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Chapter 1: Too Early

(4:00 a.m. Olindan Time)

 


I woke before the first officer touched my
door buzzer. I smelled them coming, a mixture of sweat, ozone and
chemical cleansers that streamed around the door through the
tiniest cracks like light from a spotlight. I can see with smells
these days. I'm Brock Marsden, a member of the Moreau Society, and
they had better have a damn good reason to come to my door at four
in the morning.

I opened my eyes. I saw the room clearly
despite the lack of light. The roses in the vase on the table bled
light as their molecules decayed but still smelled sweet. I heard
the officers muttering at the door.

I rolled off the couch and grabbed my Lottier
45 loaded with nanoparalyzers for over 150 Rim species. Other than
my boxers I didn't have on a stitch of clothing. Who cared? I
didn't. I crossed the room in two quick strides, faster than a
standard human could manage. I put my back to the wall beside the
door. I'd reinforced that section with armored panels. You can't
ever be too careful in my line of work as a private detective on
Olinda.

The buzzer rang. That triggered the house
defenses to come online. Windows shuttered. Recording equipment
activated. All sorts of active defenses armed themselves. If anyone
broke in while I was gone they'd be in for a surprise. For good
reason, the Galactics' Moreau Pod in my workshop alone was worth a
fortune. A small screen beside the door activated showing officers
shielding their eyes from the bright spotlights pointing at them
and right in the middle stood a familiar face.

Captain Kynan Brice. His big frame shrouded
in a long black coat that matched his short-cropped hair. Very
muscled, visibly so even with the coat, and tanned. An excellent
swimmer, according to Subha. Four other officers stood with him. He
looked up, squinting against the lights.

"Brock Marsden! Come out! We need to
talk."

Talk? Captain Brice didn't much like me. I
never could decide if it was personal or simply the fact that I'm a
Moreau. Even so we'd managed to work on a few cases. I'd listen.
But coming this early didn't put me in the best mood.

I touched an icon on the screen. "Give me a
sec."

"Hurry up," Brice grumped.

Right. Like I worked for him. Still, I knew
him well enough that this was the last place he wanted to come at
this hour. Either it was important or he wanted to arrest me for
some trumped up charge. I grabbed pants and a shirt and dressed
quickly. When I got back to the door Captain Brice had a frown on
his face. I opened the door and stepped out. The two officers
closest to me grabbed my arms.

I reacted. I twisted my hands around and
grabbed their arms, stepping back in the same moment into the
house, and I spread my arms. They hit the door frame and bounced
off as I released them. I spun around the corner, putting the armor
at my back. It didn't matter. I could see the men outside with my
Euzebian scent-sight. The ones that hit the frame were getting up.
The others drew weapons which looked like dark voids that leaked
only the faintest wisps of decaying molecules. The men brightened.
Angry, hearts pumping harder, sweat glands working harder. Captain
Brice held out a hand and waved the others back.

I was a second from ordering the house
sealed.

"Brock—"

"What's going on out here?" A woman's voice.
My landlord, neighbor and friend from the other side of the duplex.
Sonya.

She entered the range of my scent-sight. She
glowed like an angel. Blue-green streamers poured from her mouth
when she spoke. I smelled her concern. Her fear shrouded her in
sharp orange waves that pulsed off her with each heart-beat.

One of the officers moved in her direction.
"Ma'am, stay back. It isn't safe."

"Brock!" Captain Brice stood sideways right
outside my door. "Come back out!"

"Why?"

"Damn it, Brock! Just get out here!"

"When your men have weapons aimed at the
door? I don't think so."

"Shit!" That from the officer on Brice's
right. Scarlet streamers of nervousness bled down from his sweaty
palms.

"Make any move and I shut this door." I
tapped the panel. All set to activate siege mode. It'd take a lot
more than they had to get in. "Put away the weapons. Send them back
to your flitters."

"Brock?" That from Sonya. The officer blocked
her approach. "Brock? What's going on?"

"Captain? What's it going to be?"

"Brock, damn it, I don't have time for
this!"

"Funny. I have all the time in the
world."

"Go." Brice waved his hands at the officers.
"Back to the flitters! Now, damn it!"

The officers backed away from the door.
Weapons still out. They didn't move fast enough for me or Brice. He
spun around. "Double-time! Move it!"

They moved. I waited until they reached the
edge of my scent-sight and then I eased around the corner. I kept
my hands visible. No need to worry them. Captain Brice's brow
furrowed as he glared at me.

"Why do you have to make everything so damn
hard?"

"Hey, I cooperated until your guys grabbed
me."

"They just followed procedure."

"Right. If I was a criminal. What is it,
Captain?" He smelled like too much coffee. No doubt the Captain
hadn't been getting a lot of sleep lately. "Another Burn operation?
More Nosferans coming in?"

"Yes, but I don't need your help for those."
Captain Brice ran a hand through his hair.

He didn't say which was true, or both? After
the last time it could be both and he knew about my status with the
Nosferans. Not many people did. I rarely told anyone what I did
during the Nosferan-Human war.

Sonya walked down the ramp running along the
front of the house and stood beside me. She crossed her arms and
stared at the Captain. I didn't need to look at her to know that
she felt protective of me.

"We've got a situation. I need you to look at
it, give me your opinion, and I need it fast."

"My opinion? Why would you want that?" I
could think of several reasons and I didn't like any of the answers
that came to mind. Not everything I did strictly fit within even
Olinda's liberal laws.

Captain Brice put his hands on his hips.
"Will you come with me willingly or do I haul you in on an
obstruction charge?"

Empty threat. "Tell you what. Pay the
agency's usual fee and I'll be happy to help out the
department."

He stared at him. From his scent I could see
the dark green of his anger puffing out of him with each breath. He
nodded. "Fine. Fine. Come on."

He didn't wait. He turned his back on me and
headed towards the flitters. I looked down at Sonya. "Okay with you
if I'm not back in time to milk Dancy and Prancy?"

Milking the goats was one of the things I did
around the place to help out. Sonya shrugged but I smelled her sour
worry. "Yes. Be careful. He seems pretty upset."

I looked at the Captain's retreating back.
"He's always upset about something. I'd better catch up. I'll see
you later."

I slipped back to the door and touched the
pad to seal the house. My side anyway. The place was a duplex, set
into the side of the hill. Everything is a hill Olinda. A world of
terraces and mountains on the massive equatorial island chain
surrounded by the Ocean. There are small sub-continents at the
poles, but those are mostly locked in ice. Looking out from the
doorstep I couldn't see the Ocean. Too many miles away with several
peaks in between us and the shore. But it was there. Ninety percent
of the surface.

I jogged down the biocrete path after Captain
Brice. I'm fast. I caught up before he reached the flitter pad at
the bottom of the ramp.

Used to be I liked flitters. Not anymore.
Since I added the Euzebian DNA to gain their scent-sight being in a
small place like a flitter makes me feel cut off from the world. It
was worse in the beginning when I hadn't learned to integrate the
scent-sight with my regular vision. For a while there I went around
with a blindfold and being enclosed like this with several standard
humans would have been overwhelming.

I've learned to close my nostrils since then.
It doesn't eliminate the scent-sight but it damps it down. My
visual acuity is much greater a standard human. Sitting in the
flitter as we flew above the city and peaks I could make out the
people far below. Humans and non-humans of all sorts going about
their business. Olinda boasts a very diverse population. It keeps
Shanley Walsh, my boss and owner of the detective agency, very
happy. We never lack for cases. I'm sure he'd appreciate that I
talked Captain Brice into paying our usual fee.

The flitter flew straight away from the house
for several minutes then curved to follow a course parallel to the
Ocean. Clouds covered the South end of the city which was mostly
the docks, warehouses and fishing vessels. Fishing being Olinda's
chief export. We passed over the main commercial district right
through the no-fly zone. Being in a police flitter had its
advantages. Fifteen minutes after we left my house we descended
towards the high mountain outskirts of Olinda. Mostly rice terraces
that captured the rainfall when the clouds bunched up against the
peaks. Terrace after terrace of biocrete rose up the side of the
mountain, alternating bands of white and green. Humans and
non-humans alike worked the rice terraces. I watched a quadruped
wearing bright scarlet clothing bound up from one terrace to the
next. Harvester? I had no idea.

Around the side of the mountain a structure
stuck out of the side of the hill. A collection of a half-dozen
biocrete towers growing right out of the sheer rock. Far below a
river thundered down along the gorge towards the Ocean. The police
flitter headed for a flitter landing pad sticking out of the fourth
tower. Two other police flitters and an ambulance flitter already
occupied the pad. It didn't leave us much room to land. Any room,
actually. The pilot kept going for it anyway. Wind buffeted the
flitter and knocked us about. I checked my seat belts. Fastened
tight.

Captain Brice grinned. "Afraid of
flying?"

I shook my head. "No. It's the falling that
gets my attention."

I'll give the pilot credit. He brought the
flitter right up alongside the landing platform and held it there
against the wind. Brice opened the door. Wind howled in with a
fury. He wrapped his coat around himself and stepped down from the
flitter, dropping down onto the platform. I triggered the release
and followed him out, jumping down behind him. The flitter rose off
and left us there. I turned and looked over the edge of the
platform. Far, far below a rainbow arced across the gorge above
river. I saw Olindan diving bats speeding across the gorge,
spiraling and diving through the spray. Native Olindan vegetation
grew on the rough slopes. All pale pastel greens and blues. The
rice patties on the terraces looked very bright in contrast.

"Stop gawking and come on!"

I looked at the Captain.

He stared back at me. One of these days he's
going to come at me. I can seem him calculating. How easy would it
be to knock me from the landing platform? Not that he'd do that.
Captain Brice is an honorable man in his own way. He just sees me
as a junkie. If it was up to him Moreau Pods would be illegal. But
Olinda has very permissive laws regarding anything that doesn't
directly hurt anyone else, whether that be drugs or modifying
DNA.

I left the edge. Time to see what had him all
worked up.

He led me through the crowds of police,
forensics crew, and the coroner staff. Everyone was standing around
doing nothing. A bunch of civilians off to one side behind a
barricade looked annoyed and huddled together against the wind. To
my Euzebian scent-sight the whole area was almost like a blizzard.
All of the scents being blown around made it almost impossible to
see anyone until close to them. I had to tell myself not to close
my eyes and instead closed my nostrils. A native Euzebian only had
vestigial eyes that picked up light, dark and movement. I'm glad I
kept my eyes in the transition.

I followed Brice into the building and as
soon as the sliding doors closed behind us everything felt much
more peaceful. No more howling wind. I could open my nostrils and
actually see things normally. The biocrete at my feet glowed very
faintly. We were alone but I could sense more to the scene. I
exhaled and relaxed my hold on my neck slits, opening up to the
scene. Another Euzebian trait, the neck slits normally look like
tattoos on my neck, four on each side. When I open them up I'm able
to take in far more complex scents than I can with just my
nostrils. I concentrated and saw ghostly images of people walking
through the hallway. Civilians running. All silent but they smelled
of spicy urgency.

"What happened here? Why the panic,
Brice?"

Brice stopped. "You'll see. I want you to
see. How far back can you see?"

"That depends on the conditions." This is why
he wanted me. Brice knew about the Euzebian scent-sight. It's more
than just seeing what's around me right now. I can concentrate and
see what has been in an area. Like watching those people run
through the hallway. It’s my brain picking up on the scent trails
left behind and reinterpreting them visually.

He went on and I followed him. The wide
hallway gave out to a large circular room at the base of the tower.
A large relief image of Olinda had been engraved into the biocrete
floor. Just enough to define the sphere with the island chain
snaking across the face of it like a jagged smile. Several other
doorways opened out of the tower and a glass-enclosed elevator sat
waiting on one side of the room. Far above a skylight capped the
tower.

Brice went to the elevator. I followed him.
In my scent-sight I saw person after person cross the room and
enter the elevator. It felt like stepping into a crowd even though
it was only the two of us in the spacious car. Brice flicked the
panel indicator for the fourth floor. The car accelerated up
rapidly. I watched the floor drop away beneath up. From up here the
engraving stood out more. It felt like we were going into space. In
seconds we stopped at the fourth floor and the door behind us
opened. Death poured into the elevator.

The scents oozed along the ground, a brown
miasma of putrefaction and shit. A thin mist that spread across the
floor and slowly evaporated upwards on the air currents.

"Who died?" I asked.

Brice glanced at me and swept down the curved
hallway. His brighter odors mingled and swirled with the scent of
death, leaving eddies in his wake. I closed my neck slits. I didn't
need to smell that much right now. The images faded and I followed
the Captain.

Located a quarter of the way around the tower
the room looked like an office. The outside wall nothing but a
large window looking out on the gorge and peaks at the heart of the
island. Beside the window a long workstation curved along the wall.
Imported oak, from the look, and curled out into the room to form a
desk. Two leather chairs sat in front of the desk. A couple
tasteful paintings of Olindan landscapes hung on the wall and an
Olindan ivy grew up a trellis beside the window. On the desk a bowl
of glitter shells caught the light and sparkled.

I took that all in as soon as I entered the
room and then focused on the body. She sat in the high-backed chair
behind the desk. Her hands — such as they were — lay on the desk
surface as if she had been working. Everything about the room, the
painting choices, the oak desk and the furniture all screamed
human. Except the body behind the desk didn't look human at all.
Brice took up a position beside the door. Even with my damped down
scent-sight I could see the faint yellow of his apprehension oozing
out of his pores. Something about this one really bothered him and
translated into aggression towards me. Why?

The body didn't appear human but was
humanoid. Two arms, I assumed legs out of sight, a head. Long dark
hair clung to the wet-looking skin. It looked like the body had
been immersed in water. More liquid pooled around the hands on the
desktop. The one on the right ended in what looked like a cluster
of scarlet tentacles, thinner and longer than fingers. The one on
the right had four thick fingers, dark earthy brown in color, with
a half-dozen joints each arranged in a circle. The exposed skin on
the arms varied in texture from pink flesh to iridescent scales to
patches of bristly black spines or fur. Worse of all — the face. As
if several different sorts of faces had been melted together. I saw
faceted eyes embedded like raisins in oatmeal, half the mouth
filled with jutting razor-edged teeth and the other half actually
human teeth. A human-looking blue eye stared sightlessly from a pit
down beneath an overly large wrinkled black ear. The body was
contorted against the chair, twisted partly to the side, head
thrown back.

An expression of agony on that face.

I realized that I didn't mind missing
breakfast so much. Still, I looked over at Brice. "Any chance of
some Torlian coffee?"

"Why don't you worry about this?" Brice waved
his arm at the body. "Talk to me. Then we can see about your damn
coffee!"

"Fine." I walked closer to the desk. I
watched where I stepped carefully and considered what I could
see.

Her — I'd seen enough to realize it had to be
a woman — clothing looked like standard human attire. A bright
green blouse with elbow-length sleeves ending in a bit of white
lace. A dark stain down the front looked like blood and caught in
the folds of the shirt I saw bloodied human teeth. Blood also
stained her cleft chin. Despite the deformities I didn't see any
other sign of violence. I didn't like what I was seeing.

"She looks like a Dumpty," I said.

Brice's apprehension increased. Waves of
yellow pooled at his feet. "That's what I thought. I cleared the
place out immediately."

"So who brought her here? There must be
security recordings."

Brice shook his head. "Not up here. Only at
the access points. I'll show you."

He pulled out a tablet and tapped the
surface. He handed it over. I hit play. Good 3D resolution from the
cameras. It looked like I was behind a window looking down on the
entrance. A pretty human woman with long dark hair and the same
green blouse as on this body, walked confidently into the building.
She glanced up at the cameras and smiled. She knew the system. It
didn't worry her. She walked on out of view.

I dragged the video back and twisted the view
around until I was almost at head-height looking straight at her.
The same confident walk, smile for the camera and then she walked
on past me. I handed the tablet back to the Captain.

"Okay. Who is she?"

"Her name was Montana Haugh. She's a chief
research here."

"Studying what?"

"Rice production."

I looked back at what Montana had become.
"Really?"

In my scent-sight I saw Brice take a couple
steps closer. "Yes, as far as we can tell."

"So what happened after the video was
taken?"

"We don't know. According to the staff she
would have been working here in her office alone. They say there's
no Moreau Pods on the premises."

"Are you searching?"

Brice scowled. "Of course. We haven't found
anything."

"Well I doubt she experienced fatal mutations
spontaneously." I walked closer to the desk and looked down at the
hand with the scarlet tentacles. I'd seen that before. I pointed to
it. "This is a hand from the C'lacktal. The cells have a potent
sting to them. Semi-aquatic, they use the ability to stun their
prey. Stone-age level Rim species, cataloged but no official
contact. They're supposed to be a quarantined world."

But the other hand. "That one I don't
recognize. It is similar to the radial hands of the Balnarians but
I don't think they've got fingers that long." I looked at the rest
of her that I could see. "It'd take time to identify all of the
species represented here but it looks like dozens of different
species all scrambled together without any plan or purpose."

"But this sort of thing happens all the time.
Even when you have a plan."

I walked around the desk still focused on the
body. "Not all the time. Sometimes. People make mistakes. Sometimes
the new material isn't integrated well. Usually because someone
didn't do enough study to figure out how to integrate the different
biochemistries. It isn’t like just sowing on a new limb or
transplanting an organ."

I focused more on my scent-sight. The body
glowed with all sorts of organic activity. Some aggressive
decomposition was taking place. Streamers of molecules poured down
the body and pooled around on the floor before seeping out into the
hallway. Once around the desk I saw that her legs had also been
radically transformed. One had grown by at least six inches, bent
backwards and had developed a sharp ridged carapace that had split
her pants. Pale cream fur and a hoof were visible on the other. In
both cases her black low-heel shoes had come off. More liquid had
pooled on her chair and dripped to the floor.

I didn't like this at all. I waved to Brice.
"Come over here."

He walked over to stand beside me. "What is
it?"

I pointed at her legs. "Tell me that doesn't
look like she was sitting here when she changed."

Brice waved his hand at her. "How could that
happen? I assumed she was put in a Moreau Pod and then placed here
afterwards."

"I don't think so. It looks like Ms. Haugh
died at her desk."

"So it wasn't a Moreau Pod?"

"No. But something like it. Obviously
Glittering Throng technology is involved here. Do we have any
records of who might have seen her last? We need a time-frame for
when this happened."

Brice looked at his tablet. "We're working on
that already. I'm going to need names and addresses for everyone in
your little Moreau Society." Brice looked up, pocketed the tablet
and pulled out a set of handcuffs. "Turn around and put your hands
behind your back, Brock."

I couldn't help it. I laughed. To my
scent-sight he spiked in reds and oranges. I held my hands out at
my sides. "Think about it Brice. You hired me to look at this crime
scene. Why arrest me when I'm being cooperative?"

"Your Moreau Society is the only group I know
on the planet that dabbles in this sort of Galactics' tech! You
identified at least one of the species DNA used just by looking at
the body. And my people just found a matching DNA sample in that
refrigerator of yours. Along with dozens of other species. That's
enough to hold you. Now. Put your hands behind your back."

I didn't move. "You had people search my
place?"

"Yes. After we left we served your landlady
with a warrant. It's all been seized." Brice took a step closer.
"Are you going to make this more difficult?"

I had an idea what he meant. I could disable
him. Get past the cops outside, steal one of the flitters and
escape. And go where? Get smuggled off world?

"Yes," I said. And then I turned around and
put my hands behind my back. "I'm not going to make it easy for you
to pin this on the Moreau Society. I'm going to find out who is
responsible."

I felt the cool metal of the constrictor
cuffs snake around my wrists and tighten. Even with my strength I
wasn't going to be able to break those cuffs. I looked over at Ms.
Haugh's body. She had died in agony. Just someone doing her job. I
agreed with Brice there. I wanted to find out who did this.

Just as soon as I could convince him to let
me go.

 


 



Chapter 2: Demands

(5:00 am Olindan Time)

 


Brice grabbed my shoulder and shoved me
towards the door. I stood my ground and didn't budge. His grip
tightened. "Move."

I shook my head. "Just a sec, captain. You're
passing up an opportunity."

"Yeah? Why should I listen?"

"Come on. You want to catch the person
responsible. You don't like me but it's going to be a waste of your
time to take me in. Besides, I might be able to help you with what
happened here?"

"How?"

"You know I can see the past, sort of."

Brice released my shoulder and stepped around
so he could see my face. His eyes narrowed. "How stupid do you
think I am? If your group is involved in this you can make up
whatever you want."

"I think you're pretty bright. That's not it.
With my scent-sight I can see who has been in a room. I could tell
you if anyone visited Ms. Haugh and I'd be able to identify them
later."

"Your scent-sight?" He chuckled and shook his
head. "Sometimes I think you people are just crazy messing around
with your DNA. Right now I know you're crazy. Nothing about that
would be admissible anyway."

"Then why did you bring me here? You made it
sound like you wanted to use my abilities to figure out what
happened."

"I needed you out of your house so we could
search it." He shoved me again.

I still didn't move. I twisted around. "Give
me a chance to see what was going on. Then I'll go. No
problem."

"I don't believe a word of this." Brice shook
his head. I could see the disbelief spraying off him in lilac
wisps. "But what the hell? I'll give you a few minutes if it means
I don't have to wrestle you out of here."

"Thanks." I turned around completely and
looked at the room. I opened up my neck slits and heard Brice
mutter something before taking a step back. The room glowed with
light. Different colors and intensities. All of it molecules
floating off into the air. Scents that my brain reinterpreted to
build up a visual picture of the room. Behind the desk Ms. Haugh's
body burned like a bonfire. At least that's what it looked like.
Streamers rose up brightly into the air, spreading out around the
body. All that decomposition and gases. Some sank down in a fog
across the desk and floor, flowing across the floor towards us at
the door where it pooled in a brown miasma around our feet. Despite
what I'd told Brice I wasn't sure I could do what I'd said under
these conditions.

I concentrated. I tried to see older scents.
I don't know how to explain the difference. The older the scent the
more stale it smelled. Thanks to the Euzebian modifications I could
selectively block out the scents in the room now and focus instead
on older scents left behind. Enough in many cases to build up an
image of what had happened before.

All of the stuff I saw coming from the body
faded away as I dismissed it from my attention. Back. I needed to
go further back. An explosion of light came from Ms. Haugh. Sharp
blacks of agony, bright blue fear, the scents of pain and panic
spread out from the desk. I couldn't hear her but I saw enough to
see her thrashing behind her desk.

Back further.

She sat at the desk. Nothing more than a
phantom of herself all in healthy warm tons of gold and light. When
I see people this way they appear like luminous ghosts. It makes me
wonder if — on some level — what I see is unique from the
Euzebians? Maybe I incorporate more human interpretations into what
I see. She worked at her desk, nothing unusual there. Then a beam
appeared through the window. The air molecules danced around and it
hit her. She lost control of her bowels, I had no trouble seeing
that.

I closed my neck slits and allowed my normal
vision to take over. Brice stood at my elbow. His dark eyes
searched my face for answers.

I nodded at the window. "Whatever it was, it
came through the window. A beam of some sort. It hit her and caused
the mutations."

"And you smelled this?"

"Yes —"

Brice grabbed my shoulder and shoved me
towards the door. I went along with him. For now. I kept trying to
work out what I'd seen. A beam that created a Dumpty? That's what
we called it when someone made a mistake in a Moreau Pod and
scrambled their DNA. The lucky ones didn't survive. Every time a
member of the Moreau Society climbed into a pod we knew the risks.
But this? It smelled like someone had created a weapon that could
act at a distance.

Back down the corridor, back to the elevator.
As the glass-enclosed elevator descended towards the engraving of
Olinda I saw several officers and a detective rush into the main
downstairs lobby. I recognized the detective. Winifred Booth.
Human, near sixty I'd guess with gray hairs and blue eyes. She had
plenty of laugh lines around her eyes but she wasn't laughing when
the elevator opened up and we stepped out. She looked at me then
back at Brice.

"Sir, a call came in. He has claimed
responsibility for the death and promise more if his demands are
not met."

Brice let go of my arm. "Who?"

"A Moreau." Winnie glanced at me again.
"Calls himself Kelwyn. He's a snake, sir."

"A snake?" Brice looked at me.

I nodded. "Yes, I know who he is. He used to
be part of the Moreau Society but he left. I expected he'd turn up
as a dumpty before this."

"But you think he's capable of doing what
we've seen upstairs?"

"No," I told him. "Not on his own. Kelwyn was
impatient and not really smart enough to operate a Moreau Pod on
his own. He relied on others to do his research. The last time I
saw him, months ago, he showed us a simulation of what he wanted to
become and said that someone had made it possible. When we tried to
caution him he left."

"Sir, why do you have Mr. Marsden in cuffs? I
thought he was consulting with us?"

"He is a suspect in this homicide," Brice
said.

"So it's murder?" Winnie asked. "Based
on?"

Information that I gave Brice. Which put him
in an awkward place. Admit that I'd helped and it might weaken his
circumstantial case against me.

Brice stepped behind me. My Euzebian
scent-sight gives me a full three sixty view so I saw him wave a
dark object — had to be a control wand — over the cuffs. The
constriction vanished and dropped off into his hand. He pocketed
the cuffs. "Our resident expert in Moreaus claims that the victim's
mutations show evidence of several species. He also believes that
some sort of beam caused the mutations in the first place."

"But we're continuing to search for other
explanations?" Winnie asked.

"Yes!" Brice ran his hand through his hair.
"Let's take a look at that call, okay? We'll see what detective
Moreau here has to say about his old pal."

"He's not my pal."

"Whatever. Come on." Brice headed off towards
the flitters parked outside. Winnie and I exchanged sympathetic
glances and trailed after him.

As Brice reached the waiting teams of
forensics and officers he waved them on into the building. "Look at
everything! Take the windows and see if there's any evidence that
some sort of beam passed through them or not. Search the place for
any Galactic technology that might be capable of doing this."

The people scattered. Their colors streamed
behind them as they moved into the tower. Winnie and I followed
Brice towards a larger flitter. I looked down at Winnie. "What do
you think my chances are of getting some Torlian coffee?"

She laughed. "I doubt the captain is going to
send out for coffee. But you can ask him."

"I already did."

She shook her head. "Don't look at me, Brock.
I'm not going anywhere. Besides, that stuff is going to melt your
nervous system one of these days. There's a reason it's a
controlled substance on thirteen worlds."

"I should have insisted on making some before
I left the house."

"Tough luck."

In the flitter Brice activated the front
displays which projected across the windshield. He glanced over as
I got in the other side with Winnie. "Here it is."

The display controls shrank back to the
left-hand corner. For a second the display was black and then it
cleared. Kelwyn sitting in front of the camera. Except I wouldn't
have recognized him as the same man I'd last seen only a couple
months earlier. Then he'd been a pale, thin sickly man with almost
no lips and translucent scales in patches on his arms and face. His
tongue had been surgically split. But he had looked more diseased
than snake-like. All that had changed.

He looked powerful. Very muscular humanoid
shoulders and chest covered in blue-green scales that darkened
around towards his back. His neck flared out like a cobra. His
head, at the heart of the hood, still looked fairly human but with
expressionless black eyes instead of his old watery blue ones. A
thin tongue flicked out, tasting the air. I couldn't see him below
the waist but I remembered an image he had showed the group, which
had eliminated legs in favor of a long snake body. Kelwyn braced
his hands on top of the flat black table top in front of him.

"I am called Kelwyn. I'm sending this message
to the Glittering Throng. I know that the Glittering Throng
monitors all communications in the Rim worlds, so you'll no doubt
already know about the death of Montana Haugh. Her death was
required to make sure you take my demand seriously. I only have one
demand. That I be allowed to join the Glittering Throng as a full
member as befits the creator of a new species. I offer Ms. Haugh as
proof of my qualifications. I possess the ability to modify and
improve on Galactic technology. I realize the death of one
individual is not of any great importance to you but she will only
be the first. If my demands are not met within one hour then
someone else dies, and each hour after. If my demands have still
not been met then by this time tomorrow I shall eradicate all
intelligent life on Olinda."

Kelwyn leaned forward on the desk. "This will
be the only communication. And for those on Olinda, pray to the
Glittering Throng that they grant my demand!"

Brice reached out and froze the screen with a
pinch. He swiveled his chair around and looked at me. "Okay,
Marsden. You said you know this guy. Who is he? What's his deal?
Why the hell would he think that killing people is going to get any
sort of response from the Glittering Throng?"

Winnie said, "Sounds like he's asking for a
death sentence to me."

"Maybe," I said. "But I don't think there's
only Kelwyn involved here. Sure, it's possible that he increased
his mental capacity. But enough to do all of this? I doubt it. And
the way he looks now isn't at all the way he looked the last time I
saw him." I described how he'd appeared at his last Moreau Society
meeting. "Even then he talked about someone helping him. Kelwyn
could just be a puppet."

Brice shook his head. "A puppet with a weapon
pointed at an entire planet!"

"Where is he?" Winnie asked. "The
transmission didn't have an origin tag."

"We'll get the techs on it. Marsden, do you
have any ideas?"

I thought about the beam I'd noticed, the
result of charged ions or something it left in its passing. "Orbit?
If he wanted to target the planet that'd make the most sense."

"So we've got a snake-guy up in orbit
somewhere with a weapon that can kill by mutation. Am I missing
anything?"

Winnie and I both shook our heads.

Brice tapped his fingers on his leg. "Great.
Just great. Okay. We've got plenty of people here. We need to get
people on this video. Right now we need to get a location on this
guy and we don't have a lot of time. With all of the garbage up in
orbit finding him could be harder than finding a particular grain
of sand in the Ocean. Marsden, I want you to talk to your other
Moreau Society contacts. See if you can find out anything that can
help us locate and stop this snake."

I crossed my arms. "We've got other business
to settle first."

"Damn it Marsden! There's a lunatic out there
threatening the planet!"

"I know. But I want anything disturbed in my
workshop restored, and the consultant fee paid to the agency.
Without that I don't work for you."

"I could arrest you for obstruction!"

I could smell his apprehension beneath all
the anger. It oozed from his pores in spikes of scarlet. Something
about this situation really got to him and for the first time I
thought that maybe the reason he didn't like me had more to do with
a phobia about mutation.

"I can help stop him, Captain. Just stop
treating me like the enemy. We both want the same thing."

"No we don't." Brice grinned. "I want you and
those like you kicked off this planet. Look at what it leads
to!"

Winnie made a noise but didn't say
anything.

"Kelwyn was unbalanced long before he started
messing around with his DNA," I said. "Being a Moreau makes me a
better detective —"

"You're not better! " Brice leaned forward.
"Get out! Get the hell out!"

I opened the door and stepped out. The dark
cloud pouring out of Brice's mouth made me feel sick. I closed my
nostrils tight against the smell and the images faded. Brice
followed me out of the flitter. The wind whipped his coat around
him, snapping in the wind.

I stood back to give him his space. Winnie
climbed out after him. Brice looked at me, looked away out over the
edge of the platform. When he spoke his voice came out loud and
hard.

"They didn't remove anything from your
workshop. I'll pull them out. Get me some information I can use!
The fee will be deposited as soon as the damn bean counters process
the request."

"Thank you."

Brice looked at me then with narrowed eyes.
"Don't thank me Marsden. Help or get out of my way."

He whistled and waved a hand at an officer.
The man ran over to where we stood. Brice grabbed his shoulder and
pointed at me. "Take Marsden where he needs to go! Then report back
to me!"

"Yes, sir!" The officer was young, human,
with short blond hair and emerald green eyes that turned to look at
me.

Where I needed to go? If I'd had my choice I
still wouldn't be up yet. If I had to save the world I needed to
get some Torlian coffee first.

 


 



Chapter 3: Skins

(06:00am Olindan time)

 


Hot white Torlian coffee in hand — thanks to
Officer Jasper — I walked into the new Walsh and Marsden Detective
agency just after six in the morning. The coffee looked like a
bright white blow torch in my hand as hot molecules rushed up with
the steam out the small sipping hole. It almost made me nervous to
take a drink. Sometimes the Euzebian scent-sight could be a bit
distracting. I tried to ignore it. Scalding thick liquid hit my
tongue and set my nerves ablaze. Heaven.

We moved into the new offices last month. I
liked the open air design. The offices took up one whole floor of
the building. When you stepped out of the elevator you were greeted
by large open foyer. Straight ahead was the reception area. Massive
boulders formed the front of the desk. The backside of the boulders
had been cut and a top leveled out but from this side all you saw
was a low wall of big black boulders. Eye-catching against the
white biocrete floors. Two Olindan vine plants hung down the sides
of the desk and added a bit of very pale green to the desk.

Past the reception area was the rest of the
floor. All decorated in natural rock and Olindan vines with some
sculptures from local artists scattered around the place.
Everything arranged to neatly set off different areas of the floor.
To the right, behind reception a floor to ceiling aquarium blocked
off the private conference room. I particularly liked that
feature.

No one was at reception. I heard voices. It
came from the conference room. That's where everyone was. They'd
left the doors open and stood in front of the large wall display. A
news reporter looked out of the screen with large worried eyes. Or
maybe her eyes always looked like that — Lambians are semi-aquatic
and have large frog-like eyes.

"—No word yet on how exactly the threat might
be carried out but officials have confirmed the death of Montana
Haugh, a research scientist working for the Ricers Intergalactic
Cooperative."

The whole gang was watching the report.
Shanley Walsh, my boss, lean and trim in his fifties with a whole
retro sort of looked to him in his rumpled brown suit. Muriel, my
lover, a member of the Moreau Society and fellow detective,
beautiful as always wearing a tight white leotard outfit with an
exposed midriff, short sleeves and bare feet. Her brown hair hung
in a braid down her back. Frankly breath-taking. The last member of
the group stood on all fours, as tall at the shoulder as Muriel,
looked like a massive orange and black stripped Halloween monster
with thick leathery skin spotted with bristles. Rear legs shorter
than his arms. His usual equipment belts crisscrossed his body.
Dyami is an Eyotan. Our intern. The Eyota wanted to learn about
investigative techniques so they sent him. He's been useful.
Particularly in intimidating information out of people.

I coughed.

They turned away from the display. Shanley
waved a hand to dismiss it. I don't know that I've ever seen
Shanley look so grim. Muriel bit her lip and Dyami? I don't know
what the expression on his pug-like face meant. In a human seeing
that many teeth would mean a smile, but I don't think that was the
case. I smelled the apprehension and fear from the humans. Dyami
smelled like sunflowers. Hell if I knew what that meant.

Shanley nodded his head and the now vanished
screen. "I suppose you know all about this?"

I grabbed one of the chairs at the conference
table and sat down. Shanley and Muriel took chairs. Dyami simply
sat at the end of the table and neatly folded his two pumpkin-sized
hands on the tabletop.

"I don't know how much the news has yet, but
it's Kelwyn."

Muriel bit her lip and gave a little shake of
her head.

"That's the snake-fellow you told me about?"
Shanley asked.

"Right." I looked at Dyami but he seemed
content to listen right now. Usually he had some quip about
modifying one's life-code. It seemed to offend his Eyotan
sensibilities but he tolerated Muriel and I. "Looks like he got
what he wanted, he's been changed. He claims to be responsible for
the weapon which murders-by-mutation at a distance. I think from
orbit."

"How's that possible?" Muriel asked.

"The woman killed? She looked like a Dumpty.
I saw evidence of dozens of species. But when I took a look back at
the scent-trail in the room it showed me her sitting at her desk
when it happened. It looked like something came through the window
and caused the transformation."

"Weapon needs line-of-sight." Dyami gently
thumped the tabletop. For him, anyway, it still shook the whole
table. "Inside, away from windows, would be safe."

"Maybe."

"Most of the buildings in the city have large
windows and skylights," Shanley said dryly.

"Are they evacuating the city?" Muriel
asked.

"It may come to that. But if it does there's
going to be widespread panic. Captain Brice wants me to talk to the
Moreau Society. I need to find out anything that might help us
locate Kelwyn so we can put a stop to this."

"You're going to talk to Subha?"

Muriel smelled concerned. I smiled at her. "I
think we can put aside our differences long enough to cooperate on
this."

Shanley leaned forward on the table. "What do
you need from us Brock?"

"Try everything else. Dig into records, do
the research. I want to know where he's been before now too. Maybe
we can find something at his former address. Talk to neighbors.
We're on a clock here. He's given the Glittering Throng until
tomorrow morning to respond to his demand."

"Those in the core do not care," Dyami
rumbled. I felt it in my bones. His actual speech is infrasonic but
his translation collar sounds human enough. "They will not grant
his demands."

"You're probably right. Plus he's promised to
kill each hour which means someone else has probably already died.
We need to stop him before the numbers increase." I got up. "Call
me if you get anything."

Muriel rose, her gray eyes — the first thing
I had noticed about her — searching my face for something. I
managed a smile. "I'll be careful."

She walked around the table to me and took my
hands. I looked down at her and we kissed. A moment, a brush of our
lips, and then I stepped away. Muriel was part of my problem with
Subha these days. Muriel had been an acolyte in Subha's
Moreau-based religion. But even before Muriel left Subha's church
my relationship with Subha had been strained. We might have been
together except I couldn't buy into her whole creator mythology. If
we've learned anything from the Glittering Throng it is that there
are no gods but the ones we make.

I headed for the elevators and the roof. When
I looked back out at the offices I could see them all already
busy.

On the roof I walked across the bright
biocrete to my flitter-cycle. Since my last transformation I
preferred the open area design. Not much more than an engine with a
seat and some controls attached, the cycle was a slate-blue
squashed cylinder. The seat looked melted into place. A transparent
windscreen rose up around the front. The cycle floated a few inches
above the top of the roof. Yet another piece of miracle technology
bestowed on the Rim worlds by the Galactics. No one knew how the
whole anti-gravity drive worked but there was lots of speculation
and research.

I climbed on and reclined back in the seat.
Coffee went into a sealed holder on the side. Restraints
automatically extruded from the seat back and snaked across my
chest. I dropped my hands down to the control sticks on either side
of the seat. A few fluffy clouds in the blue sky above. I saw other
flitters soaring around like birds on other worlds. How could
Kelwyn threaten all of this? I had to stop him.

I pressed the accelerator with my foot and
pulled back on the control sticks. The flitter-cycle rose smoothly
above the roof. I spiraled up and then brought it around and headed
for the coast once I'd achieved a safe altitude. The wind blew past
the cycle but the windshield protected me from the worst of it.
Beneath me the world looked peaceful but that wasn't really the
case. People — regardless of species — lied, cheated, stole, abused
and killed one another. I think our bad behavior is one reason the
Galactics keep us out of the Glittering Throng. Who would want us
around?

Why would they give in to Kelwyn's demands?
Did he seriously expect that to work?

A bit of shadow fell across my foot. With my
scent-sight I saw something above me, a void descending. Another
flitter! I twisted the sticks and shoved them forward, turning and
diving away from the vehicle above. My foot pressed against the
accelerator and I shot out from beneath the flitter. I flicked up
rear displays. A large black cargo flitter was right behind me —
and accelerating closer!

I shoved the sticks forward and dove down
towards the ground and floored the accelerator. Far below was a
commercial district with a few taller hotels but most of the
buildings were no more than a half-dozen stories tall. On my
screens the pursuing flitter plummeted towards me. I couldn't tell
if they'd started shooting or not. Hard to do in these
conditions.

I fell towards the ground. Full-out
acceleration. My speed increased. The g-forces increased rapidly
hitting upwards of nine gee. I was seconds from making a rather
large crater in the ground.

I saw people looking up. One yellowish
Torlian looked up from the path. The Torlian's crest cast a shadow
like a sundial. "Follow this!"

I yanked on the sticks sending the
flitter-cycle into a spin and then yanked back hard. I flipped over
and shot skyward. The other flitter passed me in a blur. I rolled
again and shot away towards the nearest peaks while I watched on my
screen what happened.

The crowd below scattered.

I couldn't tell if the flitter tried to pull
out. Maybe they didn't see me go past. In any case the flitter
smashed straight into the biocrete road below. No great explosions
but the impact pulverized the biocrete and rock beneath for at
least a couple meters and sent up a huge plume of dust and
shrapnel. I hoped that no one on the ground was injured. Nothing I
could do about it now. There wasn't any time.

I brought the flitter-cycle around in a long
curve back towards the shore. The sooner I talked to Subha the
better. Someone had just tried to kill me. It might not be Kelwyn,
but giving the timing I figured I'd assume it was until I found out
otherwise.

 


#

 


Subha's house sits right down on the shore
and beyond. Cut right into the black volcanic rocks that jut out
into the Ocean. From the air it isn't even visible but I know the
place well and the glittering sandy beach and cove beside it. I
brought the flitter-cycle down and landed just at the edge of the
pale yellow sea grass up the shore. I pulled the Torlian coffee out
of the sealed container and took a sip. Still hot. Fire burned
along my nerves. Wisps of pale green drifted off the thick yellow
stalks Olindan sea grass. It smelled like thyme. I left the
flitter-cycle and headed across the dry sand towards the cove. To
my right I could see the large windows of Subha's house. Shapes
moved inside. Acolytes, most likely. The place also acted as
Subha's church. Ahead a family of Comber deer nosed through the wet
sand, dislodging glitter shells as they foraged for mussels. At
first glance they looked like Terran deer, but scaled instead of
covered in fur. Their scales glittered in patches against the
sandy-colored background. They blended in pretty well with the
beach. White salty-smelling light drifted away from them. When they
moved for a second I saw them still where they'd been like ghostly
trails left behind. Hearing me the Comber deer jerked up their
heads. Long tongues lolled from flat shovel bills. Goofy looking
things. They scrambled off across the beach away from me.

I headed straight for the water. Subha always
knew when I arrived. I preferred to meet her out here, away from
those in the house if possible.

It didn't surprise me when the water ahead
parted and Subha rose up before me. Beautiful, no doubt about that.
Her skin is pale blue like a robin's egg and flawless. She's all
curves and soft-looking but that's just the layer of subcutaneous
fat. Beneath it I know she's all muscle. All of her adaptations are
designed to create a beautiful, functional life in the Ocean. She
had webbed fingers, longer toes with webbing between them, and gill
slits along her ribs. Plus a second transparent eyelid. It could
have been monstrous but she had planned the adaptations so well
that everything seemed entirely natural. Seeing her on land you
hardly noticed anything except her beauty. As she rose from the
waves it looked like she had a school of fish swimming around her,
but that was just her holographic outfit. It enticed with glimpses
of what lay behind the shimmering school as the fish swam in bands
around her but never entirely revealed the woman beneath.

"Brock, welcome," she said. Her voice is
throaty and wonderful.

I coughed. Facing her is always difficult. I
could handle how she looks and all, except that she's always wanted
to pursue a relationship. In the past her Church kept us apart. Now
there's also Muriel.

"Subha. Sorry to bother you."

"It's never a bother, Brock. I've missed
you." She emerged from the water entirely and walked up the beach
to where I stood. She stopped a safe distance away. "We've missed
you at the Society meetings. And Muriel. You two should come — you
can't let our issues take you away from the Society."

"Thank you, but we need to talk about
something else more urgent. Have you heard the reports about the
murder of Montana Haugh?"

Subha nodded. "Yes, and that poor Vikalapian
a short time ago. They say a terrorist is behind it."

"It's Kelwyn."

Subha gasped. "Really? Kelwyn. I prayed for
him. He's been so misguided."

"I know. I didn't believe him when he claimed
to have someone helping him. I thought he'd end up as a Dumpty but
it looks like he was telling us the truth. He's changed, just like
the images he showed us. I'm guessing whoever is behind his
transformation is also behind these murders."

"Why?"

"The weapon Kelwyn claims to have designed
murders-by-mutation. It's like someone has taken the Moreau Pod
technology and turned it into a long-distance weapon."

"Our Creator will not allow such a perversion
of her design to continue."

"Well, we've evidently got two deaths that
say otherwise. I need to find where Kelwyn might be. I think he's
in orbit, somewhere, but without more to go on it's going to take
too long to locate him. Do you know where he was staying in the
city?"

Subha looked up at me and pressed her hands
together. To my scent-sight she glowed with a healthy warm
yellow-orange glow. She looked radiant. The fish flashed around her
giving me glimpses of her breasts. I focused on her face.

"I believe you are the instrument of her
will, Brock. If anyone can stop Kelwyn from causing more deaths, it
is you."

"She needs a better instrument then. Right
now I don't have a clue and someone tried to kill me on the way
here. You all had better be careful. Even better go out into the
Ocean. Just get away from everything. That might be your only
hope."

Subha shook her head. "Only some of our
members are adapted for aquatic existence. We can't abandon the
others."

"Then tell me where Kelwyn was living. I
might find a clue there."

"I'm sorry Brock, I don't know. I had the
impression that he lived somewhere in the scab district but I'm not
sure if that's even true."

"What about the other members of the Society?
It seemed to me that most of them only tolerated Kelwyn's presence
at the meetings, but can you think of anyone else that might know
where he was living?"

"Calanthe might."

"Calanthe?" Shit. Subha didn't need my
scent-sight to understand my reaction. "Why would she know?"

"Not what you're thinking. I believe she gave
him a ride home once. A kind gesture on her part since he didn't
have the fare for a cab. I think she'll help, given the
circumstances."

"Not like I have any choice." Before Muriel
I'd been torn between Calanthe and Subha, but it never worked out
with either for different reasons. Calanthe took it harder when I
started seeing Muriel. "Thank you."

"We all walk the Creator's path. This is
yours. Good luck."

"Take care of yourself." I turned and started
up the beach. After a couple steps I heard a faint splash and
looked back. She was gone. The beach stood empty. I looked up at
the sky. Hansel was visible, one of Olinda's two moons, just above
the horizon.

Kelwyn was up there somewhere. I had to find
him. I checked the time. Already six thirty. I'd better hurry.

 


#

 


Calanthe's apartment is in one of the
lower-rent districts on the North side of the city. Not necessarily
a bad neighborhood, but more of a transition place. It's got the
people moving up and the ones on their way down. Plus some like
Calanthe that seem sort of stuck where they're at. It took me about
ten minutes to get there on the flitter-cycle and I wished it'd
taken longer. I dreaded seeing her.

I stood outside the building for a minute
before I headed in. Calanthe is a member of the Moreau Society, but
she's taken the modifications in a whole different direction than
most of us.

When she opened the door she took my breath
away. I was ready for it and managed to set aside the fact that my
pulse was suddenly racing. Calanthe just has that effect on people.
She's petite and shapely but it's much more than that. I could see
the streamers of pheromones that poured off her in reds and
yellows. Teasing, seducing just by being close to her. In addition
to the chemical attack everything that Calanthe has done was
designed to make her more attractive and exotic. Her hair is like
flames pouring down her back in orange, red and yellow. It looks
alive. I knew that — technically speaking — it wasn't hair at all
but the hair-like fronds of the Elysians which they used for
pheromone communication. That along with modifications to her
nervous system allowed to Calanthe to seduce anyone she wanted.
Except me. I'd managed to resist. I often wondered if I'd made the
right choice.

She gave me an impish grin and smiled slowly.
"Brock, you've been avoiding me."

"You know you overwhelm my senses."

"And you've got someone else now." Calanthe's
eyebrow arched. "I never expected someone like her would capture
you. I always thought if we didn't end up together you'd be with
Subha, not one of her acolytes."

"Muriel isn't an acolyte any longer. She's
actually joined the agency. But I didn't come here to talk about
that. I need your help."

Calanthe tilted her head to the side. "You
only have to ask. What can I do for you, Brock?"

I felt almost dizzy. I closed my nostrils and
neck slits as tight as I could. I had to make this quick because I
kept picturing how it'd be to rip the gauzy blue robe she wore from
her and carry her inside. She had that effect on everyone. It made
her popular as a sensie star.

"Did you see the news?"

She shook her head. "I just woke. I was on
set until late last night."



"Turn it on. People have been killed. They
look like Dumpties except it didn't happen in a Moreau Pod. Kelwyn
claims to have killed them and he's threatening the whole
planet."

Calanthe gasped. Her hands went to her mouth
and for a couple long seconds she stared at me. Then she slowly
lowered her hands. "Kelwyn? How could he?"

"I don't know. I'm trying to track him down.
I think he's in orbit but I want to find where he was living on the
surface. Maybe there'll be a clue there."

"Why is he doing this?"

"He's holding us all hostage in an apparent
attempt to force the Galactics to admit him into the Glittering
Throng."

"By killing people?"

I started to reach out to her and instead
clenched my fist and shoved it in my pocket. "Please, I need your
help. Subha didn't know where he lived but said that you'd helped
him home before. Do you remember where he lived?"

Calanthe shook her head. "I don't. But I
think I'd recognize the place if I saw it again. It's in the scab
district, up in the crags."

Great. That place was a warren of structures
and tunnels. And not a particularly safe place to go.

"Tell me as much as you can. I'll find
it."

"No! Let's just go together. It'll be a lot
easier if I'm there to help you find it." She crossed her arms.
"Let's not argue Brock. If Kelwyn's killing people we don't have
time."

She was right we didn't have time. I gestured
at her robe. "You can't go there dressed like that."

Calanthe smiled. "Come in, I'll get
changed."

I shook my head. "You go ahead. I'll
reconfigure the flitter-cycle. Be quick."

She gave a little pout then stepped back. "I
will."

I felt like I'd either narrowly escaped or
missed out on something. Escaped, I think. I thought of Muriel as I
headed back to the flitter-cycle.

I settled into the flitter-cycle seat and
activated the control interface. I tapped the passenger mode.
Behind me the rear end of the flitter-cycle elongated and deformed
until a second seat appeared behind mine. As I breathed the cleaner
air my head began to clear. At least in the flitter-cycle the winds
would carry Calanthe's pheromones away. I knew she had control over
them to some extent. Hopefully she'd tone it down given the current
situation. While I waited I pulled up the news reports. Subha was
right, an unnamed Vikalapian had been murdered-by-mutation while
sunning down on one of the rock beaches favored by the amphibious
species. The news didn't show any images of what had happened but
they interviewed several other Vikalapians that had been on the
beach at the time. I watched one interview with one sporting a
peach-colored carapace.

<Human world dangerous> The words
scrolled along the screen. They communicate with flashes of light
in bands along their front pincers, a sort of illuminated sign
language influenced by body posture and intensity. Standard
translators didn't work for them since you actually had to stand
back to see what they were saying.

<Must stop madness ruptured carapace
hideous internal skeleton>

I looked up and saw Calanthe coming out of
her apartment. I glanced back down at the screen.

<Ending vacation Home bound>

Good idea, I thought. I killed the news feed.
Calanthe had changed into black pants and a black leather jacket.
She'd even braided her hair and coiled it up on the back of her
head. She still looked beautiful but at a distance it was easier to
simple appreciate the fact without being overwhelmed by it. She
slipped on dark glasses as she got close.

"Ready."

"Hop on."

I waited for her to get seated. She tapped me
on the shoulder and I took off. I brought the flitter-cycle up fast
and headed across the main landmass towards the scab district.

The scab district is a mass of twisted rock
and valleys that tumble down into a rocky bay. Little grows there
but scattered about I saw signs of Olindan vegetation taking root.
The result of more recent eruptions it is all younger rock and
sharp edges. From the air it was easy to see why it got called the
scab district. Flying towards it I could see lots of shapes flying
in the air and diving down into the valleys and bays. Olindan
diving bats. The main ground road snaked around the district, often
as bridges crossing crevices and the bats loved nothing more than
darting right in front of oncoming traffic. It appeared to be some
sort of game for them. Not mammals or birds but uniquely Olindan
creatures. Still, physics has led them to be superficially similar
to Terran bats. Or Nosferans for that matter, although the diving
bats are only about half the size of Nosferans and lack their
clever hands and intelligence. Most of the time they don't hit the
vehicles.

Against the black rock of the district the
biocrete structures stand out like bones. I activated the front and
rear displays and speakers.

"Which way?" I asked Calanthe.

A section of my map lit up. "I think it was
around there. I'll be able to tell more when we get closer."

"Okay. Hang on. We're about to get
company."

A whole cloud of diving bats had noticed our
approach and were flying right at us. I held the flitter-cycle
steady trusting their abilities and the strength of the windshield
to get us through. In an instant the cloud reached us. I found I
tensed for a big impact but they streamed by all around, breaking
away at the last possible fraction of a second. I caught glimpses
of their smooth hairless black bodies gleaming like oil around us,
plunging us into darkness. Calanthe shrieked behind me. Then in a
burst of light we passed through the cloud. The ground was closer
than I'd expected. I slowed the cycle and brought it around to
avoid the peak ahead of us, careful with the acceleration since I
didn't know how much Calanthe could take.

We flew lower and the mass of the bats didn't
follow. Every now and then one would launch itself from a building
or rock face and streak past but most ignored us. We approached the
area of the map Calanthe indicated.

"Anything look familiar?"

"Not yet." She sounded a bit out of breath.
"Can you fly closer to the road? We were in a ground cab. It might
look more familiar."

I could, although it'd break some safety
regulations. I didn't think anyone would try to stop us. I brought
us over above the road and followed it deeper into the valley. Most
ground traffic was pedestrians or bicycles, the occasional ground
cab.

"Head left into this next valley," Calanthe
said. "I think it was back that way."

I flew up over the bridge supports and down
into the valley. The buildings clung to the steep rock faces
connected by steep biocrete ramps and bridges. I brought the
flitter-cycle down as close as I dared and even then the highest
bridges were right beneath us as we flew above them.

"Yes," Calanthe said. "Up ahead on the right
there's a cleft with a biocrete bottom. It makes a sort of
cul-de-sac — he lives back there."

I wondered if she'd slept with Kelwyn but
didn't ask. Some things I didn't want to know. I saw the cleft.
Nothing more than a split in the rock so narrow that the biocrete
looked like a river snaking through the fissure. I slowed and made
my way up through the split. Wind howled through the space and
around us. Three diving bat suddenly flew right past the
windshield, each parting in a different direction as they surfed
the air currents around the flitter-cycle. Just as Calanthe
described the cleft opened up after a little way to form a sort of
pocket at the end. Biocrete buildings clung to the sheer black rock
on either side but were stained and malformed. Whoever lived here
hadn't been taking care of the biocrete and it'd grown off-form in
several places, making all sorts of odd protrusions and branches.
Olindan diving bats clung to the buildings and to the rock walls
around. I heard their strange chuffing cries as the flitter-cycle
entered the pocket. Several diving bats flew at the cycle and sped
past but as they did their sharp-toothed mouths shot downward at
me. Behind me Calanthe screamed.

"I guess they don't like visitors." I shoved
the sticks forward and put the flitter-cycle in a dive towards the
ground.

Diving bat attacks are rare. But they will
defend their nesting areas. From the looks of things a colony had
settled here, maybe when the buildings were abandoned. The bats
have a tooth-ringed mouth they use to seize aquatic prey but they
could just as easily use those teeth on us. More bats started
chuffing and took to the air as we dived.

"Stay down! Here they come!"

I couldn't really do anything at the moment.
The bats flew towards us, grazing the flitter-cycle. Their mouths
stabbed downward. One grazed the side of my head. I ignored it. The
sooner we got down the safer we'd be. The bats flew past and we
were clear with the ground right there. I pulled back and brought
the flitter-cycle to a gut-wrenching stop right before we hit the
biocrete. I edged it forward until we coasted right up next to one
of the building entrances. Behind me Calanthe groaned. I looked up
but although there were bats flying around anxiously above they
didn't appear to see us as much of a threat on the ground. I killed
the drive and released my restraints. Jumping down I turned to
check on Calanthe.

She'd been hurt. Blood trickled down her face
from a cut on her temple. She gently touched it with her fingers
and stared at the blood. "Ouch."

To my scent-sight the blood not only trickled
down her face but it rose off her face, and from the cut in red
misty streamers. I reached past her waist and keyed her restraints
off. I took her hand and glanced up at the circling bats.

"We should get you inside, there might be
first aid supplies."

She reached for me and I helped steady her as
she got down from the flitter-cycle. I almost expected her to
stumble, fall into my arms or something but as soon as she got down
she stepped away with a chuckle.

"Wow, some ride, Brock. I'm okay."

"We still need to get that cut cleaned
up."

Calanthe turned and crossed her arms looking
up at the structure. "I don't know. The place looks like it has
been abandoned for a while. Kelwyn hasn't been around."

"There still might be some clue to where he's
gone." I pointed to the closed doors. "Let's see if we can get
those open."

The door was a reinforced alloy of some sort,
dull black in color with almost a sandpaper texture to it. I didn't
recognize the material. I also didn't see any signs of a control
panel or locking mechanism.

"It just opened for him when I was here,"
Calanthe said. "He could barely walk and was pretty much out of it
but it opened up."

"Did it swing open or slide back?"

"It slid to the left."

I ran my hands over the biocrete around the
opening. I didn't see anything but then a molecular sensor keyed to
Kelwyn wouldn't have to be that visible. The biocrete gave off an
unhealthy yellowish-green of decay. I didn't want to try to look
for any fainter scents with Calanthe right here. She'd overwhelm my
scent-sight. I put my hands flat against the door and gave it a
test push. Nothing. I braced my feet again and tried to push the
door but it held fast. I stopped before I tore the skin from my
palms.

"I don't think we're going to get in this
way. Let's split up and look around for any other openings. There
might be some other way in. Watch out for the bats!"

"Sure." Calanthe headed to the right.

I went left. The structure made a 'U' shape
around the end of the crevice with three to four floors rising
above. There were windows. I stopped at the first but the inside of
the place was dark. I couldn't see anything. I hit the glass with
my knuckle. It felt very strong. I doubted I could break it easily.
For the moment I kept going. Other than trying to crash the
flitter-cycle through a window I didn't see any good options yet
for getting inside. A little further on I saw something white and
dried up stretched out on the biocrete. It gave off little scent —
a sort of faint spicy smelled that floated lightly away. When I
reached it I realized after a second what I was looking at. A skin.
About as long as my leg, tapered at one end and ragged at the
other. A snake skin. I crouched down and gently picked it up. As
big as this was it didn't look nearly large enough for Kelwyn as
I'd seen him in the transmission. And this was here, where wind and
weather would have washed it away before long. It crinkled in my
fingers. I dropped it.

We weren't alone. Someone or something else
was here. Above me the bats continued to fly about, still agitated
over the flitter-cycle, their chuffing noises floating down to me.
I stood.

I opened up my neck slits and inhaled deeply.
The world around me pulsed with light and became more alive. I
could see the healthy sections of biocrete and those that needed
care. The skin at my feet glowed in a pool of white light. I wanted
to see how it got here. I concentrated on its smell.

There.

It touched the wall above in a few places. I
saw it falling down between the two sections of the house, touching
one side than the other. Above. It came from up higher. Maybe I'd
have a better chance of getting in on the upper floors. I
considered going back for the flitter-cycle but that'd attract more
attention from the bats. Besides, there were other ways to do
this.

I backed away from the wall out into the
courtyard. Far off to my left Calanthe blazed in reds and yellows
like living flame.

"Brock?"

I ran at the wall. At the last moment I
jumped towards the section on the right. My left foot hit and I
jumped off towards the opposite section. Jumped again, reached up,
and caught the top of the wall. I pulled myself up onto that
section of the roof. In my scent-sight I saw two bats dive towards
me in reckless rage. I tucked and rolled out of their path. White
light exploded around me and I smelled that same faint spicy smell.
Skins crinkled beneath me. The bats flew past.

I stood up. Skins covered this upper deck.
Dozens of them.

 


 



Chapter 4: Offspring

(07:00am Olindan time)

 


I stood on top of the first level of Kelwyn's
home on a sort of biocrete stone garden complete with benches and a
few potted Olindan plants. A pair of glass doors at the back
beneath a sort of porch. Dozens of dried white snake skins lay
scattered around on the black rocks as if sunning themselves. Each
skin at least as large as my leg. But unlike the one I'd found down
below some of these showed arms and heads. And none looked to be as
large as Kelwyn.

"Brock?"

More bats dove at me. I threw myself down
into a roll to get away from them.

"Brock?"

I got to my feet and looked down. Calanthe
stood below. I waved towards the front door. "Go wait by the door!
I'll try to get in up here."

"Okay."

She left. I saw bats spiraling around above.
More were joining those in the air. Time for me to get inside. I
skirted around the pile of skins and ran towards the doors. I heard
the wings of the bats as they swooped toward me like flags snapping
in the wind. I ran faster. The doors didn't have any visible
handles. The bats came within range of my scent-sight, still blurry
but I could just see them flickering in and out of sight. Skins
crunched beneath my feet like so many dried leaves. I dodged around
the largest rocks, jumped over the smaller ones and passed beneath
the porch. I didn't even try to stop. I crashed right into the
center of the doors.

Metal screamed and popped. My shoulder felt
like it'd been hit with a sledge hammer. The door flew open and I
staggered inside, across a hallway and crashed into the wall. In my
scent-sight I saw the diving bats flying past the doors. I turned
around. One crashed into the door frame and screeched. It flopped
on the ground just outside. I pushed away from the wall and walked
over as the last of the bats flew away. The injured one lay on its
back. Black and yellow eyes closed. It shuddered and lay still. The
left wing had been torn almost clean off. Dark red blood poured
from the wound and in my scent-sight the molecules blazed upward
and out, spreading away across the deck and creeping into the
house.

I pushed the doors closed, although they
didn't latch anymore.

So much for a quiet entrance. Whatever was
here must have heard all that racket. My shoulder throbbed but I
didn't think I'd hurt it too badly. I reached beneath my coat and
pulled out my Lottier 45. Although technically a non-lethal weapon,
the needles used to deliver the nanoparalyzers could be deadly at
close range. There'd been times I'd to take advantage of that
feature.

I looked both ways down the hall. Hard to say
which would be best. I opened up my neck slits again and breathed
in deeply. The biocrete hallway glowed faintly. I concentrated on
the white, spicy, dry smell I'd gotten from the skins. A ghostly
shape appeared on my left and slithered away down the hall. Kelwyn
or something else? I turned and followed the scent apparition into
the house.

Down the hallway past dusty-smelling rooms.
At first I couldn't see much of the apparition. A vague misty white
shape moving ahead of me. As I went deeper the smell became
stronger and I could see a bit more of it. A long tail slithering
against the stone. I couldn't make out any details above that yet.
Obviously something shaped like Kelwyn but I couldn't tell if what
I was smelling was him or another snake. The scent led me down a
flight of stairs to the first floor and then turned to lead deeper
into the house. Away from the front door. I hesitated and thought
of going back to let Calanthe in. But if I did that her pheromones
would over-whelm my sense of smell and I'd have more trouble
following this apparition. And I'd have to watch out for her. She
might be able to take care of herself but that wouldn't stop me
from worrying about her.

So I followed the apparition instead. I'd
apologize later.

Deeper in the house must have been cut into
the rock itself but the interior had been finished with biocrete.
So far the whole place looked mostly empty. The only furniture I'd
seen were some biocrete benches. No paintings. No decorations of
any sort. Maybe it'll all been packed up and moved away. If the
place was empty this might not turn out to be of any use. I'd been
sure that Kelwyn would have left behind something, some clue as to
his plans. It was beginning to look like I hadn't given him credit
enough. He had evidently cleared out of here. It didn't look like
he had planned to come back.

I still wanted to see where this scent-trail
led me so I kept following it with my Lottier 45 held ready. The
place was a bigger warren on the inside than I would have thought
but it was cut deeply into the rock. I followed the apparition
deeper past empty rooms and all the while the smell grew stronger.
The shape of the thing clearly matched Kelwyn's appearance on the
his message but I couldn't see enough detail to tell if it was him
or not. I reached a ramp that spiraled down and descended. The
corridor was wide and tall enough to drive a cab through. It took a
long wide spiral as it descended and I started to smell the
Ocean.

The ramp let out into a large natural cavern
far beneath the house. I could see, but only with my scent-sight.
The whole thing glowed in greens and blacks. A cavern bigger than
my house. With the sound of water dripping and falling, each
looking like a faint star as they dropped down. Small waves lapped
at the stone in a pool in front of me. There must be underwater
caves connecting this chamber to the Ocean. Muriel would love this
place. Private Ocean access. I could see why Kelwyn would have
found that useful too. He could have moved supplies in and out of
the cavern without anyone on the surface seeing anything. And he
had the Olindan diving bat colony living upstairs to drive off any
but the most determined.

What had he been doing here?

My apparition stood beside me, as if waiting.
I inhaled and followed the trail. I actually expected the
scent-trail to lead down into the water but it turned instead and
went left around the pool towards the back of the cavern and an
opening there which glowed redly in my normal vision. As I got
closer I could see again. Something back there was giving off
light. And heat. I could feel warmer air pouring from the mouth
which lit everything up even more with a rich yellow sulfurous egg
smell. My stomach grumbled, reminding me that I'd had nothing to
eat this morning and only one Torlian coffee. Not my usual routine
at all.

I held the Lottier 45 ready and followed the
apparition into this new tunnel. It got warmer and after about four
meters opened up into another chamber. The heat ramped up and I
could at last see what was giving off the light. The rocks glowed
red at the back of the cave. Steam poured out of vents making it
hard to see what the cave contained. Obviously volcanic activity
here. But the floor had been cut smooth, same as the tunnel and the
cave outside. So it must have been stable like this for a while.
The apparition had taken on solid form, lying right in front of the
glowing red rocks. No clothes from what I saw.

"Hold it right there," I told the guy. "Don't
move."

He hissed and snapped around, rising up in
front of me, but stood — is stood really the right word? —
chest-high. Like Kelwyn this one had a cobra sort of hood and a
muscular human-like torso, but thin. And small. The snake-like face
looked somehow boyish to me. His scales looked blue, tinged red by
the light from the rocks. His odor gave off the same white sort of
smell that I'd followed down here. This was definitely the
apparition I'd been following.

"Who are you?" I asked.

Black eyes watched me without expression but
his hands came up as if to shield himself from me. "Don't hurt me!
I didn't do anything wrong!"

"Who are you?"

"Blaine. Blaine!"

"Okay, good Blaine. My name is Brock. You
live here?"

"Yes." Blaine lowered his hands a bit.
"You're not going to hurt me, are you?"

I shook my head. "I'm not planning to hurt
you. Answer my questions and I'll leave you alone."

"No!"

I snapped up the Lottier 45, ready to
fire.

Blaine cringed away, hood deflating around
his head, hands out as if they could stop the needles. He peeked
out at me. "Sorry, sorry. I just, well, I don't want to be
alone!"

Oh. Shit. He sounded scared and young. I
lowered the weapon, but was still ready in case this was all some
sort of ruse. "Okay. I'm not going to hurt you. Why are you here if
you don't want to be alone?"

"I didn't know where else to go? I came back
and he was gone!"

"Kelwyn?"

Blaine looked at me. Gave a little nod. He
lowered his arms and turned to face me. "Yes. He left without me. I
didn't know what to do."

"How long ago was this?"

Blaine thought for a minute. "Three weeks?
I'm not sure. It's my fault. He warned me to stay close. He said
that he wouldn't be able to wait. But I didn't listen. I went for a
swim. Stayed out too long. And when I came back he'd left."

"And you've been alone since?"

"Yes."

I thought about the empty house upstairs.
"What have you been eating?"

Blaine flicked his hand at the tunnel. "Fish,
other things I like in the water. I'm a fast swimmer."

"Blaine, I need to know. Do you know where
Kelwyn went? Where he was going?"

"I'm not sure. Space, I think. He mentioned
them."

"Them?"

"The Glittering Throng. He talked about them
a lot." Blaine slid forward a few centimeters. "Oh, and he said
something about his ship. It was going to be ready soon. I
helped."

"Okay." I put away the Lottier 45. I spread
my hands. "Now, Blaine. This might be a hard question. How did you
end up here? With Kelwyn?"

"He saved me." Blaine looked down at his
hands and back up at me. "He said I'd been hurt and he saved me,
made me strong like him." Blaine paused, then said bitterly, "But
then he left me."

I couldn't take Calanthe and Blaine on the
flitter-cycle. It could be reconfigured to carry just about any
species but it couldn't carry all three of us. We'd have to go up
and get a cab. "Do you think that you could show me where he kept
his ship?"

"If I do, will you take me with you?"

"Yes. I'll take you."

Blaine smiled. It looked really awful on him
with his lipless mouth. His tongue flicked out and tasted the
air.

"Come on." I headed back out towards the ramp
leading to the surface. I hadn't gone more than a few steps out
into the larger cavern when I heard a noise ahead. A scuff of a
foot against the biocrete floor. I flattened up against the wall
and motioned Blaine back as well. He pressed himself up against the
rock. I drew my weapon and inhaled deeply. I could see the cavern
ahead with my scent-sight. The far edges faded in and out of
reality but I still got enough from everything to have a sense of
it. And there were three new scents coming from large sources
around the corner from where I stood. Someone moving carefully
through the dark, not using any light but hugging the wall. That
told me two things. One, they already knew the layout of the place,
and two, that they couldn't see in the dark.

I ran out into the cavern as silently as I
could. I heard a startled gasp from one of the men. I turned as I
ran and pointed the Lottier 45 at them. And fired. A sharp puff
from the shot. Then a man — human — who looked blue-green and
smelled of salt collapsed as the needle hit him. I fired again and
hit the second man. He growled, took a step and dropped as
well.

By then the third man opened up with his
weapon. Automatic shots rang out across the cavern. The rapid fire
stitched across the darkness towards me. I only had one option. I
dove into the water. Bullets plunked into the water behind me. I
couldn't see anything. My scent-sight doesn't work unless I'm
breathing and I was blind in the cavern. I hugged the bottom and
waited. None of the bullets found me. They stopped hitting the
water. Then a light appeared in the cavern. It flashed across the
pool and then away. Back. Away again.

I rose up from the water, saw the light
swinging back my way and fired. I threw myself to the side. A brief
burst of automatic gunfire scored the biocrete. Then the shooter
collapsed. I climbed to my feet and walked carefully towards the
fallen men.

Closer up I could see them better by both the
light and smell. All mostly human, but with the beginnings of
snake-like features. Scales across their brows and snake-like eyes.
But they all still had their legs. I kept the Lottier 45 trained on
them just in case the nanoparalyzers weren't as effective against
their modified DNA.

"Blaine?"

His head appeared around the corner first and
then he slithered out into view. "Are they dead?"

"No. You can see them okay?"

"Infrared," Blaine said. "I see everything.
You are very bright."

And in my view Blaine glowed with a white
light as molecules drifted from his body. "You too. Listen, do you
recognize them? It looks like they are also Moreaus."

Blaine lowered his torso closer to the
unconscious men. "I don't think so. I haven't seen them before. Are
they dead?"

"No." I thought of Calanthe waiting up above,
hurt. "Let's get out of here before they wake up."

I hurried towards the ramp. In my scent-sight
I saw Blaine following behind me. It looked a bit unnerving, a
white ghostly snake-figure following me. My apparition made real. I
didn't exactly trust the guy yet but he sounded sincere about
helping. Then he stopped.

I turned around. "What's the problem?"

"I'm afraid to go upstairs."

"Why?" Calanthe was upstairs.

"That's where the others are."

I tried to stay patient. "Others? I thought
you were alone?"

"I am! The others don't like me. They pick on
me. So I stayed downstairs on the warm rocks or went swimming in
the tunnels and the Ocean."

"The place looked empty when I came in. Maybe
Kelwyn took the others with him."

Blaine hissed. "No! They've been there since
he left. Getting meaner all the time. We need to stay away from
them."

I still had the Lottier 45 in my hands. I
lifted it up. "That's fine by me. Let's just get out of here.
Okay?"

"Okay." Blaine didn't sound convinced.

I just hoped we'd get out without attracting
any more attention. I should have known that it wouldn't be that
easy. We hadn't gone that far up the ramp when I heard sounds of a
struggle above — a woman's voice raised in anger. Calanthe! I took
off running up the ramp. I saw that Blaine didn't follow me. I'd
find him later. Right then all I cared about was finding
Calanthe.

At the top of the ramp I burst out into the
long room there and smelled a dry peppery smell on my right. Too
late. I spun around but a head lunged forward at my extended arm. I
caught a glimpse of a snake mouth with two long fangs in an instant
before they pierced my arm. A quick strike in and then out. I swung
at the snake-man but he dodged away. In my scent-sight I could see
several more slithering in a rush across the floor towards me. I
couldn't catch a scent of Calanthe. I thumbed the Lottier 45 to
auto, ignoring the burning in my arm, and sprayed needles at the
snake-men. I turned in a circle as I did casting needles all around
me. As quick as they were they couldn't dodge all of the needles.
The snake-men — and two snake-women — collapsed limply to the
floor. I stood in the circle and took a deep breath in. My
scent-sight picked up a trace of something scarlet and smelling of
roses that could be Calanthe right at the edge of my range towards
the right. Back towards the front door.

My right arm throbbed painfully. It felt hot.
I switched the Lottier 45 to my left hand and ignored the pain. I
might be poisoned but first I had to find Calanthe. And Blaine, so
that I could track down Kelwyn. And at this rate I'd need another
Torlian coffee before long.

I walked past the sleeping bodies, stepping
carefully over them. Captain Brice would be so happy to have
suspects to question. "Blaine?"

I heard rustling from the archway leading to
the ramp. Blaine came out. He stared for a long time at his fallen
kin.

"Blaine! My friend is up here. We need to
find her."

Blaine flicked around and his lidless eyes
fixed on me. "They're sleeping?"

"Right. Come on, they can't hurt you now and
won't wake up for a while." I headed down the corridor. Calanthe's
scent increased. It was her. I recognized the complex flavor of her
scent. As we got closer I saw her running. The white apparitions of
the snake-people chased her. Their scents intermingling. Then,
there, just ahead in a doorway I saw her lying on the floor. I ran
ahead through the insubstantial scent images to her side. I put
away the Lottier 45 and crouched down beside her. Two punctures on
her arm, just below the elbow leaked blood and angry red lines
radiated out from the injury. With my scent-sight I saw two more
dark red points of mist rising from her inner thigh. I looked
closer and saw the blood there, almost hidden by her black pants.
Blaine slithered up behind me.

I turned to face him. I felt sweat on my
forehead. "What's this poison? Can you help?"

"I don't know," Blaine said. "Are you going
to die? Is she?"

"Not if I can do anything about it." I
reached into my pocket and brought out my tablet. I called Captain
Brice.

"Brock! You'd better have —"

"Captain, I've found someone that can help.
Get here." I gave him the location. "We've been poisoned. I need
medical help."

"Don't go anywhere," he warned.

Like I planned to. I pocketed the device. I
looked up at Blaine. He was much smaller than the others. Now that
I'd seen them I had a sinking feeling. "How old are you,
Blaine?"

"Ten."

A kid. Kelwyn had transformed a kid.

"How did Kelwyn find you?"

"I was on a Cautarian passenger liner. My
mother got sick. She died. They said that I needed to work off her
medical debt. I came down to the surface with the cook looking for
supplies but I ran away. I hid out. I wanted to get on a ship that
would take me home but then I got sick. Kelwyn found me and brought
me here." Blaine looked down at his hands. "He changed me."

My arm burned. I grimaced and the dizziness
increased. I sank to the floor. Blaine wavered above me. "Don't go
anywhere. The police will be here to help."

Blaine's hood flared out. "Kelwyn said to
stay away from the police. They'd give me back to the
Cautarians!"

"He lied. Don't worry about that just tell
them you want to stay with me." My vision blurred. I felt very
tired even though I could tell my heart was racing. "Stay."

 



Chapter 5: Off the Case

(09:00am Olindan time)

 


Captain Brice blocked my way from the
hospital room. "You're not going anywhere, Brock! You're done! Off
the case."

I'd woken up here after having been treated
for the poisoning. Behind the Captain, Blaine crossed his arms and
tried to look away. I'd been told that he supplied the venom
necessary to produce the anti-venom that saved my life and
Calanthe. I owed the kid.

"Fine. You still can't keep me here." I
couldn't very well shove him out of the way. That'd just give him
an excuse to lock me up again.

"Look, I only came here so you could talk to
the kid and tell him to cooperate with us."

"I'm not his boss."

"He says he'll only talk to you!" Captain
Brice took a step closer. He smelled of sweat and frustration. It
poured down from his forehead like a veil. "Tell him."

I smiled. "I've got a better idea. I'll talk
to him and continue my own investigation. If I find out anything
that can help you I'll pass it on."

"I've got four more deaths," Brice said.
"Four people murdered by this mutation ray! The last happened right
out in the open on a street. A man walking his dog started
screaming. Witnesses said it looked like he was being turned inside
out."

"And the more time we stand here arguing the
longer it's going to be to find Kelwyn and shut him down. Let me
work, Captain!"

I almost thought I had him but right then
doctor Reaba showed up. She's Centaurian, human but a bit
different. Descended from the first interstellar human colonies
around Alpha Centauri, her people adapted to life underground and a
communal style of living. Short, hairless, albino and blind. She
smells like a fresh-baked lemon meringue pie. She uttered a series
of clicks as she entered the room and stopped.

"What is this? Patients should be in
bed."

"Sorry Doc, we've got a guy holding the
planet hostage. I've got to stop him."

"You risk cardiac damage if you do not stay
in bed!"

That made me hesitate. "I thought you treated
me for the poison?"

Dr. Reaba pressed her small hands together in
front of her chest. "I did. However, poison continues to circulate
in your system. It takes time for the antivenin to bind and flush
your system."

"Thanks, Doc. I appreciate that but I can't
stay here." I looked at the Captain. "And yet again someone has
tried to kill me. I'm not going stay here and risk someone coming
after me in my bed."

Dr. Reaba's lips pressed together. Then she
uttered a string of clicks. "Fine. I'll discharge you but I will
note it was over my protests. Don't come here if you have a heart
attack."

"I'll be fine," I assured her. "Captain?"

"Damn it, Brock! Fine. Get some answers out
of the kid. Call me before you do anything else stupid!"

The Captain spun around and stormed from the
room leaving behind a slowly fading scent-trail. Doctor Reaba
didn't say anything else as she left the room too. I looked at
Blaine.

"How're you doing?"

His arms dropped to his side. That sour-milk
smell seemed like fear. "You nearly died! They said Kelwyn's
threatening to kill everyone on the planet! Is it true?"

"'Fraid so. That's why it's important that we
find him. We need to get over to the spaceport. If we identify his
ship then we can trace where it went when it left the surface. But
we don't have much time. He's killing people every hour until his
demand is met."

"He wants to join the Glittering Throng,"
Blaine said.

"He told you about that?"

"Yes. He said he was as smart as any of them.
That we were his first children, the first members of a new
species. We'd all be welcome among the Galactics once they learned
what he could do."

"Well, I think he's going to be disappointed.
The Galactics aren't going to allow him to join the Glittering
Throng."

"Couldn't they stop him?"

"Yes, if they wanted to but I doubt that they
even care what happens here. They don't interfere."

Doctor Reaba reappeared in the doorway
holding a tablet. She uttered another series of click and then
orientated her position towards us. A sort of echo-location. "Mr.
Marsden? I have your discharge forms here."

"Thank you." I took the tablet. Standard
legalize. I signed the form agreeing that I had left the hospital
over the advice of my doctor. I gave it back. "You know what, Doc?
You smell fantastic."

A small smile flickered on her lips.
"Flattering me won't help you. Be careful."

"I will. Blaine, let's go." I was part way
down the hallway before I thought about how we'd be getting to the
spaceport. "Did anyone bring my flitter-cycle to the hospital?"

"I don't know," Blaine said. "I rode with the
police. You and the lady were in an ambulance."

Calanthe. In my rush to get out I hadn't even
thought about her. I stopped and looked back down the hallway. I
should go back. Check on her, but I knew she'd been treated as
well. Going back would just use time we didn't have.

"We'll call a cab. I can have someone from
the office go retrieve the flitter-cycle."

I called the cab company first. As we entered
the elevator to the roof I called the office. Muriel answered.

"Brock! Where are you?"

"Leaving the hospital now."

"Hospital?" I could hear the tension in her
voice.

"Yeah. Look, my flitter-cycle got left at
Kelwyn's old place." I sent her the address. "Do you think you can
have Dyami get it and bring it over to the spaceport? I'll meet him
there."

"Of course." Silence for a moment. "He's on
his way. What did you find at Kelwyn's?"

"Help and trouble. But it's okay. The bad
guys are in custody. I've got a young man here, Blaine, that knows
something about Kelwyn's plans. We're going to try to track how he
left the planet."

"I might be ahead of you there. Shanley
uncovered the name of a shuttle registered to Kelwyn. The
Ouroboros, classified as a standard cargo shuttle. It'd only get
him up to orbit or to the moons. Nothing more than that."

"Great. Tell Shanley I owe him."

"Do you want me to come with Dyami?"

"No." I said that too quickly, thinking of
the attempts on my life already. "Keep digging. See what else you
can uncover about Kelwyn. Let me know if there's anything
useful."

"I will. Brock, be careful, will you?"

"Always," I said lightly. "Love you."

"You too," she whispered.

The call disconnected as we reached the roof.
I checked the time. Just after 9:00 AM now. This whole business
only started five hours ago. And I'd been out for about an hour of
that time. The elevator doors opened and I led the way outside.
Blaine stuck beside me, saying nothing. A flitter-cab sat straight
ahead in the designated landing zone. I hurried towards it. As I
got closer I saw the driver turn sideways and his hand came up
holding something. A weapon. I heard the first shot and moved
quickly to the side. Another shot whizzed through the air past
me.

I kept moving but glanced back. Blaine lay
flat on the roof. He didn't move. I didn't smell blood and there
wasn't any sign of it to my scent-sight. I smelled something
pungent and tart, his fear oozing out across the roof in a thin
sickly yellow color against his usual white odor.

A biocrete bench provided meager shelter from
the shooter but I took it. Best I'd get at the moment. I peeked up
and took a look. The cab hadn't moved. In fact the shooter had
opened the door and was behind it, using it as a shield. Wind blew
across the roof-top. The Lottier 45 wouldn't be the best weapon in
these conditions. With the wind and distance the needles wouldn't
reach the shooter. I needed to be a lot closer.

Best way to do that? Do the unexpected. I
rose and rolled over the bench. More shots missed. I sprinted
across the rooftop towards the cab. I didn't dodge. I ran full
speed right at him. The gun steadied. Aimed right at me. I twisted
to the side and the first shot flew past me, missing only by an
inch or so. I took the next stride wide and twisted the other way.
Another shot missed.

I was close enough that I could smell
something from the man. Faint, being carried away by the wind, but
a rough alcohol smell seeped from his pores. Not a profession
killer. Most likely just a cabby with a gun. Hired to kill him.

Close enough.

I brought up the Lottier 45 and fired. The
needle hit him in the throat. He coughed and slumped behind the
door. I ran right up to the door with my weapon ready and eased
around.

The man lay unconscious on the landing pad
with his pistol beside him. A nasty-looking piece, all sharp
angles. Small, though. Sort of thing that would be easy to hide. I
picked it up and slipped it into my coat pocket. Then I went back
to Blaine.

He stirred as I approached and pushed himself
up. His tongue tasted the air. He still smelled scared.

"It's fine," I told him. "He's unconscious
but we need to go."

"How did he know to find us here?"

"I don't know. Kelwyn must be monitoring
communications on some level. We need to get moving before Kelwyn
targets us with his Dumpty ray." I felt an itch between my shoulder
blades like someone was behind me. Watching.

Nothing happened when we got into the cab. I
left the cabby lying unconscious on the hospital roof. I'd really
rather have my flitter-cycle than the cab. I couldn't even open the
windows on the cab. It made me feel very closed in. Blaine settled
into the back and lay down. Poor kid was probably exhausted. It
bothered me that several times now Kelwyn had sent someone to kill
me. At least I still assumed it was Kelwyn. Other people might want
me dead but the timing made it more likely that Kelwyn knew I was
on the case and wanted to stop me. So far his attacks with the
Dumpty ray appeared to be random people with no connection to
Kelwyn. I didn't want to hold still long enough for him to target
me.

The hospital I'd been in was located in the
scab district. It was going to take time to get across the city and
then out to Spaceport Island. It's off the coast of the largest
island in the Olindan chain. It's also a somewhat artificial
island. What started as a maze of sand islands just under or just
above the water had been transformed into a large irregular
circular island of biocrete slowly expanding outwards. While we
flew I turned on the news.

Wide-spread panic and riots had started
across the city as news of the threat leaked out. Two Shey
fishermen had been attacked evidently because of their somewhat
reptilian appearance. Idiots. The Shey were harmless simple people.
Pacifists. And not really snake-like at all. Scaled, sure, but
humanoid with wide webbed feet and hands. Big eyes and wide mouths.
I probably had met the Shey attacked. I'd gone with Subha before to
ask for DNA samples — which they happily provided. Subha used
elements of their DNA in some of her own modifications. Angry now,
I turned off the news.

From up here I couldn't see most of the
problems but I did see two police flitters dive towards the city
with flashing lights. Kelwyn would have a lot to answer for when I
finally caught up to him.

Eventually I left the main island and flew
out over the Ocean. Other than a scattering of islands and the ice
at the poles the Ocean continues on in all directions covering
ninety percent of Olinda. In the 700 years since the first colonies
visited the world much of the world hasn't been explored. The area
around the main island chain but little beyond that. There are some
relatively shallow 'seas' — areas that perhaps could be considered
continents if the sea level decreased. I know scientists speculate
that historically much more ice would have been locked up in the
poles and on those continents but the planet is only now slowly
coming out of a greenhouse phase. As it cools perhaps more surface
will be revealed.

Right now all I cared about was ahead of me,
on the horizon. The spaceport. Olinda's gateway to the universe and
where I hoped we'd get our first break in tracking down Kelwyn.

 



Chapter 6: Spaceport

(10:00am Olindan time)

 


My first order of business at the spaceport?
Torlian coffee. Fresh. Made right there by fourth generation
Torlians. The cafe was busy today when I walked in, followed by
Blaine. Behind the counter stood two larger Torlians. Yellow to my
eyes, well over seven-feet tall with long bony crests rising from
the back of their heads. Big hard black beaks on their faces. Their
arms are small but nibble and somehow they manage to keep from
knocking everything over with their long balancing tails. Purplish
mist dripped from their skin. That came from the oily secretions
that kept them looking shiny. I stood in the line to wait. The
whole place was alive with colors from the various beverages. I
loved coming into places like this. I inhaled deeply and could see
the whole place around me. It was beautiful. Too bad I couldn't
just kick back and rest.

"Shouldn't we be going to find out about the
ship?" Blaine asked.

"Aren't you hungry? It's still early and I
don't know about you, but I haven't eaten all day."

"Yes, but—"

"Good. We'll grab something here to go." I
hesitated. "What do you eat?"

Blaine wavered back and forth as he studied
the menu. "Fish is fine. Uncooked, if they have it."

"They probably do." When our turn came the
Torlian at the counter clacked her beak at me and brought her head
down to eye-level.

"Brock, Brock! What's Brock doing out here?"
Esbeth sounds human-enough. Given the number of humans on the
planet Esbeth learned to speak to them without a translator.
Mostly.

"Tracking someone, Esbeth. Have you seen a
man in here, looks somewhat like this young guy but bigger?"

Esbeth swung her head around to study Blaine.
Torlians are nearsighted. Her crest waggled back and forth. "Yes,
Brock. You saw a being like this one many other times. This being
the man Brock tracks?"

"That's right. When did you last see
him?"

"You last saw this being three weeks ago and
you didn't like him."

Did I mention she still has a few issues with
pronouns? "Why didn't you like him?"

Esbeth blinked big dark eyes. In my
scent-sight I could see the pair of women behind us were getting
impatient. "You thought he was rude."

"Okay, thank you. Can we get a Torlian
coffee, a sausage breakfast muffin and a raw fish if you have
any?"

"Of course, Brock!" Esbeth clacked something
away in Torlian to the others working. "You are glad to see
Brock."

"Me too."

The food and coffee came up quickly. I
thanked Esbeth and we headed back out into the bright sunny day.
The cafe opened onto the outside of the main terminal building as
well as the interior to serve people on both sides. I walked over
to a nearby biocrete bench and sat down. Blaine slithered up beside
me. I took my muffin from the bag and handed the bag with the fish
over to him. He took it and peered inside, his tongue flicking
out.

"Great! I love these."

I sipped my coffee. Scalding hot. Perfect.
"Glad to hear it."

I would've looked away when he ate the fish
but with my scent-sight that wasn't really possible. One of the
drawbacks. I see all around me, all the time. Full-field vision. It
has advantages but it also meant I could see him unhinge his jaw
and swallow the raw fish whole. I tried not to think about it and
bit into my spicy breakfast muffin instead. Hot grease rushed
across my tongue. Wonderful.

"Okay. So you came out here with Kelwyn,
right?"

Blaine held up his hand. The visible lump in
his throat moved a bit further down. "Ah, yes."

"Okay. We're going to go check out his hangar
for anything that he might have left behind. I'll also want to talk
to the flight controller about any flight plans he filed. And keep
an eye out for a big Eyotan with orange and black stripes. He
should have my flitter-cycle."

"Sure, okay."

I finished off the muffin and stood up.
"Ready?"

"Yesss."

The spaceport is a high-security area. No
unauthorized intrusions into the airspace. Perimeter defenses. Only
one safe approach and anyone wanting to access the port needs to go
through the main terminal security. I declared the weapons I
carried as I entered. The Lottier 45 and the gun the cabby used
went into a security box and then off to port security for storage.
If I decided to book a flight the box would be sent to the
appropriate flight. Assuming Kelwyn was in orbit that might be my
next step if I could narrow down his location.

The terminal itself looks like many other
terminals with wide corridors and art from a number of diverse
worlds. The Olinda Spaceport handles a great deal of traffic so the
place bustled with travelers. Some human, many not, all Rim species
as far as I saw. I kept my Euzebian neck slits tightly closed to
damp down the odors as much as possible. The concourse provided a
wide range of shopping opportunities but the only one with blatant
advertising was Chatha Toys, one of the few chains on Olinda. He
used a variety of archaic — but effective methods — to attract
business. I found him disturbing. He always wore a clown suit with
baggy yellow pants, a red and white striped shirt with one blue
sleeve and one green sleeve. For hair he had an enormous
three-lobed pile of purple curls. The finishing touch? A white
smiling humanoid mask with a red nose. But none of it hid the fact
that Chatha looked like a deep-space mummified monster. And I knew
for a fact that he preyed on emotions. I couldn't wait to get away
from the waving holographic version in front of the store. Too
creepy.

Past the main shopping area the terminal
divided off into passenger wings and commercial wings. I slowed.
"Which way?"

Blaine pointed down the commercial concourse.
"That way, I think."

As we went the concourse became more
utilitarian and generic. Bureaucratic in that dry efficiency-driven
approach revealed in the sorts of vendors on display. Shipping and
transport. Various professional services. Financial institutions
including the ever-present Galactic Bank — not that the bank
actually had anything to do with the Glittering Throng. These days
the word galactic tended to be associated with all sorts of
businesses wanting to imply their superiority. Kids even use
galactic as a slang word, as in, that was a galactic catch.
Annoying, but I've handled a case before from the Galactic Bank and
I was paid well and on time.

A robotic tender glided down the other side
of the concourse spraying down the biocrete. A faint blue mist
smelling slightly of the Ocean rose around the big hemispherical
device. Travelers moved aside as the robot passed.

"Please mind your step," the robot said. "The
floors may be slippery."

Right. Blaine eventually led me to a berth
access hatch. He pointed at the closed doorway. "I think his hanger
was through there."

I walked up to the big double doors. Clearly
secured. No information about what might be on the other side, if
anything. I took a slow sip of my Torlian coffee, savoring the
taste as it burned along my nerves while I considered our problem.
We needed to get out, to the other side of those doors. But with
security being what it was, I wasn't sure I had what might be
needed.

Sometimes, the easiest problems are the ones
that I don't have to solve myself.

I took out my com and called Captain Brice.
He picked up immediately . "Brock? What?"

"I'm at the spaceport standing in front of
the doors that lead to a hangar rented by Kelwyn. According to my
pal Blaine this is where he kept a shuttle. Muriel found records
indicating that Kelwyn owned a shuttle call Ouroboros."

"Don't touch anything! I'll be there with a
warrant in thirty minutes. Park it somewhere. Drink some of that
shit you like so much."

I raised my cup. "Doing that already."

Brice killed the connection. I gestured
towards some of the seats lined up along the concourse. "We
wait."

I took a seat facing the doors next to a
biocrete pillar. Blaine slithered up onto the seats and stretched
out, taking three of them for himself. He propped himself up on his
elbows.

"So you're like a private detective?"

"That's right."

"Why don't you work for the police?"

"I do, sometimes. They hire me as a private
consultant. Mostly it's about being your own boss. My partners and
I work well together. We decide what cases we take and we get paid
a decent amount for the work. The police have a lot of different
roles, they don't get to focus on investigating like we do. They
also enforce the laws. That's very different."

Blaine nodded. "Back home the police made up
the laws. That's partly why my mother booked the passage with the
Cautarians. She wanted to go someplace better. But then she got
sick."

"I'm sorry."

Blaine's hood spread out and collapsed. "The
Cautarians didn't like me much. They bit me when I didn't do things
fast enough. I couldn't wait to get away."

I knew of the Cautarians. Small, about
Blaine's size, with short dense yellowish fur and a mouth full of
sharp pin-head sized teeth. Six eyes, if I remember correctly, that
let them see a full three-hundred and sixty degrees. Not really
bipedal but they tended to sit up in order to free their hands for
work. Pack-mentality and notorious for their short tempers.

"I understand that." I studied the door. I
didn't see any signs of weakness. It didn't matter. Once Captain
Brice showed up he'd have a warrant and the door would open as if
by magic.

Blaine sighed.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing." His tone suggested otherwise.

"Blaine, what is it? Are we on the wrong
track?"

"No." Again the hesitation, but then he
continued. "It's just, well, Kelwyn helped me. He got me away from
the Cautarians. He made me stronger and made sure that they
wouldn't recognize me."

"I can see that. Do you have any family we
could contact? Let them know you're okay?"

"No. My father was executed when I was a baby
for talking out about the government. There's no one left since my
mother died." Blaine shook but his eyes remained dry.

It didn't matter. I could smell the sadness
pouring off him like a pale gray mist that smelled of tears. He
might not have tear ducts but he was crying. I sipped my coffee and
let him have his moment.

Captain Brice and a whole gaggle of police
stormed into the concourse a half-hour later. The Captain's face
looked tight and angry. A thin stick-like humanoid alien with limbs
that looked like nothing but bones scrambled to stay in front of
the Captain. The alien wore a blue tunic and a badge showing it to
be a spaceport employee. The only thing animated about the alien
was the wide face and large pale eyes. It smelled like lavender,
but I couldn't put that in any sort of emotional context. Going on
body language I'd say it was scared, but there was no way to really
know. Interesting, mainly because I didn't recognize the species.
With all the Rim worlds out there that was hardly a surprise.

I stood as Brice got close. Blaine slithered
off the chairs and took up position behind me. "Captain, glad you
could make it." I tipped my coffee cup at the doors. "No one's gone
through the doors since we've been here."

"Good." Brice scowled at the alien and shook
a tablet at it. "Go on! You've seen the warrant. Open it up!"

The bony-looking alien looked my way.
Nervous? I still couldn't tell. Then it barred rather pointy teeth
at me in a look that made me want to reach for my Lottier 45. I
didn't. No telling what it was doing, maybe it meant for that to be
a smile. Prudence paid off. The alien walked with its weird
disjointed gait over to the door. It touched the locking panel and
quickly entered a code using both hands. The big doors swung slowly
inward.

"Go! Go see! Empty, as I said!" The alien
spat the words out. "Left weeks ago!"

I was at the doors as Brice went through —
ignored his scowl — and we walked through together with the police
officers behind us. Bright sunshine poured down from above. The
doors opened into a large round hangar with a roll-back roof
currently retracted. But the hangar wasn't empty. Retracted
gantries and a large control booth sat against the far wall. Along
another wall floated several empty cargo pallet cars. Everything
that a trading shuttle needed to ship cargo to or from orbit. The
only thing missing was the Ouroboros herself. I didn't smell any
chalky biocrete dust. The whole area looked healthy to my
scent-sight. One area near the middle looked a bit brighter. An
oblong sort of shape, narrower at one end and rounded at the other.
Blaine slithered up beside me. The police officers fanned out
across the hangar to secure everything.

I headed for the control booth and wasn't
surprised at all that the Captain stayed right with me. At least he
hadn't kicked me out. Yet. A couple officers accompanied us.

Closer to the middle of the hangar I realized
that the difference in the biocrete was because that section was
more active. It must be recovering from being shadowed by the
Ouroboros.

"The shuttle was here for quite a while
before it launched," I said.

Brice glanced at me but didn't slow his pace.
"Why do you say that?"

I explained about the color difference.

"Fascinating," Brice said. "And what does
shit look like to you?"

"Depends on the species."

He shook his head and almost — almost! —
laughed.

One of the officers with us, a mature woman
with a tanned leather face and deep laugh lines around her eyes
suddenly stopped. "Captain—"

I smelled it first. An electrical sort of
smell in the air, coming from what looked like a sunbeam in the
midst of the bright sunny day. A spotlight with the officer right
at the heart. Her mouth opened and she flared with scents. Black
fear shot from her pores and bright red scents of agony crawled
across her skin. Her whole body went rigid and then her head
snapped back, mouth open. Her scream brought the other officers
running. They drew weapons but they couldn't shoot this. Captain
Brice started to reach for her.

"No! Get back! Get under cover!"

Blaine took off across the hangar towards the
control deck. A couple of the police listened and headed back
towards the terminal but more continued to come closer. The Captain
clenched his fists.

The woman's bent over and then there was a
sound of cloth ripping and a burst of dark blood and blood-stained
bone spikes grew out of her back. I pulled off my coat.

"Brice!" I snapped the end of the coat at
him. He caught it and I saw him understand. We ran towards her, the
coat held out between us. It hit her and dragged her out of the
beam. She collapsed at our feet still crying and sobbing.

The electrical smell grew more intense,
stinging my nose. I looked back over my shoulder. The beam was
widening. I grabbed the woman's arm and looked at Brice. "It's
getting wider, we've got to go!"

Brice nodded. He grabbed her other side and
we hauled her up.

"Clear out!" Brice bellowed as we started to
run for the control booth. "Get under cover!"

We carried the officer between us as we ran
towards the control booth. Behind me I could see the beam widening.
Officers scattered but one cutting across the hanger ran right into
the path of the beam that he couldn't see. He screamed and fell to
the ground. Then we had gone far enough that I couldn't pick up any
scent of him and he faded away into the fog that obscured
everything at a distance. With my eyes, I focused on the control
booth and ran.

We made it to the door which slid open
automatically. We carried her inside. There was a couch on one side
of the room. We put her on the couch, on her side with the bony
spines sticking out.

"Blaine? Are you in here?"

I smelled him before I saw him, that dry
snake-like smell. Blaine rose up from beneath the control panels.
He slithered out into the aisle. "What happened to her?"

"Kelwyn did this, with his beam. We need to
get these windows covered. Help me."

I left Brice with her and went to the windows
of the control booth. I couldn't tell where the beam was now but I
could see the other officer down on the ground. He was motionless
and had gained extra limbs. The control booth windows had blinds
which I started closing. Blaine started at the other end. I didn't
know if the blinds would help or not, but it seemed like the best
thing I could do quickly.

Captain Brice rose as I came back. Blaine
curled up at the far end of the booth and watched us.

"How is she?" I asked.

Brice was breathing heavily. He rubbed his
nose. I understood. She smelled of fish and shit and blood. He took
a few steps further away from her. I backed up to give him room. He
shook his head.

"I don't know. Hell, look at her back! But
she's still breathing. Unconscious. That's something."

I turned and looked at the control boards.
"Something here must close that roof. Let's get that done and we
can help your man out there."

The Captain nodded. Together we studied the
boards. Brice found the controls. "Here we are. It's labeled on the
menus."

He tapped the screen. A graphic of the hanger
came up. Brice dragged the roof closed. Outside I heard the sound
of machinery as the roof moved into position. The light dimmed.
Interior lights came on automatically. I eased past Brice and went
to stand over the fallen officer. The bleeding had stopped. I knelt
and looked at her back. Skin was growing up around and between the
spines. Before long it looked like she'd have a sail along her
back. Some species used sails like that for heat regulation or
displays. I checked her pulse, fast but steady. Her body was busy
with the changes so that wasn't much of a surprise. She looked
brighter than most people with lots of molecules floating off. Her
right hand had changed, fingers fusing together into a
three-fingered hand with thick nails. Amazing that so much could be
changed in that instant of exposure. I went back to Brice.
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