp.
But all his efforts were for naught as I managed to get to my knees, and as my right hand maintained a grip on his leg, the other reached out and grabbed him by the lower part of his shirt.
Dref squirmed as I pulled him towards me with my left arm, and one good punch by my right fist to his jaw ended any more escape attempts.
It was at that moment that Lawbot 714 came down the stairs, followed by Dineena.
“Dref Novar, you are under arrest for false accusations, perjury, the unlawful usage of a weapon, the unlawful usage of a weapon not your own, the desecration of the deceased, and failure to report the deceased’s end,” announced Lawbot 714, while applying a restraining device to Dineena’s cousin.
As the Lawbot cited Dref his legal rights, I tried to clear my head. “Not murder?” I asked, a bit dazed and confused.
“No Citizen,” announced the mechanoid. “Medbot 715 has confirmed that Bloss Novar suffered a cardiac episode late on the third day of this cycle, which resulted in her natural termination. The illegal use of Lady Vergas’ weapon tried to hide that fact in support of the suspect’s false claim that his cousin terminated Lady Novar.”
“Well, that at least explains why you never heard from her,” I said to Dineena, standing erect again. “Dref must have come home from wherever he went to at least discover his Mother’s remains, if he didn’t actually witness the cardiac episode first hand,” I realized.
“The timing of events has yet to be officially confirmed. Until then, additional charges are pending,” stated Lawbot 714.
“Let me guess the why,” I said. “Somewhere there is a will on file naming Dineena Vergas as sole beneficiary of the late Bloss Novar. But if my client was found guilty of ending her aunt’s life prematurely, then everything would go to her son.”
“Your client?” repeated Dref. “Who are you?”
“Hugh Monn, private detective,” I said smugly. “Your cousin hired me to find out what happened to your mother.”
“Because she failed to comm her this cycle?” asked Dref. “Don’t look so surprised. I’ve been around my Mother enough to know about their regular conversations. I really did come home towards the end of third day to find her already dead,” he told the Lawbot. “I just hoped to take advantage of the situation for my own ends.”
“Any statements—” began the mechanoid, but Dref interrupted him.
“I know. But I figured this was the perfect opportunity to get Dineena out of the way and otherwise legally acquire Mother’s estate for myself. The only thing wrong with my plan was you not showing up when I thought you would,” he said to her. “I had to keep leaving and returning so much it began to become a waste of fuel; so I just parked and waited,” he said, looking more at me now than anyone else.
“Those Astras are not very resource friendly,” I said in a neutral tone.
“I even left the security gate open because I didn’t know whether or not she had her own access code. If Dineena would have just shown up when she was supposed to, let alone came alone…” Dref cursed as his voice trailed off.
“I waited the extra day to allow for any possible time zone differences, because I had no idea where Aunt Bloss might have been. But why do you hate me so much?” asked Dineena with genuine confusion.
“Because she treated a mere niece better than her own flesh and blood!” he said in disgust. “Mother informed me months ago that she was revising her will, but all my pleas for her to change her mind fell on deaf ears. After her passing, she honestly thought you would use the family fortune more wisely than me. Do you have any idea how much her estate is worth?”
“But I never wanted her funds. I just wanted to be with Aunt Bloss because she was the only family I have left except for you,” Dineena told Dref. “Being the only remaining heir on my father’s side of the family, my financial future is already secured.”
“Well, whether or not you wanted it, you have the estate now,” I said.
“But all I want is to finish university and get on with my life.”
“Completing your education might get delayed while you settle your aunt’s affairs, but otherwise you can still do both,” I told her.
“If it wasn’t for you…” Dineena realized as her voiced trailed off. Whether by instinct or something more, she hugged me.
“How can I ever thank you?” was her question, muffled into my shirt.
I returned the hug, and then gently put my hand under her chin to raise her face towards me.
“All you have to do is pay your bill, avoid any future encounters with Cousin Dref, and have a good life,” I told her with a smile on my face.
Then, with the Lawbot’s permission, I got my hat and left.
Although being a private detective seems to be a hand to mouth existence at times, thankfully it wasn’t long before my next case.
I was just opening my office to the public for the day when he walked in, not even bothering to apologize for the brisk entrance. But whatever was on his mind, I could tell it wasn’t the antique office décor that made him stop and stare for a moment before introducing himself as Phillip Thorndyke, a Human like myself. Not that it was a rare event to see another Human on the planet Frontera; but like most of the other races in the universe, our species tended to be very spread out amongst the stars.
Since I could tell he had already scrutinized me, I sized him up as we greeted each other. He had sun bleached blonde hair, cut short; blue eyes, and was a bit on the buff side with quite a tan. I shook his hand, noting immediately the firm grip and rough calluses on his palm. Between that and the average style work clothes he wore, I figured he must do a lot of physical labor somewhere outdoors for a living.
“Good to meet you Mister Monn. If you’re available, I would like to hire you,” he announced, getting right to business as he sat down in one of the guest chairs in front of my desk.
“What seems to be the problem?” I asked, sitting back behind my desk. I gave the chair enough tilt so that it brought the back into contact with the wall to let me stretch my legs. With company present, it would have been impolite to put my feet up on the desk as I would have preferred to do.
Thorndyke cleared his throat and looked at the floor for a moment, clearly nervous about needing to hire a private detective. But he overcame his hesitance and started talking.
“I oversee operations at Pier Seven. Although all our business is on the commercial end of things, we handle a lot of shipping and receiving for this island, the rest of the planet, and beyond. Most of it is everyday things: food, retail merchandise, building materials, stuff like that. Every once in a while we also get the high end merchandise too. Valuable commodities like furs, precious metals, rare extraterrestrial treasures, and the like. All the high end stuff is secured in a separate storage facility on site. Everything is accounted for when it enters, but lately merchandise has been coming up short when it’s time to ship it onward.”
The case sounded interesting, so I leaned forward to indicate he had my full attention. “You suspect someone of actually stealing the goods instead of clerical errors, I take it?”
“Yes. But I’m not sure exactly who, let alone how,” admitted Thorndyke, with a guarded expression on his face.”
Despite what was said, I could tell he had suspicions. “How long has this problem been going on?” I asked.
“At least for the past few cycles, ever since Big Louie became the new crew foreman.”
So that was it. “Who’s this ‘Big Louie’? Your boss?” I asked, fishing for a reaction.
“NO!” was the adamant denial, and I couldn’t help thinking there was something more in that reply. “That’s what everyone calls him. He’s a Primoid. Are you familiar with the species?”
I nodded my head affirmatively.
“No one but another member of his species can actually pronounce his last name, so everyone just calls him Big Louie,” explained Thorndyke, leaning forward a bit in the guest chair. “Since he had the most seniority, I had to promote him when my old Crew Foreman Paul Simmons decided to retire. It was a shame Simmons left though. He was a good man.”
“I see. And how long has Big Louie been working for you?”
Thorndyke looked at me as if I had just touched a raw nerve, but I wasn’t sure how I accomplished that just yet. “You mean working for the city, since technically they own the docks. Big Louie had already been working there for a couple of years when I was promoted to be Pier Seven’s Chief.”
“How long ago was that?” I asked.
This time, a little fidgeting was the prelude to his response. “About three months. Before that, I was crew foreman and Paul was my assistant. Before retiring, Simmons was the new foreman and Big Louie his assistant.”
“Any thefts before then?” I asked, wondering if this was truly a recent problem, or something long term that was just now being discovered because of the recent change in command.
“No. Not like this. While they don’t happen every night, the thefts have become a regular occurrence.”
I made a non-committal, “Uh-huh,” and then asked Thorndyke what the rest of his crew was like.
“There’s Max Trent. Good man. He’s been with the Pier Seven company almost as long, but Big Louie beats Max’s tenure by a couple of months, so I could only make Trent the Primoid’s assistant.” Then he stopped and scratched his head a moment in thought before saying, “After that, no one else has been there even half as long as either of them. Traditionally, positions with a high amount of physical labor have a huge employee turnover, and dock work is no exception. It’s a shame too. We’re always in need and will consider any qualified applicants. Good help is always in short supply.”
Now came the big question, for I wasn’t going to waste my time on any witch hunt. “How do you know the thief isn’t someone other than Big Louie?”
Thorndyke was quick to respond. “We run a tight operation. Just Big Louie and myself have access to the secured area where all the most valuable inventory is stored. But whether it’s just one being or a gang ripping Pier Seven off, I’m definitely not involved. Otherwise, I wouldn’t even be here!”
Not unless you were running a bluff and prepared to lead me down some kind of false trail you prepared in advance. “Have you noticed any strangers hanging around lately? Maybe someone paying more attention to things than they should be?” I asked. Just because his mind was made up didn’t mean mine had to be.
“No more than usual,” admitted Thorndyke. “There are always several ship captains overseeing their crews loading and unloading every day. While Pier Seven only handles the traditional nautical vessels that service Frontera, we do transport goods back and forth to the regional spaceport too. But you can see how bad this looks and why I want to hire you. Whatever happens, I’m not taking the fall!”
That was an honest enough answer. “So you’re not hiring me on behalf of the city?” I asked, concerned about how/if I was going to get paid, for this guy’s pockets didn’t look that deep.
“No,” he admitted with a sigh. “They’re aware of the problem, but are trying to handle this internally at the moment. I’m not sure how they’d react if they knew I was here right now. But I want this resolved and my name cleared as fast as possible.”
But did it matter to Thorndyke who was actually guilty? I leaned back in my desk chair again to think things over for a bit. I had already developed a nagging feeling about this case, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.
I always base my fee on a sliding scale, depending upon the client and the situation, but ethics alone don’t keep you in business for long. I turned my attention back to Thorndyke and quoted him my standard rate. “My fee is a hundred credits a day plus expenses. Agreed?”
He sat up straight in my guest chair, looking as if I had just asked him for a moon. “That rate sounds a little stiff considering it’s coming from my own funds, but it’s not like I have a lot of options here. I’ll pay you for two days up front now and see how it goes from there, if that’s okay with you.”
Despite his objection at the cost, he needed my help too badly to say no. His request wasn’t unreasonable, so I nodded my head in agreement. Besides, I liked clients that could pay up front.
As he got up to reach for his wallet, Thorndyke said, “There’s one thing I’d like to ask you though, if I may.”
“Sure,” I said, grabbing my light tablet out of the center drawer to prepare a receipt for him.
“Hugh Monn. Is that your real name?”
Something in the tone of his voice told me his inquiry was more than just idle curiosity. “I tell most people in your position that’s my name and species, but no. It’s just a moniker that’s good for business,” I replied, accepting his funds while finishing the transaction. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear Thorndyke actually looked a bit relieved to hear that.
I commed him the receipt and said, “The best way I see to start is this. I’ll come to Pier Seven before midday, pretending to be a potential client and check out the situation, maybe even meet some of your crew if it can happen naturally and not look like a set up. Then we’ll meet in private afterwards and discuss how to proceed from there.”
“Sure, no problem,” replied Thorndyke, looking relieved that I was on the case.
After politely escorting my client to the door, I went back to my desk and did a little research on the computer before changing into something a little more business like and heading out myself.
***
The island nation I and a lot of other folks call home goes by many names, depending upon your mood and native tongue. Its official designation was Galveston 2. Although much of the history behind most of the names used in the universe was long forgotten, in this case: the Human who first discovered this landmass, back when Frontera was just a little backwater planet on the edge of the then ‘known’ universe, named the island after his original home back on Old Earth.
But in the centuries since, the boundaries of known space have expanded even further as mankind continued its outward flight from Mother Earth in a cosmic manifest destiny of exploration. Today the planet Frontera served as a central location for all points coming and going in this sector.
I’ve heard it said that G2 is actually bigger than its namesake, but I’ve never bothered to confirm that. I did know the docks were on the north side of the island, where the water ran deep and calm without a lot of rock mass. The local spaceport was on an islet northeast of Pier One. Seven, the last, was at the end towards the western side of the island. Each pier had plenty of room to handle ships of any size on either side of its work surface simultaneously.
I parked my Hover in Pier Seven’s visitors section near its land entrance, grabbed my light tablet off the passenger seat, and did my best impression of a businessman out in the field as I started walking down the pier. I was dressed in the fanciest version I owned of my standard attire: suit and tie, recently pressed; with my hat at a somewhat stylish angle to keep the sun out of my blue eyes and to not look like I was scanning the area, which I actually was. Although I had to pay extra for the feature, the suit was tailored to conceal the fact that I was carrying my Nuke 653 Rechargeable in its shoulder holster on my left side.
Walking towards the main office, I had to concede that Thorndyke was right about not noticing anyone maintaining a possible surveillance. The pier was a hotbed of activity. Commercial vehicles were coming and going by land and sea at a steady pace. There wasn’t an idle being anywhere.
Or so I thought.
Suddenly a tall, bulky shadow loomed over me, its source behind my back. As I slowly turned around, my left arm gripped the light tablet against my chest a little harder than necessary because I was trying to keep my right relaxed and not reach for my trusty Nuke, for I was now facing what had to be Big Louie himself.
Although I’m six one, Big Louie was a good foot taller, as his close-set red eyes stared down at me. He was a typical Primoid: muscular beyond belief with coarse charcoal-gray fur all over his body. It must be hard to find clothing to accommodate a being that large, for while in typical longshoreman’s attire, it was all ill fitting. The white pullover shirt was at least one size too small, with tufts of fur pinned around the sleeve openings and collar, while the dark blue denim pants and black work boots had the opposite problem of being at least a size too big.
“Can I help you sir?” he asked in a polite voice that belied his physical appearance.
“Yes. I’m looking for Phillip Thorndyke,” I replied, while sizing him up. There was no way I could ever take down Big Louie solo, even in an unfair fight.
“Just a second please,” he said, reaching for a comm unit clipped to his pants’ waist band. “Boss? There’s a gentleman here to see you.”
I didn’t hear the reply, but since I was expected, Big Louie began to usher me through the general work area to the pier office. Now some beings consider Primoids akin to their primitive counterparts back on Old Earth, but my escort was not a ‘knuckle dragger’. He may look like a big ape, but was walking as upright and erect as any Humanoid, while his gaze showed a higher intelligence than what was necessary to work here.
With the office in sight, I didn’t have a chance to make any small talk so I could at least get a read on Big Louie, if not a better take on this case too. We parted company at the outer office door and I went inside to see Thorndyke.
While in the outer office, we maintained the fiction of me allegedly representing a potential shipping client. Thorndyke went through what I presumed was the usual sales pitch about their equipment being state of the art, their safety and tonnage records, etc. I just nodded and pretended to jot notes every so often on my light tablet. The secretary, a nice enough looking dame considering the job and work environment, just smiled engagingly at me whenever necessary, like it was all part of a show she had participated in many times before.
But once we were alone in Thorndyke’s private office, we resumed the discussion from my place. I poured over the employee personnel files, starting with everyone on active duty, followed by the temporary help, with my client commenting upon everyone. There were times when it wasn’t just a question of what he said, but what he didn’t say that was more telling.
Between that and the records, I was beginning to get a much better sense of my client and his work environment. Never having worked in this industry myself, it seemed to me that whenever the need arose, each pier had the option of either borrowing staff from one another if available, or hiring day laborers. Trust seemed to be a big issue for Thorndyke because, regardless of the source, his choice of temps was quite telling once I established the pattern. I made copious notes, and whenever the chance presented itself, duped a few files I probably shouldn’t have, for that nagging feeling was coming back even stronger than before.
Next I asked to see the files of any former employees dating back the last three months. I figured anyone could hold a grudge to some extent, but only the most recent dismissals would be the most likely to act upon their feelings.
I went over all the data, and that nagging suspicion was beginning to solidify into a fact that did not put my client in a good light.
Needing a break after scrolling through all those files, I asked Thorndyke if I could see for myself the high security area where the thefts occurred. He handed me a Visitor’s Pass and we walked out of the office, past the inner security gate, and into the Employees Only section of the pier.
My host took great pride in pointing out the various security measures along the way. Cameras on every corner of each building had us covered from every possible angle since we had left Thorndyke’s office. While it would have been a logistics nightmare to maintain one at the public entrance, the manned checkpoint at the ‘employees only’ gate kept meticulous track of all the comings and goings right down to the nanosecond.
But our tour was interrupted when my client was approached by Max Trent; another Human. The identification was easy for me because each personnel file had photos included.
They excused themselves and went off to one side to talk privately. While I could not hear what they were discussing over the background noise of the busy pier, the conversation appeared quite animated. Trent seemed to be bringing up an existing topic and was very determined to make his point.
While Thorndyke looked tired at hearing whatever they were talking about yet again, he did appear to agree with whatever the other was saying, but now was not the time to take whatever action the second man thought his boss needed to. I could tell that while the other did not like that decision, he wasn’t going to continue the debate right now.
Otherwise, they seemed to part company on good terms and as my client approached, I inquired if everything was alright.
“That’s Max Trent,” said Thorndyke. “He’s concerned about what’s going on around here too.”
Curious, I asked if Trent knew about the thefts.
“Being Big Louie’s assistant, yes. But the shortages aren’t common knowledge to anyone below him.”
“You didn’t tell him who I am, did you?” I asked, concerned that my cover might be blown.
“Don’t worry. Trent’s a good man, but I’m not stupid. I figured the less interference you have, the quicker you’ll solve this.”
A stray thought entered my head about the conversation I had witnessed, but I set it aside. As we resumed walking towards the secured warehouse, Thorndyke explained the pier’s security set up to me in greater detail. “We have coded locks on the personnel entrance to each building. The vehicle entry way to each warehouse can only be opened from the inside. There are surveillance cameras within the buildings too and a regular security patrol walks the pier day and night. But despite all that, nobody ever sees anything, so I just don’t know how we keep getting robbed,” he admitted as we entered our destination.
I did believe it had to be an inside job, but I wasn’t going to accuse anyone without evidence. From what I had seen so far, there was one possible way the thieves might at least get to and from the pier itself unobserved. However I remained silent in case Thorndyke wasn’t the innocent he claimed to be, and instead asked, “What about the missing merchandise itself? Have the authorities developed any leads on that angle?”
“If they did, they’re not sharing the information,” he said, lowering his voice. “I can tell you that nothing valuable or dangerous enough to get Planet Security involved has ever been taken.”
I just said, “Hmm…” as we entered. The interior looked like the inside of any other warehouse to me, except for the fact that all the contents were kept in the center of the room, enveloped within a force field.
“The field projector is self contained within this warehouse,” said Thorndyke, pointing upward to the equipment platform suspended within the rafters of the otherwise open ceiling. “Solar cells on the roof are the primary energy source, with ties to the city’s power supply and the pier’s own emergency generator in case the storage batteries run low. Unless we’re loading or unloading in here, the force field is solidly maintained around the clock.”
He then picked up a discarded food wrapper from the recycling bin at the entrance. “Watch this,” said my client, just before he threw the wrapper. There was nothing left to recycle as the makeshift projectile disintegrated into dust the instant it came into contact with the force field! “It packs enough wallop to knock even a Primoid unconscious should they be stupid enough to touch it,” Thorndyke said proudly.
I made no reply as I walked around observing everything, but did note the comment. My client said he wasn’t stupid, so I assumed the statement was more likely an attempt to determine my thoughts on the subject. However I wasn’t here to play games and concentrated on the matter at hand.
I saw there was a camera at each corner of the warehouse’s interior, all aimed towards the center of the room. There were separate cameras covering the ladder which led to the equipment platform, the lone entrances for personnel and vehicles into the warehouse, plus another camera was focused at the solitary access point of the force field itself. The building’s only entry points were confined to the front wall. The other three walls were solid. Given how things looked on the outside, if there was an entrance in the back wall, it would probably be to open water.
Boundary poles were spaced about ten feet apart, with the energy of the force field itself running between them, forming solid ‘walls’ and a ‘ceiling’. Unless you entered the proper code into the command console on the front corner post after swiping your card, you were not going inside. From what I could see on the outside, everything looked organized within the secured area.
Having walked the entire perimeter of the force field and finding nothing amiss, I came back around to the lone access point of the force field’s interior and asked, “Who has clearance to get inside?”
“Only Big Louie and myself can enter the secured area,” admitted Thorndyke. “But doing so requires a different card than anywhere else on the pier, and those have to be turned in when you’re off duty. A security guard makes sure of that. Besides, no card usage was ever recorded during the time of the thefts.”
“What about the security guards employed here?” I asked, still trying to find the weak link in the system.
“They’re hired and run directly by the city. The most I can do is say stuff like ‘Come here, it’s an emergency’ or ‘throw this bum out’.”
I stopped and scratched my chin, deeply pondering the situation. I had to admit that the city did a top notch job on securing this site. No wonder Thorndyke was concerned about his employment future. With all these protective measures going for them, everything pointed to it being an inside job with either him and/or Big Louie guilty.
What I had on my hands was a classic ‘locked room’ mystery. If the city had missed anything when they installed this set up, I wasn’t seeing it.
But then how were the thieves getting in and away with things?
At this point there was only one course of action I could take. I looked up at the ceiling rafters and said, “I’d like to make arrangements to conduct a stakeout.”
***
Walking back to his office, Thorndyke told me that he was planning to stay overnight and watch the security monitors himself in hopes of finding out what was going on. I had no problem with that.
Yet if he was involved, that meant tonight would either be boring beyond belief with nothing happening since the thieves would have to be really stupid to attempt anything with him there, or else it was a set up to present whatever he might want me to see. Either way, since there were still a few hours to kill before the pier crew got off duty and the next potential robbery might occur, I spent that time going over all the security recordings for the past couple of months myself.
The monitoring facilities were in a separate room within the office area. The whole system was automated and thankfully only manned at night, so I could work in peace until dusk. There were two different monitor set ups. One to watch the live feed and the other to view archived footage without disrupting the real time displays.
The archive replay system was a standard set up between three screens. When viewing footage from the high value merchandise warehouse, the first monitor, on the far left, was divided into quarters, showing the angle from each camera trained upon the force field itself simultaneously. The second monitor, on the far right, presented in unison miniature images from the other cameras within the warehouse. The third, situated in the center between the other two, could be reserved for a close up of anything you wanted.
Reviewing the day footage, I saw nothing out of the ordinary. Either Thorndyke or Big Louie, along with at least one security guard and whoever else might be needed, would enter, supervise whatever was going on, and then resecure the facility before leaving. While there was plenty of help on the outside loading or unloading vehicles, only my two prime suspects ever actually went inside the force field. The most the security guard ever did was just stand in the open entry way to the secured area.
Otherwise, everything looked normal.
But the nights were a different story. The interior lights dimmed, leaving the force field itself as the only source of illumination within the warehouse. Because of this, the best any viewer could make out was the vague shapes of the containers around the edge of the field itself. Taking the size of the protected area into account, the center was pitch black. Yet the cameras never recorded anyone ever approaching the target.
Or did they?
Maybe it was because I was an outsider to the shipping industry and, being a private detective, I was naturally suspicious of anything and everything. Or maybe it was due to the fact that I was actually looking for oddities or differences when anyone else watching this footage would be looking for an actual intruder. Either way, they would miss what I spotted because they were too close to the situation and, even if they had noticed what I did, would likely dismiss it out of hand as ‘one of those things’. In any event, after reviewing a couple of weeks’ worth of security camera recordings, I was beginning to see a pattern develop within the secured area.
Boxes and crates came and went at a regular rate. Nothing stayed within that force field more than two days at the most.
All but one container!
I checked back through the shipping and receiving records for the past few months and saw when my mystery crate arrived: about a cycle after Paul Simmons retired and Big Louie was named Crew Foreman, less than a cycle before the first theft. The pier records showed that it allegedly contained rare silks, that’s why it needed to be kept in the secured area. The storage fees on that specific crate were paid for a good six months in advance under the pretext that the contents were not going to be put on the market until the new fashion season opened on Venusia 7, which was still several months away according to my next data search, hence the reason the crate was sitting in a back corner of the secured area practically all by itself.
But a quick check from both Thorndyke’s terminal and my own light tablet couldn’t locate nor verify any details about who it allegedly belonged to. There was no data available about either the fashion complex that was supposed to own the crate nor the vendor representative who oversaw the storage arrangements. Both names were probably fake. I checked the address of record, but it was just the formal designation of a different storage terminal at another pier here on the island.
Because no one ever thought to include a night vision option on the security cameras, the after hours footage was useless to me. But another viewing of the day footage upon the crate’s arrival now gave me another potential suspect in this case!
While unfortunately there was no audio either, the recording showed Big Louie and my client pausing to debate where in the secured area to put it when the man who had just unloaded the crate from the delivery vehicle made a suggestion they could agree upon.
I now knew a lot more than I did when Phillip Thorndyke first walked into my office this morning. I suspected a lot too. It was now only a question of discovering whether I was right or wrong.
***
Dusk came.
Although the piers were well lit, no nocturnal work was conducted unless absolutely necessary. The day shift was preparing to leave as the night security staff came on duty. Thorndyke escorted me back to the warehouse and I took my position amongst the ceiling rafters, settling for a nice flat spot on the force field control platform with a good view of the secured area below. Then, with an ominous finality as door slammed shut, he locked me in. The security patrols would not enter any building without cause, so as long as I remained quiet, I would be undisturbed.
I had with me my light tablet; a couple of sandwiches and drinks I picked up from the vending machines in the employee break room, which I had my client pay for since they were legitimate business expenses; and my trusty Nuke 653 within its shoulder holster under my jacket. In hindsight, I wish I had thought to bring a pair of night vision lenses with me, but there was enough ambient light between the force field and the instruments on the control panel to keep me from tripping over my own two feet.
If my theory was right, it would take a couple of hours for the criminals to go home, prepare, and return to help themselves to things they shouldn’t have, provided coming tonight was on their agenda.
As my eyes adjusted to their surroundings, I was about to open one of the sandwich containers when I heard a voice overhead snarl, “You do not belong here!”
I raised my head and saw an angry Big Louie, crouched upon and glaring down at me from a higher ceiling rafter. The red of his eyes stood out menacingly in the darkness.
“Technically, neither do you. At least not right now,” I replied curtly and authoritively, while staring right back at him. While there was no way I could ever match his physical strength, I knew better than to show a Primoid I was afraid of him. Under the circumstances, I needed Big Louie to trust me, and I hoped I could trust him.
Grabbing hold of the rafter he was standing on, Big Louie swung over until he dangled from above by his arms. Then he released his hand hold and dropped down to land almost silently upon the equipment platform right next to me. If he had wanted to, the Primoid could have pulverized me during the descent and I would have been helpless to protect myself.
“What are you doing here?” we asked each other almost simultaneously.
I suppressed a smile at the comicalness of that moment, and replied, “Trying to catch thieves. You?”
“The same. Thorndyke hired you, right?” asked Big Louie, still staring.
“Yes. I’m Hugh Monn, private detective,” I replied, holding out my hand in what would hopefully be accepted as a gesture of friendship.
He stared at it, and then at me again, tilting his head one way and then another. For all I knew, he could have even sniffed the air between us, but I never saw his nostrils move. Eventually Big Louie reached out and returned the handshake, much more gently than I feared he might.
“What’s your take on this?” I asked.
“WHOA! I have nothing to do with these thefts!” he said, backing up a step while raising both hands in a palms up gesture between us.
“What I meant was: how do you see the situation?”
“Oh,” Big Louie replied with a very audible sigh of relief. “It’s a bad problem. These thefts being a recent development and possibly what they refer to on those anti-crime programs as an ‘inside job’, especially since me and Thorndyke are they only ones with access to the interior storage area.”
“That we know of,” I added.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, as his red eyes narrowed to look at me suspiciously.
I told him about all the security footage that I reviewed, showing nothing out of the ordinary during the day and allegedly the same situation at night.
“Then how are the thieves getting in?” Big Louie said just a little too loudly, and I shushed him so he would not give away our position.
I could understand his frustration and mentally weighed the risks of telling Big Louie what I knew and suspected. Technically, he was a suspect too, although my gut feeling was now beginning to suspect otherwise. The fact that he was here now meant either he was innocent and sincere about wanting to catch the thieves, or somehow he was suspicious of me. If the latter was the case, I wondered how he could have tumbled on to me.
But I just shrugged my shoulders and said, “That’s what I’m here to find out. How did you get in here, anyway?”
“I was already up here when Thorndyke let you back in,” replied the Primoid. “You were hanging around for so long; I figured there might be a big contract coming our way. Didn’t even think twice about him showing you the secured area until he left without you. That’s when I got suspicious.”
“I see.” He sounded genuine, caring more about the success of the pier than stealing from his employer.
Then Big Louie’s shoulders sagged. “Look, we’re both gonna be here for a while. Mind if I sit down? It was a busy day outside and I need a break.”
“Sounds like a good idea. Be my guest,” I replied, as Big Louie squatted down and sat on the control platform, his large feet dangling over the edge. I sat down next to him and asked, “What about checking out for the night?”
“I had Felix do that for me. Told him I wanted to get off a little early to be home with my wife.”
“Do you trust him?” Under the circumstances, it was hard to know who to trust on this caper.
“He’s a good guy,” replied Big Louie. “As far as anyone knows, I’m already home with her. We’re expecting our first kid soon, so he believed me. I just snuck back in here shortly before the shift ended and you know the rest.”
“Congratulations. Married long?”
“Over two years,” he said with some pride.
I pondered this new information momentarily. Family men don’t do anything stupid unless there is a dire need, and the impending arrival of a child would put a strain on anyone’s financial situation.
I already knew this from reading the personnel files, but to be polite, I went ahead and asked Big Louie what his wife’s name was.
“Gloria. What about you?” he asked in return. “You got a mate?”
“Never had the pleasure,” I replied, quickly changing the subject. Now was time for one of the bigger questions. “What do you think about Phillip Thorndyke?”
Big Louie paused for a moment, his head tilted to consider an answer, and then said, “Well, he seemed like a good man when he was just one of the crew. Always was a bit selective about who he hung out with after work, but okay on the job. I don’t know what, but something about him has changed since he’s been promoted.” The Primoid looked kind of troubled, for his big brow ridges arched down over his eyes and his mouth corners curved into a frown.
Not wanting to get personally involved, I just nodded my head to acknowledge I was listening, and then reached for the food I brought with me. “You hungry?”
“Where’d you get it?” asked Big Louie suspiciously, eyeing the offering cautiously.
Now I was getting uneasy. “From one of the vending machines in the employee break room. Why?”
Big Louie made a low, deep chuckling noise that sounded like a series of grunts. “Oh. The drinks are okay. But the wrappers will probably taste better than those sandwiches. Gloria is going to have my hide for missing dinner anyway, so I don’t suppose it matters.”
It’s the same everywhere: bad machine food and scolding women, but a guy’s got to do what he must. I handed him a preformed sandwich and Big Louie took it into a big paw, sniffed it a couple of times, and then gingerly took a bite.
We ate in silence. While none of the warehouse’s cameras were aimed directly at our position on the platform, we were definitely an odd pair. Big Louie just stared down mournfully at the secured area, lost in his own thoughts, while I booted up my light tablet and reviewed once again all the data I downloaded during the day. Taking a second look at the information and cross checking a few things just further confirmed my suspicions, but brought me no closer to calling this case closed.
By the time we finished our meal, both us were probably wondering if anything would actually happen tonight and whether or not we could fully trust each other.
“You know something?” I asked Big Louie quietly as I put all the trash into an out of the way corner of the control platform for recycling later.
“What?” he replied, turning his head to look at me.
“You’re right. The wrappers probably would have made a better meal.”
Big Louie just smiled at me, showing lots of big teeth, and said, “You’re okay Hugh Monn. You should come over to dinner some time. Gloria makes this—”
But the bragging about his wife’s cooking was interrupted by a scraping sound coming from below us. We were both on our feet in an instant at the revelation that someone was within the secured area!
So it was literally an inside job! Clever too, using the field disruption effect and the cover of darkness to protect themselves from being spotted by the cameras.
“How fast can you get down there?” I asked.
“I can land safely anywhere in the room from a leap off here,” Big Louie replied.
“Carrying a passenger too?”
“If I had to. But I’m not sure how well you’ll like the trip, let alone the landing.”
“Get ready,” I said, reaching inside my jacket for my trusty Nuke 653.
“Wait! Even if we went down, the force field will stop us,” realized Big Louie. “I don’t have my pass card. They have to be returned to the company safe every night before I leave.”
“We’re not going in through the front door,” I replied, aiming for the force field controls. “We’re going straight down!”
Big Louie smiled and wrapped his large right arm around my waist, his tree trunk sized legs bowed, tensing in preparation to leap.
“Now!” I exclaimed, even as I pulled the trigger.
I was always heralded for my marksmanship during the war, and tonight was no exception. Big Louie leapt into the air as my shot hit the main power cable to the force field’s energy supply.
We were in free fall together as the walls and ceiling blinked in and out of existence.
The two of us just safely passed through the top of the force field as the ceiling of the secured area reestablished itself through a secondary power source.
I involuntarily exhaled at the jolt of hitting the floor, agreeing with the old adage that it’s not the fall, but the sudden stop at the end that gets you.
I looked in front of me and saw the shadowy bulk of Big Louie launching himself into the thieves.
I readjusted the setting on my Nuke to heavy stun, took aim at anything that did not look like an angry Primoid, and started firing.
Even if Thorndyke was actually amongst the crooks instead of watching the security monitors like he said he would be, I knew time was on our side. Although brief, the power interruption to the secured area, let alone the sounds of the brawl in progress, was bound to bring a security patrol coming to investigate at any moment.
But suddenly I sensed, more than actually knew, that there was someone behind me!
I ducked just as something large and fragile struck the ground instead of the back of my head.
Despite still having my weapon in hand, I swung instinctively and heard the satisfying “Umph!” of my fist making contact with someone.
Whoever I was up against, my opponent was stunned long enough for me to aim and say, “Don’t bother!” just as the lights came on and the security patrol rushed in.
“Max Trent!” exclaimed a shocked Phillip Thorndyke, looking into the secured storage area as he let the patrol officers inside.
The man in question was at the end of my gun sights, being careful not to move for fear of discovering how quick my trigger finger might be.
“I can’t believe it!” said my client. “You told me it was probably—” and then, seeing Big Louie rounding up the rest of the gang single handedly, grew silent.
The innocent Primoid looked up from where he was and just frowned at his boss. But when his red eyed gaze met mine, I nodded, and he smiled.
***
“The way I’ve got it figured, Trent was trying to play both of you against each other,” I said to Big Louie and my client. “While he was happy that you became the new Pier Chief Thorndyke, he wasn’t crazy about Big Louie becoming Crew Foreman.”
“Understandable. But how were they getting in and out?” asked Thorndyke.
I showed him the crate I had become suspicious of. “The one route that isn’t covered by any of the pier’s security measures is also the most obvious: by water. I’m not sure which one of them actually owns it, but Trent and his crew would hop on a little skiff, row over here and go under the Pier before mooring the skiff to one of the support pillars. Then they would come in and out of the secured area via a hole in the floor they made through that fake crate of ‘rare silks’. If you’ll take a closer look at it,” I said, presenting the evidence in greater detail, “you can see this side panel swings in and out like a door, and there are the remains of a tracking beacon in the corner that probably got damaged when Trent’s crew first drilled their way in through the floor. That rope ladder dangling through the opening in the bottom of the crate will be the most direct route to their boat.”
“Are you sure…” began Thorndyke, but he never finished the question.
“Take a closer look. That crate, the access door, and the hole at the bottom of it are all too small to accommodate a Primoid,” I said, counting the seconds until I could take my leave of Phillip Thorndyke for good.
“Where’s the goods?” asked Big Louie.
“Probably at one of their homes if not already resold,” I surmised. “As things stood before I was hired to investigate, it was probably just about the perfect situation for Trent. He started planting some ugly ideas in your boss’ head, hoping to get you fired so he could become Crew Foreman,” I said to Big Louie.
“But then Trent got a bit impatient and greedy. Despite his personal feelings on the subject, Thorndyke wouldn’t or couldn’t take any action without hard evidence. Meanwhile, Trent got greedy. He realized if both of you were arrested, or at least fired, because of the robberies; he would become the new Pier Chief. My best guess is after tonight’s visit, Max would have planted some of the stolen goods where they would have been found to implicate both of you.”
“But to do that, he would have to sneak into my home, and right now Gloria’s there all the time on maternity leave,” realized the Primoid. “If she got wind of what was happening, she would have tried to stop him. If anything happened to her…”
Then Big Louie started to utter a low, menacing growl as his eyes got even redder. He looked over to where the security patrol was turning the suspects over to the local Lawbot, a fierce look appearing on his face.
“Calm down big guy!” I said, taking the risk of getting between the angry Primoid and his potential target. “Gloria’s safe now.”
That seemed to snap Big Louie out of his rage, as his whole body slowly assumed a more relaxed posture.
“Amazing. Those others I can understand, but Trent?” asked Thorndyke in disbelief, looking at the only Human amongst the suspects. “He was my right hand man.”
“Under the circumstances, it was easy for him because Trent knows your weakness,” I said.
“Weakness? What weakness?” asked Thorndyke hotly.
“You’re xenophobic.”
“WHAT?” said Big Louie and my client simultaneously.
Then Thorndyke exclaimed, “I am not! I get a physical and a clean bill of health every solar revolution!”
Big Louie rolled his eyes and turned his head to hide the smirk on his face upon realizing that his boss had completely misunderstood what I was implying.
I smiled as politely as I could and said, “It’s not a disease that affects your physical body. It’s about your attitude. From what I’ve observed, I believe you are a xenophobe.”
“What are you accusing me of?” demanded Thorndyke, still not comprehending the accusation.
“A lack of understanding. Zero tolerance towards other races not your own. Racism. Bigotry. Take your pick. It’s all basically the same, and as the recent war proved: totally wrong.” Which is why I fought on the side of the good guys, who won.
“How dare you!” shouted Thorndyke. “I never wanted any of them dead. I was a proud member of the civil defense protecting this planet during the war.”
“The planet, maybe. But what about the beings on it? The way you talk about Humans compared to how you refer to other beings says a lot. Your actions, at least the documented ones since you first became assistant crew foreman here, show your bias. I had a chance to check the records when I had access to the employment files. The high turnover rate you told me about is of all non-human workers, despite the fact that the records indicate that some of them were better than the Human employees you kept.” I just pointed a finger right at Thorndyke and said, “It was easy for Trent to manipulate you. At best you tolerate other species, but I sincerely hope that in time you get some help. Frontera is a big, multi-race world and we all share the same universe.”
“You have no right to talk to me that way!” angrily said Thorndyke.
“Tough. I just did.” I said nonchalantly.
“Then you’re fired!” he yelled, rage building in his eyes and face.
“Too late, the case is solved. You signed a contract and I kept my end of the deal,” I reminded him.
“Then I want my money back. I paid you for two days and it only took you one. You owe me a hundred credits.” Thorndyke’s face was actually turning red at this point, which wasn’t a very good color for him.
“Wrong again. Check a clock. It’s well after midnight, so this is the second day. I earned my keep.” Technically, he might actually have a point on that one, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.
Stomping off mad while muttering to himself, Thorndyke left the warehouse.
As I started to leave, Big Louie, who had wisely stayed out of the conversation with my former client, followed me. “Good job back there, Monn,” he said, and slapped me on the back in appreciation.
The gesture practically knocked me out the door and down onto the pier decking outside.
“I’ve got to get home. Gloria’s probably worried sick about me.”
Feeling that I owed him something for his work and support tonight, I loaned the Primoid the use of my comm long enough to call his mate and assure her everything was fine and that he’d be home soon.
While they were talking, I took a look around. The nightly fog had rolled in, casting the pier in an eerie setting lit by all the exterior lights. For some reason, the final scene of an ancient vid I once saw came to mind. I simply smiled and pulled my suit jacket a bit tighter to ward off the evening chill.
After he returned my comm, I tucked my light tablet under my left arm, wished Big Louie and Gloria the best of luck on their impending parenthood and left Pier Seven.
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