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Dedication
For my true love
Which neither time nor space
Can diminish
There should be a rule that a person shouldn't have to visit the scene of a murder first thing in the morning. I shouldn't complain. Sure, I might have stayed up late studying ribosome distributions in Euzebian biology but I didn't have to be the one worrying about whether or not my daughter was still alive. Unlike Howard Winston I hadn't had to get a call that my daughter had been found dead in some downtown alley. Mr. Winston had a friend on the force. Someone thought he should be notified right away. No, I was just the guy that got called by Mr. Winston to find out what the hell had happened to Christina, or Chrissy as she preferred.
I sipped my white Torlian coffee and looked down the alley. I didn't have to go any closer to see what was going on. My eyes aren't exactly human anymore. I've worked on them a bit. Under normal circumstances I can see about twice as well as any human with an unaltered genome. In dim light or at night, however, I can see easily five times better than the standard human. From the mouth of the alley I could see the crowd. Small for this time of the morning, mostly composed of humans. Like most Olindan alleyways this one was mostly well maintained. Not too narrow. The wetlands plants in the drainage strip looked healthy enough. There were two police flitters blocking off the crime scene from the gawkers. Unfortunately that included me. I couldn't see the body from this angle. Maybe I could go above and look down. I sipped the Torlian coffee. I could almost feel the boost running through my veins. Too much and I'd get jittery but this was only my first cup. I didn't have to worry until I reached my third or fourth cup. Today I just might too.
A man moved into view behind the pale blue of the flitter's canopy. I could see him easily enough. Captain Kynan Brice. We'd had dealings before. He didn't much like me. He was a big man with raven black hair and deeply tanned skin. Captain Brice wasn't fat; there was too much muscle beneath his bulk. He stayed in pretty good shape. I knew from Subha that he still dived regularly. He turned my way and I saw him squint. I doubted he could be sure it was me at this distance. I, on the other hand, could see the creases at the corners of his eyes. I decided to make it easy on him and started down the alley.
I saw the instant he recognized me for sure. His eyes widened slightly and he swore under his breath. He said something to the cop beside him and then came out to the police line.
"Well look here." Captain Brice crossed his arms. "It's our very own Detective Moreau. What are you doing here Mr. Marsden?"
I shook my head. "Please, Brock is fine, captain."
"I'm waiting."
I nodded in the direction of the flitter behind him. "There's a body over there, right? Chrissy Winston. Her father is a vice-president over at Galactic Bank, Howard Winston. He's hired me to find out what happened to his daughter."
Captain Brice rubbed his jaw. "How the hell did you find out about this so quickly?"
"I just got the call from Mr. Winston this morning. He had talked to someone we've worked for before. He had been informed by someone about his daughter. Are you going to give me access to the scene?"
I didn't say anything about the fact that Howard Winston, reputable banker, is a large contributor to the police force. He's the sort of man that made it a point of having friends in the right places. I didn't say anything because Brice knew it as well as I did. I just waited politely, sipping my coffee, while he worked it out. I like Brice, I do. I think it's unfortunate that the feeling isn't returned. In fact I think Brice would like nothing better than to lock me up somewhere. If he ever gets the chance I'm sure he'll take it.
This morning, however, he realized that sometimes practicality wins the day. Besides, whether he would admit it or not, he knew that there was a chance that I might be able to help them solve the case. A few times in the past we had managed to set aside our differences and work together on cases. He had to be thinking of that when he stepped to the side with a scowl.
"Fine, Brock. But you touch so much as a fiber and I'll throw you off the case for tampering with evidence – you understand me? Howard Winston be damned."
"I got it."
Brice leaned closer and frowned at my mug. "Are you drinking hot milk?"
"Torlian coffee," I said.
Brice frowned more. "What the hell are you drinking that stuff for?"
One of the things I like about Brice is that he is steadfast and dependable. Once he sets his mind against something there is no force in the universe that will change it for him. Not even the law. On some worlds with less legal emphasis on personal responsibility Torlian coffee is considered to be an illegal stimulant. Olinda's legal system holds that an individual is responsible for their own decisions. For the most part that means that many substances and technologies that are illegal elsewhere are legal on Olinda. Brice doesn't always agree. It's one of the reasons that he doesn't like me.
I slipped past him before he could change his mind and walked around the flitter. I stopped just as soon as I cleared the nose. There was a drop of blood on the biocrete. There was another drop a few inches closer to the building. Then more. Many more. The blood had sprayed out from a doorway alcove in the building wall. The girl laid on the biocrete with her head back and her empty eye sockets gazing right at me with the blank accusations of the dead.
I eased around the spray pattern. I didn't need to get any closer to see details. Not with my eye-sight. Brice nearly stepped on the outer edge of the spray pattern. I reached out a hand to stop him.
"What –"
I pointed at the biocrete.
Brice bent over at the waist, squinted and then he straightened with a scowl. He looked over his shoulder at one of the officers. "Let's get some lights over here before we trample the evidence, okay?"
The officer went to the flitter and started looking inside for the lights.
I didn't care about the lights. For me the scene was illuminated well enough by the early morning light leaking across the city. There were different blood patterns here, layered over one another. They told part of the story of what had happened to Chrissy.
"She must have been coming down the alley last night."
"Why would she do that?" Brice asked. "We figured that her assailants must have dragged her back here from the sidewalk."
I shook my head. "Look at her shoes."
Brock squinted some more. "What?"
He probably couldn't see them clearly back in the alcove. It was still fairly dark there, at least to normal human senses. "Her shoes are polished to a shine. There's no sign of scuffing. If she had been snatched her feet would have dragged. She'd have been lucky to even keep the shoes on her feet. Much less keep them from being scuffed."
"Okay, so she came down the alley." Brice looked down towards the street. "Why would she come down here?"
I pointed up the alley towards the other end. "I think she came down from that end, cutting through the alley."
"Why?"
"Because she's facing that way."
"She could have been turned around."
"Maybe," I said. "But I don't think so. I think she came walking down the alley. When she got to this alcove she was pulled in sideways, killed, and then dropped."
"Why would you think that?"
I gestured up the alley. "Because her footprints come down the alley towards the alcove."
Brice scowled. "That's biocrete. There aren't any prints."
"Biocrete is a living organism, Captain. Like all living creatures it sheds dead cells. This creates a fine layer of dust. The dust normally washes away into the reclamation strips but it hasn't rained yet. Prints that match her shoes are there in that thin layer of dust."
"You can see that?"
I nodded. "If you get one of your officers to get a camera with a strong zoom I'm sure you can get some nice pictures of it."
Brice swore and turned to whisper urgently to one of the other officers.
I took a couple deep breaths and turned my attention back to the body. Men are supposed to be tough. We're always the ones that aren't supposed to be affected by this sort of thing. I consider myself as tough as the next guy but I don't like seeing people like this. Dead is bad enough. Dead and mutilated is worse. There's a profound disrespect in mutilation. To top it off Chrissy Winston wasn't someone dangerous. One quick blow with a blunt object to the right spot and she would have dropped dead in her tracks without knowing what had happened. But that isn't what they had done to her.
Her body was mostly in the alcove. Her right arm was extended out into the alley. Her hands were elegant. Soft but strong looking with bird-like bone structure. She had colored her nails a deep forest green. A deep purple bruise circled her wrist. The bones there looked odd as if someone had squeezed her wrist in a clamp of some sort until the bones splintered and broke. The bruising made it clear that this had happened to her while she was still alive. I let my eyes skip over her head. I wasn't ready to look closely at that yet. There was another dark bruise around her neck. Her shoulders were attractive as well. Small, firm with delicate bones. She was wearing a top with no shoulders. Like her nails it was a deep forest green but there were golden sparkles in the material. It ended just above her midriff. A long darker green leather skirt completed the outfit. The shoes matched. Each of her ankles and her left wrist looked like the right. They had been squeezed until the bones shattered. Dark bruises banded each of her limbs. Chrissy reminded me of Calanthe. Petite and pretty. But she had come down this alley on her own. Why?
I licked my lips and took a couple more deep breaths. The worst violation had happened to her head. Something had precisely cut around her head just above her meticulously formed eyebrows. The entire top of her head along with most of her short black hair had been popped off like the top of a can. It sat a foot or so away from the rest of the body. It looked like someone had sunk into the biocrete until only the top of their head was showing. But it was only the top of Chrissy's head. Her skull had tipped back over her outstretched right arm. The inside of the skull was empty except for a pool of blood that had leaked out onto the biocrete. Her empty eye sockets looked up at me.
My stomach is usually strong. Of course I had been drinking Torlian coffee this morning too. That's probably why it started to get uneasy looking at her scooped out skull. I turned away from the body and nearly ran into Brice. I'd been so focused on what I was doing that I hadn't noticed him approach. In other circumstances that lapse of awareness could have been enough to get me killed. It was enough to get my stomach to settle down. The last thing I wanted to do was vomit Torlian coffee on Brice's crime scene.
"Well? What do you see, detective Moreau?"
I gritted my teeth. Brice thought it was funny to call me that. I am a member of the Moreau Society, I don't deny that. I don't think it is a problem. Brice disagrees. I decided to let it slide. There were more important things going on here.
"She was alive when her brain was removed."
Brice looked a bit paler. I wasn't bothered by his name-calling. Really.
He swallowed. "Why do you think that?"
"The bruises, for one."
"She has bruising on her neck," Brice said. She could have been choked to death before they ever cut into her skull."
"That would have taken too long. He didn't want to wait. She was violently restrained with enough force to break the bones in her wrists and ankles. But her neck isn't broken, just bruised. The blood spray indicates that her heart was still pumping when they cut into her skull. There are holes spaced regularly around the cut on her head. I think they put something on her that cut quickly through the skull. That was pulled off and discarded. There are blood tracks running down her face from the cut and her eyes, nose, and ears. But then something interesting happens. The tracks turn to the right and then actually go towards the top of her head."
Brice pushed his lips together. "What are you saying?"
"I think that after they removed the top of her skull she was still alive. Then they tipped her over and poured her brain out into a container of some sort."
I turned and pointed at a spot near the body. There was another fluid on the biocrete there that was paler than blood. "That is probably the fluid that was in the container. A bit splashed out when her brain fell into the container."
Captain Brice didn't look well. But he wasn't about to be weak in front of me or his officers. He took a couple deep breaths.
"Okay, so they took the brain. We knew that. Why?"
"How should I know?"
"Where were you last night?"
"What?"
Brice took a step closer and his hand fell down to his gun. "I asked you where you were last night."
"You've got to be kidding me."
"You come down here claiming to have been hired by her father. You seem to know an awful lot about what went on in this alley."
"If you'd open your eyes you'd see the same things I've seen. I'm just telling you what I see here."
"So where were you last night?"
"I was at home," I said. "My landlady, Sonya Thornton, can confirm that. She brought me over something to eat."
Brice eased down and took a step back. He rubbed his jaw and nodded. "Fine. We'll check it out. I don't suppose you can tell us which way the perp went when he left the alley?"
I pointed at the door behind the body. "He went in there."
Brice shook his head. "It's locked. Place hasn't been used in years."
"Sorry. The lock is clean. There's no biocrete dust on it. If it hadn't been used in years the door should be covered in the dust. Besides, I can see that the dust on the ground has been disturbed and the blood drips there along the wall lead towards the doorway, not away from it."
Brice waved to the officer that was taking pictures of Chrissy's prints in the alley. "Officer Kelley, come here."
Officer Kelley came over. She was a sturdy-looking woman with a broad, friendly face. She flashed a warm smile at me. I liked her right away. She wasn't what some would consider beautiful but I thought her warmth made her very attractive.
"Hi," I said. "Brock Marsden, private detective."
"Jillian Kelley." Officer Kelley juggled the light and camera so that she could shake my hand. Her grip was like her smile, warm and strong. I wouldn't have minded holding on a bit longer but she was about to drop the light. I let go and caught it before it could escape from her grasp.
"Thanks," she said.
"No problem."
"Officer, if you don't mind?" Brice gestured at the alcove. "I want to take a look at the doorway. Our dear detective Moreau here thinks that the perp went inside."
"You're a Moreau?" Officer Kelley asked with frank interest.
"Yes."
"Maybe we could talk later? I have some –"
"Officer!"
Officer Kelley snapped the light over to the alcove. "Sorry, sir."
Brice took the camera from Kelley and fiddled with the controls. Looking over his shoulder I saw him enhance the contrast and suddenly the dust on the ground was visible on the tiny screen. It was obvious that the door had swung out into the alley. There were even a few blood drops smeared when the door opened again and closed. Brice snapped off several shots and then handed the camera back to Kelley. He spoke into his comm.
"Listen up people. We now think that the perp entered this building. He might still be inside. We're going to go in and search as soon as backup gets here. I want teams surrounding this building and get someone up on the roof. We've got to lock it down now!"
Brice turned to me and jabbed a finger at my chest. "Marsden, you stay out of this."
"I can help."
"I'm not taking a civilian inside. If you get in the way and endanger my people I'll bring you up on charges."
Brice turned to Kelley and told her to finish documenting the scene. They'd have to move the body to get inside through the door. It'd take awhile.
I didn't plan on staying outside either. Brice could complain all he wanted but I had to see what was inside there. Besides if he did try to lock me up he'd have to deal with Howard Winston. I didn't think he was ready to take that chance yet.
I'll give it to captain Brice's people. They are efficient when they set their minds to it. While teams deployed around the building those at the murder scene worked steadily to document the body. Kelley did most of the photography. I stayed back out of the way and nursed my Torlian coffee. It was starting to get cold despite the mug's insulation. I thumbed the dial and the heating element warmed up the liquid. Much better. Nothing is worse than cold, congealed Torlian coffee.
Medics arrived in another flitter which drifted down out of the sky like a falling leaf. They settled down up the alley and brought over a stretcher and body bag. When captain Brice gave the word they bagged the body and carried it out. The officers gathered for the entry moved up. They wore armor made from galactic material technology. Nearly impenetrable by most modern weapons. I knew from experience that it hardly weighed anything. It was like a lot of the technology gleaned from the galactics – mysterious and defying explanation. Of course to everyone's shame it was simply, according to the galactic civilizations at least, because humans and other 'inferior' species were less intelligence. So far all of the data gathered indicated that it was true. The myriad of species that made up the Glittering Throng, as the galactic civilizations were called, really were more intelligent than humans, Torlians, and all of the others. I'd spent more time on the problem than most and it seemed pretty clear to me. Our neocortex is six layers deep and hosts over thirty trillion connections – but one of the lesser members of the Glittering Throng might have a neocortex or its equivalent with three hundred trillion connections. The math was clear. They simply were smarter than us.
Captain Brice waved at the officers with the tools to open the door to move up. I shook off thoughts of the Glittering Throng. Right now there was a cold-blood murderer to catch. I pulled my own weapon but kept it at my side in my coat. A Lottier 45 firing nanoparalyzers coded to over 150 Rim species. There was always a chance that the initial penetration by the projectile might cause a fatal wound but the Lottier was considered to be the safest weapon available. As long as the target was one of the coded species. Anyone else it might just piss them off. Brice and his men carried Lottiers as well but they only had the standard service-issue, a 25 with a third as many species.
The officers with the door cracker moved up. They jammed the tip in between the door and the frame and activated the device. There was a high-pitched whining noise followed by squealing metal and the door popped open. The officer deftly caught the cracker and stepped back to allow those with the guns to move up into position. It was dark inside the building, at least to the police because they snapped on their lights.
"Wait," I called out.
Brice held up a hand then looked over his shoulder. "What?"
I pointed with my free hand. "There's blood on the floor."
Brice pointed his light down and spotted the drops scattered on the floor inside the door. He eased to the side and motioned his people to do likewise. Once they were out of the way he snapped his finger. Kelley moved up and snapped off some quick shots of the pattern. I walked up behind her.
"He stopped to clean off his instruments," I said.
She looked over her shoulder and tried a weak smile.
Brice jabbed a finger at us. "You stay here. The rest of you let's start the sweep."
Kelley eased inside as the team moved further into the building. She took some more pictures. I followed and walked further inside.
The place was huge and decaying inside. It had been left alone for a long time. There were holes in the floors above. Ahead towards the street there was a large atrium space that reached up through the floors, probably to the roof. The windows were all covered so it was dark except for the officers' flashlights. I could see the space clearly enough but I doubted they could see much beyond their lights. I started to follow.
"Mr. Marsden," Officer Kelley said. "The captain told you to wait here."
I smiled at her. "I'll be careful. Besides, they can't see worth shit in here. I'm far more likely to spot someone."
Kelley flicked her light around us. "You can see in this?"
"Yes. I have an increased number of rods and cones in my eyes as well as modified pupils and a tapetum lucidum which helps me see in the dark."
"That's why your eyes are glowing?" Her voice sounded a bit unsettled.
I smiled. "Exactly."
Her expression changed to one of wonderment. "I can't wait until we have a chance to talk more."
"I'm looking forward to it as well. I have to warn you, though Officer –"
"Call me Jillian, please."
"Jillian. If you're thinking of becoming a Moreau you'd better be careful about it. Your captain doesn't approve. He thinks Moreaus are nothing but junkies."
"I'll keep that in mind," she said.
I turned and followed the officers deeper into the building. There was a good deal of dust but it didn't hold prints. The dust here was light and tended to fly up and settle back down to the ground. It was hard to get any idea of which way people had gone. I doubted the murderer left any tracks I could follow and there wasn't any more blood.
"He stopped to clean his tools so we couldn't follow."
Jillian joined me. "What?"
"It's like I tried to tell your captain. The murderer came inside then stopped and cleaned off his instruments. He knew that the dust wouldn't leave tracks."
"So how do we figure out which way he went?"
I considered the problem. If I were the murderer, carrying tools and the container with Chrissy's brain which way would I go? The roof offered one avenue of escape if he had a flitter up there. But a flitter might be seen by someone one, particularly on an abandoned building like this. The other option would be to go down. Use the aqueduct tunnels. That felt right. The murderer could have come up the tunnels and departed the same way. Easier than going up and down flights of stairs and no one would be likely to notice.
"I think he probably went down. There could be an aqueduct tunnel under this building, right?"
"I don't know," Jillian said. "It'd make sense if there were."
"Let's check it out."
"Let me tell the captain first."
"Do you have to?"
Jillian gave me a look as she activated her comm. "Captain, officer Kelley here."
"Go ahead."
"Detective Marsden thinks the perp might have gone underground. He wants to check it out. Should I go with him?"
Brice swore over the comm. "Sure, fine. Keep him out of trouble and radio if you find any sign of the perp. Do not engage. Do you understand me? Call for backup and wait."
"Understood."
Kelley smiled at me. "Let's go."
I looked around and pointed off to the side where there was a stairwell. "That way."
We moved off together. I watched the floor for signs anyone else had gone this way but there was nothing in the wispy dust to tell one way or another. It blew about us in clouds. When I looked back there was no trace of our passage either.
A scream shot through the darkness behind us. I spun around, bringing up my Lottier and saw a flashlight ascend rapidly up into the atrium. There was a loud flapping noise and then the flashlight fell, tumbling end over end towards the ground. As far away as we were I couldn't even tell for sure what was happening. There was another officer standing in the atrium swinging his flashlight around. I started running towards him and knew deep in my gut that I was going to be too late.
I yelled as I ran. "Turn it off! Turn the light off!"
Something swooped down out of the atrium. I saw a dark blur of motion then it crashed into the officer. The light spun away and smashed against a pillar, going out. My eyes were adapting to the low illumination. It was easier to see without the lights. Something dark and large crouched on the officer. He screamed in short frantic pants. I heard a wet tearing noise and then he was quiet. I took aim and fired but too late. The shape sprang upwards into the air with the officer dangling in its grasp. Shrill noises that could have been laughter floated down out of the atrium. The noise was picked up and repeated. It sounded like a classroom of children up in the dark laughing at us. I skidded to a stop, dimly aware that Brice was yelling over the comm Jillian held, demanding explanations.
"We have to get out of here," I said. I recognized that laughter. We were all in trouble.
With my dark-adapted eyes I could see other eyes up there. Eyes which dimly glowed in the faint illumination which seeped in through cracks in the window coverings. Lots of eyes looked down at me and the laughter continued. I turned to Jillian and pushed her back towards the door.
"Move! Get out of here!"
Police officers ran towards us. Their flashlights were too bright and I had to cover my dark-adapted eyes. I waved them at the door. "Out! Get out!"
I felt a wind ruffle my hair and I dropped to the ground, rolling. As I stopped I saw two of our attackers sweep down at Jillian. Her mouth opened in a small 'o' of surprise. They caught her arms and swept her back, flying on either side of a pillar. Helpless to do anything else I closed my eyes at the last second. I heard her scream and then a wet-tearing sound followed by more of that crazed child-like laughter. When I opened my eyes a second later Jillian's armless torso lay at the bottom of the pillar.
There were more screams around me and I saw two more flashlights spin off into the darkness. Once more I sensed movement and I rolled. A shape skimmed above the spot I had just occupied. I lunged up and caught furry ankles. I slammed him against the ground. He jerked and kicked then lay still. I picked up my Lottier and looked up. Glowing eyes looked back at me and I fired. A hit from a Lottier 45 in the face could be fatal. I picked two more targets and fired. Three bodies dropped out of the air and hit the floor. Hard.
The remaining police rallied and joined me in the atrium. Their flashlights stabbed upwards and guided their shots. Captain Brice ended up beside me. He held his light and gun steady. I put a hand on his shoulder.
"Turn off the flashlights! You're making it easier for them."
Brice didn't look at me. "What the hell is going on?"
"Nosferans, captain."
One of the officers with us swore. Brice glanced at me. "You can't be serious."
The nosferans' laughter filled the building.
"Turn the lights off. Now!"
Brice grimaced and flicked the switch. The other officers didn't. I stepped away from the group and kept looking up. Nosferans silently dived out of the building's upper reaches. They stayed outside the lights. I raised my Lottier and fired. The police fired but I doubted any of their shots hit. Then I heard wings flapping behind me. I turned. I'm fast but with the shooting I heard them too late. Two nosferans grabbed my arms and flew me right at the police. They scattered and the nosferans, laughing, carried me up into air.
That wasn't the first time I've found myself suspended between a couple nosferans. They labored hard to gain altitude. Nosferans are a frail, light-weight species which evolved in a lower-gravity environment. Working together they could lift a man but I could hear their harsh pants as they struggle to climb higher. They'd only fly high enough to ensure that the fall would be enough to take me out of commission and then they would drop me. I didn't plan on giving them the chance. I dropped my Lottier, twisted my wrists and grabbed onto their ankles.
Both nosferans screeched and kicked their legs. Their struggles only made it more difficult for them to fly. They gave up climbing and headed for the open walkway which spiraled up the abandoned atrium. It was clear they expected to clear the waist-high wall and leave me to smack into the biocrete. An ordinary human wouldn't have had a chance to see the wall coming. Thankfully I'm a Moreau and my modified eye-sight allowed me to see what was going on. I swung my legs up and cleared the wall easily. I still didn't let go and as soon as I dropped my feet I swung both Nosferans down to the concrete. The two of them struggled to rise but both had bad breaks from the impact. I left them and started running up the ramp towards the rest of the tribe perched high above on the sides of the atrium. As I ran I drew my backup weapon. When I came in behind them I started firing. Bodies toppled from their perches.
The laughter stopped, replaced by shrieks and cries. More bodies dropped out of the air. Some of them tried to fly out through the upper floors but the police coming down from the roof nailed them. It was over in a few minutes. The police collected the survivors. I made my way back down to the ground floor. I spotted my Lottier, picked it up and then rejoined the Captain as he looked at the carnage around us.
Brice walked over to one of the nearest dead aliens and turned the body over. It had been shot in the face, probably one that I hit judging from the wound. The impossibly large eyes and sharp teeth were still intact but there was a hole between them. I could see the end of the Lottier needle poking out. The rest of the body was small and bony with large leathery wings.
"Bah," Brice said in disgust. "Nosferans. I didn't think any of them were on Olinda."
I looked around at the bodies. "I guess you were wrong."
Brice stood quickly and reached out to grab me. I didn't think, I just reacted and stepped out of his way. Did I mention that my reaction time has also been improved? Not that it helped save Jillian. I had a bitter taste in my mouth.
I spread my hands. "Captain, I'm sorry. But you and I fighting isn't going to bring anyone back. It's not going to help us find out who killed Chrissy."
Brice shook his fingers at the Nosferans. "I think it's pretty clear who killed her."
"Nosferans are predators, Captain. They wouldn't bother using instruments to carefully cut open Chrissy Winston's head to extract her brain. Someone else did that. Someone that came in here without being attacked by the Nosferans. Maybe they had a deal with the murderer. Maybe they were afraid. Whatever the story is, some of them are alive and might be able to answer your questions."
I saw Brice's gaze go to Jillian and the other fallen officers. "Just get the hell out of here Marsden."
I didn't know what else to say. I felt like I should apologize for something but I hadn't done anything wrong. The killer was responsible for all of this and even the Nosferans didn't deserve what had happened. I had to check in at the office anyway so I left.
#
When I got to the office Shanley Walsh, my boss, was sitting in the reception area talking to a large alien. A large orange and black alien with bristles spotting the tough skin. It looked like someone's idea of a Halloween monster. The rear legs were short and stout while the arms were much longer. Standing straight it'd probably be eight feet tall. The face was a flat, wrinkled, pug-like face with a broad slit mouth and thick fleshy lips. I could see that its teeth were big grinders – the sort that continually grows. The backs of the hands are thick and callused, probably from walking on them. It wore a fancy equipment collar around its neck and belts crisscrossed its body. Various bits of gear hung from the belts but there was no other obvious clothing. Shanley probably had him in the reception area because the alien wouldn't have fit easily in the office.
"Brock, come meet your new partner," Shanley said as I walked in.
I stopped. Partner? I looked at the alien. Dark eyes looked back at me and wrinkled in what looked like glee. Or maybe it was thinking about eating me. No, not with those teeth. Probably.
"Partner?"
Shanley beamed. "Dyami, meet Brock Marsden. He takes all of the hard cases. He'll be the best instructor you've ever had."
"Instructor?" I asked. "Shanley, maybe we should talk."
Dyami moved then, quickly despite his bulk. A hand as large as my head reached out. I felt like going for my gun but realized that the alien just wanted to shake. I wrapped my hand around two of his fingers.
A Galactic translator collar around Dyami's thick neck spoke up. At the same time my teeth ached. "Pleasure in our meeting, Brock Marsden. Anticipation in the futures promise."
"Right." As smart as the Glittering Throng was supposed to be you'd think they'd be able to rig up a better translation device. The collars, pendants, caps, and other forms the translator took were common in the Rim. Without the technology it would be much harder for the Rim species to speak to one another. The Glittering Throng had offered the technology to help prevent inconvenient conflicts among Rim species. They, of course, had no need of such devices.
"Shanley, what's going on?"
Shanley slapped his hands together. "It's like this. The eyota, that Dyami's people, don't have a police force. Or much of a legal system as I understand it. It works for them but they aren't attracting much business. People are afraid of going to such an anarchic world. So the eyota have sent out students to other worlds to study law and law enforcement practices. Dyami is studying private detective methods."
"He's an intern?"
"Right."
"Eagerness in understanding," Dyami said.
I couldn't believe it and rubbed my eyes. "Shanley, I don't know about this."
"They've paid a year in advance. They're covering all of his expenses. We get the help and it doesn't cost us anything."
"Except my sanity," I said.
The folds around Dyami's eyes drooped. A deep sigh shook his frame. "Disappointment in future."
Talk about guilt trips. How was I supposed to deal with that? The big guy was like a puppy. A big scary looking Halloween puppy.
"Fine." I surrendered. "You can follow me around. I'll try to teach you what's going on. But you have to agree to do what I say. Understand?"
"Yes. Happiness in understanding. Anticipation in future learning and friendship."
"Where have you been this morning?" Shanley asked.
"New case."
Dyami's eyes widened. "A case. Eagerness in telling."
"Yeah, I want to hear this too," Shanley said.
I laid it out for him. Howard Winston's call. His daughter's murder. While I talked Dyami seemed to shrink in on himself. Poor guy. If he was going to wilt just hearing this he'd be heading back home before long. Shanley appeared to be studying his fingernails while I told him what happened. He looked up sharply when I told him about the Nosferans.
"Nosferans. Wow, that's something. You'd think someone would have been keeping an eye on them."
"Yeah, I figure they must have smuggled themselves in. Probably thought they could wait in some cargo for nightfall and then fly out."
A hundred years earlier humans and Nosferans had fought a brutal war. The Nosferans had lost and had ended up scattered across the Rim. They weren't usually welcome anywhere.
"Nosferans murdered the girl?" Dyami asked.
Shanley answered with a shake of his head. "No, son. Nosferans would kill her, sure enough there, but they wouldn't do it the way Brock described her. The murderer is someone else. But Brock's just the man to track them down."
I raised an eyebrow. "Thanks. You know if you want to swap cases it is fine with me."
"Eagerness in hearing your case," Dyami said to Shanley.
Shanley waved a hand. "No, the dead girl is more up your line. I've got a tough case. It needs a delicate touch. Seems this fellow, not more than waist-high, called Tentagil, has lost his pet. Something he calls Enite. Not sure if that's the personal name or what it is. You know what these translators are like. Anyway the Enite is about half his size. I gather it's some sort of pet. Very valuable. But it has either run off or been stolen. Not sure which yet. I've got to track it down and get it back for this fellow. He's quite distraught about it all."
I nodded. "I know how you like your missing cases. Good luck."
"Shanley seeks the missing Enite," Dyami mused. "How will you find? Confusion in proceeding?"
I left Shanley to explain the fine art of missing pet searches while I took care of other business. Shanley kept a small kitchen area in the back. I refilled my mug with fresh Torlian coffee. Shanley didn't touch the stuff. He always said that he had more stimulation than he knew what to do with anyway. I sipped the fresh hot beverage and started to feel a fraction better. Jillian Kelley's face haunted me. She had been so eager to help. To understand. And just like that she was gone. It was a side of the world that Shanley didn't want to have anything to do with. Hence the missing pets, divorce cases, and insurance fraud cases tended to go his way. Sure, I'd help with them if there wasn't anything else to do. And it isn't that I don't think they aren't important because they are. I don't know what it is but those cases bug me. Take divorce cases. You'd think in today's day and age that divorce would be a non-issue. There are all sorts of limited marriages these days. But no, that's not romantic. Then you look at these cases and it makes you sick. Why is your spouse cheating on you? Have you looked at your life? A good deal of the time it's clear that the problems are not one-sided. They never see it. It's always about assigning blame.
I took another long sip and shook my head. It wasn't about the cases. I felt like shit because Jillian Kelley was dead. For the few minutes I knew her I liked her and I hadn't been fast enough or smart enough to stop it from happening. I took another drink and went back out to face my new partner.
Dyami swiveled around as I came back in the room. "Interesting scents, inquire as to the beverage?"
I hoisted the mug. "Torlian coffee? Want one?"
Shanley held out a cautioning hand. "Ah, I'm not sure that's a good idea Dyami. That stuff is pretty potent."
The big orange and black pug face swung back and forth between us. His lips peeled back in what I hoped was a smile.
"Eagerness in trying new things. Yes, please, I will try one."
I shrugged. "Whatever you say. One Torlian coffee coming up."
Shanley covered his eyes and groaned.
I went back to the kitchen and rummaged through the mugs. They all looked like they would be crushed in Dyami's massive hands. There was a large thermos in the cupboard. It was some sort of composite metal. Probably the best we could do. I filled it full of Torlian coffee, still steaming hot, and carried it back out.
Dyami's bulk shifted around and he accepted the thermos by pinching it between two thick fingers. In his hand it did look mug-sized. He brought it up to his face and inhaled deeply with a sound like bellows.
"Pleasure in aroma," he rumbled. Once again my teeth ached.
I rubbed my jaw. "What is that?"
Dyami looked up, brow wrinkling.
Shanley coughed. "Ah, yes. I forgot to mention. Dyami's normally speaks at infrasound levels, below our hearing. You're feeling that in your teeth. You get used to it."
Dyami nodded happily and inhaled the odor of his coffee again.
I hoisted my own mug. "To new partners. Drink up."
Dyami mimicked my actions and took a large gulp of the coffee. He froze then, eyes widening and watering. His cheeks bulged as he held the liquid in his mouth. Then he started to tremble and I have to say I was worried. What if I had just poisoned the poor guy?
Shanley took action. He stood up and pointed at the thermos. "Spit it back in there."
Dyami didn't so much spit it back in the thermos, I'm not sure he could the way his lips worked, than open his mouth and let the coffee spill out. Some ended up in the thermos. Most of it ended up on the floor. A large shudder ran through Dyami's body. When it passed he carefully sat the dripping thermos down on the table and stepped back.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"Surprise and embarrassment in reaction," Dyami said, eyes blinking rapidly as they watered. "Apologies for actions."
I waved a hand. "Don't worry about it. I'll get a towel to clean this up."
"I tried to warn you," Shanley said as I went back to the kitchen.
When I got back I cleaned up the spill then took the thermos back to the kitchen to wash it out. All that Torlian coffee wasted. It almost made me cry.
After I got back to the reception area Shanley looked over at me and gestured at Dyami. "What are you going to do next?"
Dyami's glum expression brightened.
"Start looking for information. I need to talk to Captain Brice if he'll talk to me. See what they have on the body so far. I need to try to find out who the victim was associated with. Question people."
Dyami nodded. "Eagerness in proceeding. Anticipation of usefulness."
"I'm sure," I said.
Just then the door opened and Subha walked in. Subha is, well, in many ways Subha is the best of us all. Moreaus that is. When someone like Captain Brice wants to call all Moreaus addicts and freaks Subha's the example of what is possible. She's a few inches taller than me with a body and face that can make a man weep. All of her modifications have been made with a plan in mind. Her skin is pale blue like a robin's egg. She looks soft but that's a layer of subcutaneous fat that insulates her – beneath it are very strong muscles. There is webbing between her fingers. Her feet aren't really human at all anymore but you can't see that as well when she's wearing sandals. Her toes run the length of her foot with webbing between them as well. I know that she has gill slits along her ribs and a second transparent eyelid, neither of which you'd notice. Today she was wearing a long gown made of clouds. At least that's what it looked like. The clouds slid around her body, revealing glimpses of the perfect skin beneath but never revealing everything. It was beautiful. She was beautiful.
"Brock," she said. With her throaty voice you just wanted her to keep talking.
Subha wasn't alone. That also wasn't unusual. She had some of her acolytes with her. Many of them were also taking an aquatic path along the same lines. The two with her today were an interesting contrast. The one was a human Moreau I didn't recognize. Thin, delicate face but masculine. He looked uneasy to be here. The other was an alien Moreau, I think. Semi-reptilian features. Of course it could have been human at one time. I couldn't tell the gender. Subha's acolytes and her religion were two of the issues between us.
"What can I do for you Subha?"
She folded her hands. "I came about Calanthe. I'm concerned about her. She won't see anyone but I thought that she might see you. Will you check in on her?"
"I'd rather not?"
"Would you rather see her hurt herself?" Subha asked in that same voice.
I sighed. This was an old argument and not one that I was going to win. "Fine. I'll check on her. I have to go down to police headquarters anyway. I'll stop on the way."
"Thank you." Subha turned her head to look up at Dyami. "Are you a client?"
"Detective," Dyami said proudly, touching his chest with both of those large hands. "Pleasure in the giving of names. I am called Dyami."
Subha laughed. "Dyami. I am pleased to meet you. I am called Subha."
Dyami stuck out his hand. Subha took it with both hands and shook his hand. "You are going to be working with Brock?"
"Partners," Dyami confirmed.
"Dyami is the new intern that Shanley picked up," I added. "I'm going to be showing him the ropes."
Dyami released Subha and twisted around. "Ropes? These I have not seen?"
Subha laughed again. "He means he will be instructing you in how to be a detective."
"Yes! Pleasure in learning."
"Brock?" Subha asked. "Will you be going soon?"
I sipped my coffee. A refill before I left would be good. I hoisted the mug. "I'll top off and then we'll leave."
Shanley stood up. "I should be getting out there too."
I went to the kitchen to get my refill. When I came back to the reception areas the others were gone, except for Dyami. The big guy was standing there waiting. I motioned at the door. "After you."
On the street I hailed a cab. The vehicles are fairly large to accommodate all the various alien physiologies. Seats adjust automatically to the occupant's anatomy. I told the cab Calanthe's address and settled back to enjoy the ride. Olinda is built along the ragged coastline of one of the larger islands on the planet. The major continental landmasses are far to the north and south and are much less hospitable. There is a mid-oceanic ridge that roughly follows the equator of the planet. All along that ridge there are islands. Some almost large enough to be considered subcontinents but most are smaller. The planet's greatest resource is the marine ecology. That's about all it shares in come with my birth planet of Seabrook. The city is beautiful. There is a wide range of species living on Olinda and they've each brought their own unique architectural styles to the planet. Olinda is one of the true Rim trade worlds where all of the Rim species, all those not judged intelligent enough to join the Glittering Throng, are welcome. It has been my home since I left college and came to work for the Walsh detective agency. Dyami seemed content to watch the passing scenery as the cab navigated through the streets. I closed my eyes and rested.
Calanthe lives in one of the apartments towards the outer edge of the city. It isn't the best neighborhood but not one of the worst either. She's part of my Moreau group. I tend to try to stay away from her. It's complicated.
She opened the door when I pressed the chime. What she was wearing made my heart stick in my throat. It was red, light and filmy and seemed to float just above her skin. It had a peculiar property that it looked like it should be see-through but when you focused your eyes at any one point it was opaque. Calanthe is beautiful, there's no denying that. She's petite and as shapely as anyone could wish. Plus she's a Moreau which means she's also exotic. Her hair looks like flames spilling down around her neck. Orange, red, and yellow that seems to shift and move but always seems right. She has deep green eyes and flawless skin. The tips of her ears go to a slight point. Her smile can speed up your heart beat. I wish I could say that I'm immune to her charms but I'm not. I do resist. Why? Because Calanthe is a Moreau. Whereas Subha has modified her genome to try to get closer to her Creator, Calanthe has instead focused on her sexuality. Her touch, even just the brush of her hand is amazing. She uses her abilities to star in erotic sensies.
While I stood there trying to throw off the impact she made Calanthe made it harder by throwing herself at me and wrapping her arms around my neck. That made it very hard. Speaking of hard there was nothing I could do to stop my erection from pressing against her. She sobbed into my neck, lips brushing my skin. Each touch set my nerves on fire. If Calanthe willed it she could bring a man - or woman - to a climax in seconds by stimulating their nerves. Or she could draw it out and prolong the sensations as long as she wished. She was very difficult to resist. Did I mention it was complicated?
"Oh Brock, I'm so glad to see you."
I couldn't remember why I had come over. Then Dyami moved. The sight of his big striped face helped a lot. I drew back from the embrace. If anyone was going to resist Calanthe's charms it had to be me.
"Calanthe, let's talk."
She cocked her head and looked up at me, then Dyami. She pouted. "Who is this?"
"The agency's new intern. Dyami, this is Calanthe. A friend of mine."
Dyami shoved his hand out. Calanthe looked at it for a second then took one of his fingers in her small hand and shook it. She let go, sniffled, and turned her attention back to me.
"Are you coming inside?"
"We can talk inside."
She looked up at Dyami and smiled sweetly. I don't think her charms would work on the big guy but you never know.
"Will you wait outside?"
"Happiness in acceding. I will wait."
Calanthe wasted no time in grabbing my arm and pulling me inside. The door closed. Once inside rather than releasing me she pulled me closer and pressed her body against mine. Even through our clothes I could feel the heat from her skin. She pressed herself against my erection and moved against me, just a little. Her face looked up at me, bottom lip quivering slightly. I couldn't think clearly with her that close. I lifted my coffee mug and tried stepping back. Fortunately she let me go with just a small sniffle. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. If I looked away I could see her breasts in my peripheral vision. High with dark wrinkled aureoles around each pert nipple. That didn't help my concentration any.
I took another drink and felt the Torlian coffee singing on my already stimulated nerves. Maybe this wasn't the best idea. "Calanthe, what's wrong?"
She frowned and that was cute too. I looked around the apartment. The place was messy. Clothes scattered around. Dishes on the end tables.
"They turned me down," she said.
"Who?"
She waved a hand. "For a role. It was a nice part in a good production. It could have turned my career around. There was a story and everything."
"You've gotten rejections before. It doesn't mean you aren't wonderful."
"Yeah? They said that they wanted a natural. Can you believe that? The things I could do for the audience and they'd rather have a natural? I even gave them a small taste but it didn't matter. You know why?"
I did but she needed to say it herself. "Why?"
"Because they're afraid I'll become a Dumpty!"
She covered her face and started crying. It goes against my nature to stand there and watch a woman cry without trying to comfort her. The trouble is I didn't trust myself with Calanthe.
"That's not going to happen."
She sniffled and looked up. Even crying didn't make her look bad. She didn't get all puffy around the eyes the way other people did. The tears ran down her perfect cheeks without taking anything away. It was attractive in its own way.
"Yeah, they didn't believe that."
"You have a plan, right?"
"Yeah."
"You're not just randomly trying modifications without research, right?"
"No."
"So you'll be fine."
She shrugged. "I don't know. I keep thinking that maybe there's something else I can do. Should I be taller? I could increase my breast size?"
I shook my head. "You look perfect. You don't need to change. Not because of a rejection. There will be other parts."
"You keep rejecting me," she said accusingly.
That hurt. And pissed me off a bit. "We've talked about this before. I don't think we need to bring it up now when you're already upset."
She glared at me and that was sexy too. I had to get out of the apartment. I smiled. "Look. Why don't we order up a delivery, my treat? Whatever chocolate treat you want."
Calanthe's glare blew away and was replaced with a childlike delight. "Really?"
"Really. But you have to try to be in good spirits. Okay?"
She folded her hands and rocked a bit, looking innocent. "I will. I promise."
"And stop that," I growled.
She laughed and kicked her feet. The next instant she walked towards me seductively. Her gown revealed without revealing. Her eyes were like deep green pools pulling me in. I took a step back.
"I mean it."
She stopped and pouted. "Okay. You're no fun."
"Who is buying the chocolate?"
She smiled again. "Okay. Maybe you're a little fun."
Calanthe skipped over to her terminal and quickly pulled up a wicked looking triple chocolate Sunday with all of the sprinkles. Even Torlian coffee beans. Of course they aren't really beans. There are no beans in Torlian coffee. I'm not sure what the 'beans' are but they are potent. But she needed her spirits lifted. I placed the order. It would be delivered in twenty minutes. With that done I eased towards the door.
"I've got to go."
"Yeah, what are you doing? A case?"
I nodded. "Murdered girl."
Calanthe looked pale. "You have the ickiest job. I don't need to hear anymore. Thanks for everything. I mean that, Brock."
"Sure thing. I'll see you at the meeting tonight, okay? Hang in there."
"Will do."
I escaped outside and leaned against the door. Dyami brought his head down to my height. "Eagerness in departing. Are you ready?"
I waved him towards the stairs and followed.
The Olinda Police headquarters is located downtown on a crag that looks out over the city. The road runs up along the back of the crag, loops around the building and heads back down the other side. The building itself is a tall double-spire with integrated wind turbines like so many of the Olinda buildings. The solar-power gathering windows glitter blue from the outside. When you're inside they look transparent. The police generally come and go in flitters but since I wasn't springing for a flitter cab we were stuck on the ground. As our cab circled up the crag towards the building I could see the police flitters buzzing in and out of the building like so many bees.
We got out and went up into the main entrance. The place was packed. People waiting to make complaints were occupying most of the seats in the place. I swiped my ID and took one of the few remaining seats. Dyami folded the seat beside me up into the wall and sat down on the floor. He was still taller than me. His long arms folded up on his legs, palms up. His dark eyes were busy taking in all of the confusion around us.
"Confusion in understanding," he said. "Meaning in this chaos?"
"These people are waiting to make a complaint or ask for help."
"So many?"
"Yes. You don't have police on your world, right?"
Dyami bobbed his head.
"So what do your people do when there is a dispute?"
He flexed those large hands and his black eyes glittered. "Resolution through discussion."
Somehow I doubted he meant a verbal discussion.
"Okay. Well, here if someone has a problem with someone else they come to the police. Often someone else, like the police, can solve problems between two people more peacefully. Also, sometimes people don't know who is responsible for their problems. Like this murder we're working on. Who murdered the girl? We don't know. What would happen on your world?"
Dyami didn't respond at for a minute. "Resolution already achieved."
"What? What does that mean?"
The big guy fidgeted. "This girl and another, problem between? Girl's death resolves problem. Yes?"
I leaned away from Dyami to get a better look at him. "You do have a lot to learn."
A voice squawked from the overhead comm system. "Brock Marsden? Mr. Marsden to the front desk, please."
I got up, glad for a reason to end the conversation. "Come on. That's us."
The front desk Sergeant led us back down the hallway to Captain Brice's office. He didn't look particularly happy to see me. He took an ice-pack off his neck as I walked in and dropped it on the desk. Dyami barely managed to squeeze through the doorway by turning sideways and shuffling through. He beamed at the Captain. I saw Brice's shoulder twitch like he wanted to reach for his gun.
"Captain Kynan Brice," I said quickly. "I'd like you to meet my new partner, Dyami of the Eyota."
Brice nodded. "Nice to meet you."
"Pleasure in meeting such a distinguished person," Dyami said. He placed both hands on the floor and bowed down until his forehead touched the floor.
He didn't do that when he met me. I nudged him with my shoulder. "Get up."
"What do you want Marsden?"
"Chrissy Winston's murderer brought to justice. The key to a delicate neocortex modification and the last piece I need for my Euzebian puzzle. You?"
Brice glared and stood up. "I lost three officers today. Two more are in the hospital getting patched up. I've got a half-dozen Nosferans in my holding cells. I'm in no mood for games. Why the hell are you here?"
He was right. "Information. Any word yet on Chrissy Winston's autopsy?"
"No. Now get out."
"Do you have any word about who she might have associated with? Anything?"
Brice rubbed his jaw. "Look, Marsden. I have a ton of cases my people are dealing with right now. I don't have time to fill you in on every little detail. That's not the way this works. If you find out something that will help us then you tell me – not the other way around. Got it?"
"Captain –"
"That's enough! Get out of my office. If you come up with anything call. Goodbye."
He sat back down. Our meeting was over. I was just turning to leave when my personal comm buzzed. Brice scowled but I held up a hand and moved over towards the window.
"Marsden."
A voice that sounded like rocks grinding said, "I have something that you might be interested in."
The Tretan. No other name that I knew of. Owner of Galactic DNA Suppliers. According to the stories I had heard the Tretans were once part of the Glittering Throng before they were cast out to mingle with the Rim species. The Tretan I knew was a bulky sort of six-limbed alien that had a skin that looked as rocky as his voice. The Tretan was GDS – a supplier of rare and hard to find genetic samples. Moreaus dealt with him regularly as did those engaged in other sorts of research. He'd come through for me in the past. I owed my eyes to him. Literally. I was still paying for the genetic material he had gained for me. But it didn't sound like he was calling about outstanding debts. The Tretan was normally easy to deal with. So long as you made your payments.
"Yeah, what is it?"
"Not now. Come visit. Soon or it may be gone."
I ran my free hand back through my hair. "Fine. If I can I'll stop by. I'm in the middle of a case right now. I might have some cash I can free up."
The comm went dead. That's just the way he is. It didn't mean he was upset or anything. I pocketed the device and turned around. Brice was scowling at me. Dyami's dark eyes looked nervous.
"Thanks for the help Captain. We'll just be going." I jabbed a thumb back at the window. "Nice view."
I called a cab on the way back out. It wasn't there yet when we got out side so I leaned back against the warm wall and waited.
"Confusion in proceeding," Dyami said.
I opened one eye. "We need to work on your translator. It doesn't seem to be picking up how we speak very well. Instead of confusion in proceeding it should say, what's next?"
"What's next?" Dyami asked. "Confusion in proceeding."
"Right." What was the use? And the Glittering Throng was supposed to be so smart. "We've got a murdered girl. Someone took her brain out. We don't know who or why. We need to find out the answers to those questions. Most likely this isn't a random crime."
"Random crime?"
"The murderer must have had a reason for doing it. It's like you were saying earlier. There was a problem between Chrissy and someone else. The problem, at least from their perspective has been resolved. The trouble is that we don't accept this resolution."
Dyami rumbled and punched the ground with his big hands. He rocked back and forth.
"Are you okay?"
The big orange and black head bobbed excitedly. "Enthusiasm from understanding. Since the resolution is not acceptable then we must find the murderer. We have a problem now with this person."
I snapped my fingers. "You've got it. By murdering Chrissy he's created a new problem."
"This also happens among the Eyota," Dyami said.
"Yeah?"
"Yes. Some resolutions lead to other problems. The cycle can consume many lives."
I held up a hand. "Whoa, one moment there. What you're talking about is a feud. This is different. That's where the legal system you're supposed to be studying comes in. See the law says you can't kill someone else. It doesn't matter what the problem is between you – that's not an acceptable resolution. So when we find this murderer we give him to the legal system, to the police. He will be punished but not killed."
Dyami's rocking slowed. "Not killed. But he killed Chrissy Winston."
"Right. You're an eye for an eye kind of guy aren't you?"
"Confusion in understanding."
"Yeah, don't worry about it. Sometimes we do consider it acceptable to kill others. Only if there is no other way to protect your own life." He didn't look like he understood me. "Think of it like this. When Chrissy was jumped in that alley her life was in danger. What if she had managed to kill her attacker?"
"Resolution in the other's death?"
"Yes, but you have to consider motive. Chrissy would have been fighting to stay alive. If the only way to do that was to kill her attacker we would have said that she did it in self-defense. That's different because she didn't set out to kill anyone but was just defending herself."
Dyami threw a couple more excited punches at the biocrete. "Pleasure in understanding. To kill in self-defense does not create more problems."
"Most of the time, yeah."
Fortunately the cab arrived at that point so I could cut off any further lessons. I opened the back door and motioned him inside. "Come on, we've got to go."
"Where?"
I slid into the rear-facing seat. "Good question. I think we need to start finding out about Chrissy."
I scanned my ID and told the cab to take us to the corner nearest the alley. If Chrissy was walking through that area chances were it wasn't the first time. Someone out there had to recognize her. I pulled out my handheld. A couple taps and a picture of Chrissy came up. Her father had given me some images when he hired me for the job. It was all attached to his messages.
The streets were busy when the cab pulled to a stop outside the building. Sunlight streamed down and gave everything a shiny, sparkling appearance. The vegetation in the drainage and along the sidewalks looked bright green. It wasn't the green of Terran plants that you saw in some places. Olinda vegetation was a pale pastel green. It was a very soothing green. Most of the vegetation turned towards blues when it dropped leaves. That was an ongoing process so there were plenty of pastel shades of blue mixed among the plants. The building's solar power glazing brought the blue out. The colors stood out more against the bright white biocrete of the roadways, sidewalks, and buildings. It was much nicer than the slate gray plants and skies I grew up with on Seabrook.
Most of the people walking past us were busy folks intent on getting somewhere. They weren't the ones I wanted. A few gave Dyami looks as they edged around his hulking orange and black striped body but most acted as if they didn't even see him. Maybe they didn't. With alien species one could never tell and with humans, well, we weren't exactly the majority on Olinda. I tapped Dyami's shoulder and pointed over at a beverage shop across the street from the alley.
"Let's check in there first. Maybe she bought drinks."
Besides my Torlian coffee was empty and I wanted another. It had been a bad day. I could use the boost.
We crossed without fear of being run down by any of the vehicles. That's one of the things I love about Olinda's automated transit system. Personal or public transportation, it didn't matter. The vehicles monitored pedestrians and each other. You could cross the street anywhere in full confidence that the vehicles would stop in time. Given that most of the population lived in the city anyway traffic wasn't nearly as bad as it might have been. Olinda's population largely walked or used the public transit systems. I remember being a boy on Seabrook it was very different. You had to watch out for drivers all the time.
The beverage shop was a typical Starbucks. The ancient chain that claimed its roots all the way back to Earth. I had my doubts in the claim no matter what the name but hey, they served good Torlian coffee. Dyami proved very helpful in clearing a path to the counter.
A perky young Gazilian twisted her eye-stalks towards us. The bulk of her body was hidden behind the counter. The eye-cluster focused on Dyami withdrew slightly. "What can I get you?"
I handed her my mug. "Hot Torlian coffee, thanks."
"You want anything?" I asked Dyami.
One thick finger pointed at the menu. "Pleasure in accepting. Iced water."
Sure enough. I smiled at the Gazilian. "Make that your largest, sturdiest container."
Her eyes bobbed. "Right away. In a jiffy."
Dyami's ice-water came in a bucket-sized container easily as large as my head. It looked half-filled with large ice cubes. The Gazilian handed me my coffee. I swiped my card to pay for the drinks. Her eye-stalks started drifting towards the next customers. I snapped my fingers.
Both stalks whipped around to focus her eye-clusters back on me. "Was there something else?"
"Yeah, thanks. Can you tell me if you've seen this girl in here before?"
Dyami shattered an ice-cube between his teeth with a very audible crack. The Gazilian flinched. I held the tablet closer.
Eyes swiveled to look at the picture. "Sure, sure. I've seen her."
"Was she ever with anyone?"
"Sometimes, yeah. Different people."
"Anyone more than once?"
"One guy. Human."
"You have a name?"
"Sorry, no. No names here."
Probably true. I hadn't given her mine after all. The transactions were all on this side of the counter – there wasn't any reason for her to have seen the guy's name.
"Can I give you my card? In case you think of anything else?"
"Sure, sure." She lifted a tablet with one pseudo-pod.
I beamed over my agency contact card. "Thanks for your time. There isn't anything else you can tell me about him?"
Her eye-stalks retracted slightly then bobbed. "Fish."
"Excuse me?"
"He smelled like fish." She made a noise like passing gas. I think it was a sigh. I hope. "I like fish."
I hate fish but smiled. "Me too. Thank you. That's very helpful."
We managed to squeeze out of the impatient crowd for the relatively open space of the sidewalk. I started walking. Dyami fell into step beside me and managed to keep up despite his short legs. He kept his bucket of water cradled to his chest and he waddled along. I think he would have been more comfortable on all fours but that would have made it hard to carry the bucket.
"Are you okay there? Do you need any help carrying that?"
"Appreciation in the offer, but unnecessary," he said.
"Okay, fine."
"Query? Our destination now?"
There's only one reason that I know of that a human male would accompany a human female in public while smelling like fish. They were too used to the smell to notice it. And that suggested one thing to me – the docks.
"Fishing for clues," I said.
It was a bit of a walk from the Starbucks to the docks but the day was too nice to spend more of it in a cab. Aside from the fact that I didn't like having to pay fares. The City of Olinda is built across islands. The heart of the city sits above a ragged coast above a large natural bay. Many of the streets are steep and twist around. In places the natural rough rock of the coast has been left in place or built upon like the police headquarters. Walking down towards the coast was nice. Coming back up I'd call a cab.
There were many different kinds of boats or ships docked at the port. Everything from small craft up to huge fishing vessels. Some are genuine boats while others are essentially massive flitters designed to hover right above the water. There were alien craft as well but the physics of it all added a uniformity that might have been lacking among their owners. The place was a riot of color. I saw one two-mast boat that looked like it was made out of glass or some sort of transparent plastic. The boat's owner was equally translucent. I could see his digestive tract, stained by his last meal. I didn't recognize the species but he happily waved a flipper at us as we walked past. I waved, and then decided to go on over. After all, he might have some information. Dyami followed, crunching ice as he walked.
"Hello there?"
A series of ear-piercing squeals burst out of a box sitting on the deck, one of the only things on the boat that wasn't transparent. I winced. I would have covered my ears but I still had my coffee in one hand. Dyami rumbled and backed away shaking his head. The box stopped squealing and then the alien started up.
"Ahoy there," the box said when the alien stopped. "How are you fine fellows doing today?"
I took a deep breath. This was going to hurt. I held out the tablet. "I'm looking for information on this girl."
More squeals. I was sure if it kept up for long my eyes would start to bleed. Dyami tucked his bucket under one arm and hobbled off back the way we'd come on three limbs.
Once the noise stopped the box spoke. "I can't see your screen, friend. If you can beam the picture to the box the translator will describe it for me."
I gritted my teeth and sent off the beam. The box started screeching and squealing. It went on so long I started to feel dizzy. Finally it stopped, only for the alien to start. Fortunately the alien kept it short.
"Nope, haven't seen her," the box said. "Sorry friend. Do you want any fresh tube fish? I'll give you a good price?"
"No thanks," I said and beat a hasty retreat after Dyami. I didn't leave my information – and who can blame me? The poor fellow needed to get a deaf partner to act as an agent or I didn't think he'd be selling many tube fish.
Dyami was sitting on the sand along the sidewalk at the edge of the docks. His water bucket sat in the sand behind him while two large fingers dug at the tiny pits in the side of his head that must be his ears.
"Pain in the hearing," Dyami groaned. His translator did a good job of conveying his misery.
I knew how he felt. My own ears were still ringing. Come to think of it I was a bit surprised that he had even heard the alien, but his hearing seemed to cover a very wide range. If his native speech used infrasound and he could go up to the pitches that our translucent friend was reaching his hearing could have possibilities. I felt a familiar itch to take a look at his DNA. I couldn't help but wonder if he'd mind.
I shook the thought off. Not now. If I started studying his DNA I would be obsessing on it for weeks. Bad enough I had to go talk to the Tretan later. Whatever I got from him I'd have to put away, no matter how compelling, until this case was solved.
"Come on," I said. "There's still a lot of ground to cover."
At this hour many of the regular fishing boats were out in the water. But the street market was going strong. The market had started with the local fishing crews selling their fresh catches. Before long there were more booths selling everything from fresh vegetables and fruit to crafts and even some tech booths. Some of the spacers started coming down as well to trade items. The market added another long band of commerce along the docks and had proved to be a vibrant place in its own right. The fishing crews still sold fresh catches but they were outnumbered by the other booths these days. I knew the market well and had a number of contacts among the regular vendors. I led Dyami that way.
Wythe the Weasel ran a booth selling Galactic trinkets. At least that's what he claimed. Most of them were shiny toys picked up from other Rim species. The Glittering Throng doesn’t generally trade with anyone. They claim they are past that point in their evolution. That fact alone made Wythe suspect. On top of that I called him a weasel because he is one. Another Moreau that has managed to transform himself into a six-foot tall weasel. His fur is brown along his back and limbs, white on the underside. I think he's cute but don't tell him that.
Today Wythe was reclined in the hammock he kept behind the booth, keeping a lazy eye on the merchandise displayed around him. His head came up, black eyes going first to Dyami and then back to me.
"Brock," he said in his high-pitched chittering voice. "My friend! What can I get you?"
"Information."
He flowed down out of the hammock and rose up on his hind legs in front of the counter. "Just what you see on display, man. You know? I don't know anything else. I've got some good tech here. Galactic standards all the way. The best the Glittering Throng has to offer!"
I pulled out my tablet and held it so he could see the screen. "I'm looking for information on this girl."
Wythe's little paws wrung together. "Just what's on display, you know? No girls here. Although if you're looking for a date I'll bet Subha would –"
"Have you seen this girl?"
"Look man, I don't know. I see a lot of people in the market, you know? If you don't like Subha – not that I understand how that's possible – I'll bet Calanthe would do you. She's hotter than hell and way better than that chick."
Dyami threw his water bucket aside, splashing some innocent bystanders, and slammed both massive arms down into the ground in front of the booth. His bristled orange and black head loomed over the display of trinkets.
"Ah, who's your friend?" Wythe eased back a step. "You know I might have seen her. Not a good picture. I've got a camera here, straight from the Glittering Throng –"
Dyami reached up one massive hand for an impossibly delicate looking glass object. A vase? I don't know. Wythe darted forward, grabbed the vase and cradled it to his chest.
"Look, it could have been her. You know I didn't want to say anything and then have you mad at me because I was wrong."
"Where?"
"She was with a guy I've seen around. He deals in this and that."
Wythe couldn't keep his eyes off Dyami. I liked this. "Name?"
"Jonas Hanson. He lives on a boat down at the docks."
I patted Dyami's shoulder. "Come on. We'll check it out."
Dyami barred his teeth and turned and followed me on all fours. After a few steps he pranced ahead and danced about, causing everyone around him to dive out of the way. "Pleasure in information gained. Did you see?"
"I saw. You were very intimidating."
Dyami gave what I think was a long rumbling laugh and continued to lope along with me back towards the dock. On all fours he reminded me of a human on crutches. Those enormous long arms swung out, planted, and then the rest of his body swung forward until the stout legs landed solidly. Even at what was obviously an easy pace for him he started to out distance me just on the length of his strides. I increased my pace and kept up.
At the docks I pulled up the harbor master's report and located Jonas Hanson's boat. It was about a half-mile up the bay so we kept walking. We passed the tube fish vendor. I waved back when he lifted a translucent flipper but kept walking.
Jonas Hanson's boat looked like it needed a fair amount of repair work. Somehow I doubted he generally took it out far from the dock. The thing was badly rusted in spots. One of the windows in the cabin was crudely patched over with sheet metal. There was a line across the aft deck with clothes hanging out on it. I walked up to the side of the boat and didn't see anyone around.
"Hello on board?" I called out.
"You don't want to mess with him," someone said.
I turned around. There was an aging human in a yellow slicker standing on the dock. "Yeah?"
"My name is Murphy. I run the bait shop." He gestured at the small structure further down the dock. "This guy, Hanson, he's a nasty one. Foul temper on him. Folks around here have been trying to get the harbor master to haul that piece of junk out of here. Sell it for scrap."
"Why haven't they done it?"
"Hanson's got them in his pocket. He could have any boat in the harbor as I hear it. The guy is loaded. He deals, you see."
"Narcotics?"
"Yep, among other things."
"Why haven't the police gotten involved?"
Murphy shrugged. "Most of the stuff isn't illegal. Besides, Hanson may be a nuisance but he is a small fry as far as the police are concerned. I haven't heard about him being involved in anything big."
"Thanks. You haven't seen him around?"
"Not today, but then I'm just getting here."
"Think he'd mind if we went aboard?"
Murphy frowned. "I don't think you want to do that mister. He has a nasty temper. That'd be a good way to get you and your friend shot. Besides being illegal."
"Are you going to mind if we take a look? A girl's been murdered. We're trying to find out if Hanson had anything to do with it. I'm not looking to steal anything."
"Hell, I wouldn't care if you were going to rob him blind. Maybe he wouldn't be able to pay off his bribes if you did. I'm just saying – you go on board and he catches you it might not be only a girl dead."
"Thanks for the tip."
Murphy nodded. "I'll be moving on. You think about what I said."
"I will," I promised. I did think about it too and it just made me sure that we needed to go on board.
As Murphy walked on down the docks Dyami shifted his weight back and forth. "Nervousness in proceeding."
"You're afraid of being shot?"
The big head dropped a bit.
I patted his shoulder. "Don't worry big guy. I was going to ask you to stand watch anyway."
"Confusion in understanding. Stand watch?"
"Yeah. You stay out here. If Hanson comes along make a loud noise. Distract him. I'll slip out into the water if I have to."
Dyami's eyes widened. "Agreed. I will stand watch."
"Good. I'll be right back."
I jumped easily onto the boat and moved quickly to the bridge. There wasn't anything that caught my attention except that Jonas Hanson was a bit of a slob. There were remains of meals and papers scattered about over the controls. It didn't look like he needed to get to the controls often. I left the bridge and moved down below decks. The living quarters weren't any cleaner than the rest of the boat. He had a large refrigerator next to the tiny galley. It took up so much space that it looked entirely out of place and easily large enough to hold a person. I slipped on my leather gloves and drew my Lottier. It was possible that Jonas was hiding inside. Unlikely, maybe but I wasn't about to take a chance. I didn't have any reason to think that Jonas was anything except human but I could be wrong. I stood to the side and shoved the door open away from me. Nothing fell out. The thing was mostly empty. A couple racks and some beverages. Beer, it looked like. Something that looked moldy in a bag at the back. Jonas definitely needed to go shopping.
I shut the refrigerator and moved on through the cabin looking for something. There were a few tablets scattered on the table with some papers. His wall panel was dark. There was a sensie crown on the table nearby. I switched it on to general access. Jonas's favorites menu came up on the screen. Most of them were erotic sensies. I saw Calanthe in one of the small images. She crawled towards the viewer. I shut it off and kept looking.
The bedroom was a mess as well. Some sexual gadgets on a dresser and the floor. Clothes in heaps. Then I saw what I was looking for. To one side of the bed a picture of Chrissy Winston had been carelessly tacked to the wall. It showed her half-dressed, reclining with a sensie crown on her head, eyes closed but her lips parted in obvious pleasure. I didn't see anything else of interest. I turned and headed up stairs. Dyami thudded on the dock when I emerged. I didn't see anyone else around so I moved quickly to rejoin him.
"Eagerness in knowing what you discovered?"
I gestured down the dock. "Come on. I'll tell you while we walk."
I described the contents of the boat while we walked back up to the Market. On the first open street I stopped and took out my comm to call a cab.
"Where do we go now?" Dyami asked.
"Well, we know that there was a relationship between Jonas and Chrissy. He is a dealer in narcotics. Legal if you're licensed and monitored. I don't think Jonas is licensed. Captain Brice can tell us that. We know Jonas isn't the nicest fellow. It's possible he killed the girl."
"Happiness in case solved," Dyami said.
He started to do his happy puppy prancing about again. I stopped him with a hand on his massive shoulder. "Not so quick. The case isn't solved."
He sagged. "Disappointment and confusion in understanding."
"At this point we'd say that we have a suspect. That is, we suspect that Jonas could be the killer. Doesn't mean he is whether we like him or not. We still need to find out more about Chrissy. It's possible she was involved with someone else that might have killed her."
"Happiness in understanding. How do we learn more?"
"We'll go to her home now."
Howard Winston paid for his daughter's apartment. He also provided her with a monthly stipend. With the packet of information he had given me was the lock code to the apartment. The building wasn't in the most expensive area of the city. It was a decent place, though. The sort of building that had a lot of families. Dyami and I got out of the cab and entered through the lobby. The first two floors housed a gym, a small restaurant, and a couple other stores. We took the elevator up. Dyami and I barely fit inside together. I almost had him wait but he was eager to see the apartment and find more clues.
At the fourth floor the elevator stopped and the door opened. An elderly woman stepped back in shock when presented with Dyami's wrinkled visage.
"Greetings," Dyami said.
"I, um, I'll wait for the next one," she said.
"Good-bye."
The elevator door closed and we continued up. Chrissy's apartment was on the eighth floor. Not the top, which I'm sure caused her father all sorts of grief. When the elevator door opened Dyami bounded out into the hallway.
Immediately there were cries of, "Freeze! Hold it right there!"
I followed him out with my hands up in the air. Two nervous young cops stood outside a door just down the hall. Both had their guns trained on Dyami. Thankfully he did exactly what they said and stopped moving.
"Officers? My name is Brock Marsden. I'm a private detective working for Mr. Howard Winston, the father of Chrissy Winston. This bulky fellow is my partner, Dyami of the Eyota. He's really a nice guy once you get to know him."
The police officers licked their lips nervously. Finally one of them lowered his gun. "Okay then. Sorry about that."
The other holstered his weapon and looked frankly at Dyami. "You're about the scariest thing I've seen in a long time."
Dyami looked up at me then back at the officer and barred his teeth. The fellow gulped and his hand dropped back down towards his weapon.
"Stop intimidating the fellow," I said with a tap on Dyami's shoulder. "We don't intimidate cops."
Dyami bobbed. "Pleasure in understanding and meeting new law enforcement officials. Our mutual efforts will solve this case!"
I walked on down the hall to the officers. I looked at their badges. "Officers Lundquist and Balin. Nice to meet you both."
Officer Balin snapped his fingers. "You were in that business with the Nosferans earlier weren't you? What happened?"
I gestured at the door. "We went into a building looking for this girl's killer. No one realized that there was a gang of Nosferans hiding out in the place. They took exception to our being there."
Lundquist shook his head. "Is it true that five officers died?"
"Three, a couple more injured. I'm sorry. I don't know all of their names. Officer Kelley was one of the victims."
Both men shook their heads.
"Damn," Balin said. "Damned Nosferans."
"We took them out," I told him. "They won't be attacking anyone else."
"That's good," he said fiercely.
"Look, have your people checked the apartment out?"
Lundquist nodded. "Yeah. But I don't have any orders about giving anyone access."
"I have permission from Howard Winston. He is actually the one that rents the apartment, his daughter just lived here. I won't disturb anything. I just want a look around."
Balin and Lundquist exchanged a look. Balin spoke up.
"Fine. You can look but leave everything where you find it. One of us will come in with you."
"That's fine. Thank you. I'm sure her father will appreciate your cooperation."
As it turned out Balin didn't know the code to open the apartment. I keyed it in and the door slid open. Pretty. That was my first impression of Chrissy's apartment. She obviously liked flowers and frilly things. Everything from the curtains to the couch was bright and colorful with lace and flowers everywhere. Many of the flowers contrasted sharply with one another. Otherwise the place was neat and well ordered. The layout was open and flowed around the curve of the building. To the left there were the living areas with the kitchen and dining areas beyond. On the right was a bedroom area and bathroom. Not a large place but the open design gave it a spacious feel. In the living room area there was a large semi-circular arrangement of leather and wood furniture with large flower-covered pillows. A coffee table held several sets of sensie crowns. I activated her wall panel and pulled up her favorites list.
Balin whistled. "Look at that."
There were three primary category groupings. Erotica, aliens, and gardening. It looked like there were a number of overlaps with Jonas's selections in the erotica category. Not surprising since they shared some sort of relationship. I looked for Dyami and saw him still standing in the entryway.
"Are you all right?"
Dyami's lips dropped. "Fearful in breaking things."
"Well just be careful," I told him. "I want you to see this."
Dyami moved slowly and deliberately so that he wouldn't knock any of the knickknacks from the shelves and tables displaying them. Balin moved around to my other side. I pointed out the categories to Dyami.
"Entertainment selections," Dyami said.
"Yes. Now let's take a look at her contact list."
Balin shook his head. "We haven't gotten the court orders to unlock her personal files."
I grinned at the young officer. "I don't need a court order. I have permission from her next of kin and the code. You might want to take notes. I'm sure Captain Brice will appreciate any information you can give him."
Balin nodded excitedly and pulled out his tablet.
I accessed her contact list and pulled it up on the screen. There were a lot of names. I stopped when I got to Jonas's entry. It had been struck out.
"Why didn't she delete it?" I wondered aloud.
"Who is he?" Balin asked.
"Boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend, maybe. That could explain some things. Maybe supply a motive."
"This man owns the boat?" Dyami asked.
"Boat?" Balin echoed.
"Jonas has a bit of a reputation down at the docks. It seems him and Chrissy had a bit of a thing. The fact that she just struck out the entry instead of deleting it suggests that she thought they might get back together. I think Jonas might have had other ideas."
I glanced over at the officer and saw a face looking in the window on the far side of the dining room. It slipped out of view before I could get a good look. I jumped the coffee table and ran towards the window, pulling my weapon as I moved. I got to the window fast. Faster than most humans could manage. There wasn't anyone outside. I keyed the window lock and shoved it up so I could look out. The building face was shear. There were no handholds, ledges, or any sign of anybody. The face had looked human but I wasn't sure how he had managed to be looking in the window.
Balin reached the window. "What is it?"
"Someone was looking inside."
"Up here?"
"Yeah. They're gone."
"How did they manage that?"
I shrugged and put away my weapon. Then I closed and locked the window. "I don't know."
"Did you recognize them?"
I shook my head. I hadn't recognized the face. There hadn't been enough time and I saw it mostly out of the corner of my eye. But I thought it might have been Jonas. I wasn't sure how Jonas could have managed to be outside the window but if it was him there must be a reason for it.
I looked around the apartment. The open layout and the tidiness suggested that everything was out in the open but that wasn't necessarily true. Something could be hidden here. We just had to find it.
"Let's spread out and search the place," I said. "Anything valuable enough that the murderer might come back here. It could be something that links them to Chrissy or something that she had which they wanted."
Officer Balin frowned. "The place was already gone over – nothing came up on the scanners or in the search. It looks like a fairly typical apartment."
"Could be. But fairly typical people don't usually get their brains scooped out in an alley late at night – do they? Typical people don't usually have someone hanging around outside their window several stories up from the ground either."
"Fine," Officer Balin said. "But be sure you put everything back just where it was."
Searching through other people's belongings is an invasion of their privacy. It isn't something that I enjoy doing and this was the second time today that I had to go through someone else's stuff. Dyami tried to help out but with his bulk most of the apartment was out of reach. If he had tried he would have demolished half the stuff. He ended up holding the wall panel controls, flipping through her date book for anything interesting. I, on the other hand, had the job of going through Chrissy's underwear drawers. It isn't as exciting as it sounds. The girl was dead and pawing through her bits of lingerie and sex toys had a disturbing taste of necrophilia. It was embarrassing and fruitless. I was glad to finish the job and move on. The bathroom area wasn't much better and didn't have anything beyond the expected cosmetics, lotions, soaps, and shampoos. Her towels continued the flower motif that overwhelmed the apartment. There wasn't anything under the bed. The kitchen area had a few basic pots and pans but clearly wasn't the kitchen of someone fond of cooking. The refrigerator held mainly snack foods and drinks. There was fruit on the counter. Clearly Chrissy liked to eat out. The place wasn't as big as the open layout made it feel. I ended up back beside Dyami frustrated at our lack of progress.
"Find anything in her files?"
Dyami touched a few buttons and a series of date book entries came up. "Curiosity in these entries. Is it a clue?"
All of the entries were appointments at a place called Dark Matters. I knew the place. It wasn't the sort of place that I went to often but some of the other Moreaus were regulars down there. Dark Matters was a sex club that catered to alien tastes. It wasn't the sort of place I would have expected Chrissy to visit but from her appointment book she went there on a fairly regular basis. She had another appointment this evening.
"That's excellent," I said. "I don't know if that is what our visitor was after but it does give us another clue to follow."
Dyami rocked happily. "Pleasure in discovery. We'll go now?"
"Yes. Officer?"
Officer Balin had been at the door talking to his partner. "Yes?"
"We're going to leave now. Thanks for all of your help."
Balin glanced at the screen. "Did you find something?"
I shrugged. "I don't know. We're going to follow it up."
"Okay then. You learn anything, let the Captain know, okay?"
"Sure thing."
I led the way past the police and we left the building. Personally I was glad to get out of the apartment. There are only so many flowers I can take.
A cab took us down to Dark Matters. It was in the heart of the scab district – called that because the bay at that point was a convoluted maze of rocky valleys. Most of the roads were actually bridges which spanned the valleys or did zigzags up and down the sides. The buildings stuck right out of the dark volcanic rock. The biocrete structures and roadways were starkly white against the craggy black rock. The place was full of Olindan diving bats. They nested in the craggy rocks, on buildings, and on the support structures of the roadways. Superficially similar to Terran bats the Olindan diving bats are large bony furless brown avians. Technically they aren't either mammals or birds but something uniquely Olindan. Physics, however, as given them a bat like structure modified for their environment and food source. As their names suggest they dive for aquatic prey. The scab district generally had a perpetual cloud of bats swirling about in the air. A popular game for locals was to take newcomers up to the scab district. The bats seemed to get a thrill out of dodging the cabs and flitters. Most of the time they are especially adept at moving out of the way at the last minute. In truth the bats are surfing the turbulence caused by the passing vehicles. For them it is recreation.
Dyami jerked back when the first bat flew right at the cab. At the last minute the bat's leathery wings caught the air and it skimmed right up and over the cab, riding the turbulence. It was quickly followed by stream of other bats gliding over or sideways along the cab. Dyami's head swung quickly back and forth trying to take in all of the surfers.
"Confusion in understanding," he said. "What are they?"
I explained the bats. "Don't worry about it. They're usually pretty good about not hitting the vehicles."
True, but there were the occasional impacts. The bats were mainly hollow bones and tissues but at the speeds we were traveling they could still shake the cab if they hit it. The cab wouldn't take any damage but the bat would be dead. Evolution in action. Those that surfed well went on to produce more bats.
Dark Matters is low in one of the deeper crags of the scab district. It sits at the back and bulges out over the water. Large waves crashing against the rocks below sends spray up around the road way as it passes in front of the structure. The cab rolled to a stop. Fortunately the waves were calmer today so we weren't going to get drenched. I set the cab to wait as we got out.
The door was guarded by an alien I hadn't seen before. Slightly taller than a standard human, bipedal, but with a pointed face and sad, droopy eyes. It was the muscles on the thing that caught my attention. He wore a tight blue leather vest and muscles in his arms looked like bunched steel cables. I've seen humans with more bulk but he looked strong enough to pick up Dyami and pitch the Eyotan in the ocean. As we approached he pushed away from the wall and moved in front of the door. He was graceful and fast. Everything about him looked smooth and strong. His face had an almost lion-like appearance to it, except for those sad eyes. There were retractable claws at the end of his blunt fingers. Those were hands designed for clubbing or dragging prey to the ground.
"Hi there," I said easily.
His mouth moved and a stream of rumbles, rasps, and clicks came out. A pendant hanging against the blue leather vest spoke up.
"The club is closed," it said in a deep voice.
"I realize that. We're here to see the owner."
He stared at me. His eyes didn't look sad so much anymore but hungry. I didn't want any trouble. I tried to keep my expression neutral and didn't make any gestures. You never know how something is going to be taken by another species. Humanity used to worry about first contact situations and now it seemed like that was a daily occurrence.
"Look, if you can just call the owner. I've been here before. The name is Brock Marsden. I'm a private detective. This is my partner Dyami. We're here about the murder of girl that had an appointment here tonight."
More noises which the pendent translated as "Stay there."
I stayed.
He went to the side of the door and touched a control on the panel. Then he moved back to the door again.
A few seconds later there was a chime. He stepped aside and the door slid aside. "You may enter."
"Thank you. Come on Dyami."
There must be a rule somewhere that all clubs have to be dark. I think many customers feel safer in the dark. No one can see them well. It's a false illusion. The dark can hide your enemies. In my case I could see just fine in the club. Including the two men who were waiting on either side of the door when we stepped inside.
I went for my gun before they had made a move. At the same time I ran forward, turning to face them after a couple strides.
"Shit!" One of them said.
Dyami roared. It was an impressive sound and both men fell back and fumbled for their weapons. I had my gun out.
"Freeze," I said. "Move your hands away from the weapons."
Both men complied.
"Dyami, come here."
Dyami punched the floor hard enough that I could feel the vibration. Both men cringed. He walked with stiff legs over to me and turned back around to face our ambushers.
"Now, slowly, take out your guns and kick them over here."
The guy on the right reached for his weapon too fast. I aimed at him. "Slowly."
His hand slowed to a crawl. First one, then the other took the weapons out and tossed them to the floor.
"Dyami, pick them up."
Dyami scooped up the guns in one hand. He snarled at the men.
"Now, what's going on? Why the ambush?"
"Just to see how you would react, my boy," said a voice behind us.
My muscles tensed. I had missed someone.
"Put the gun away, boy. You won't need it. I wouldn't want to damage such a unique individual."
I eased the gun down but didn't put it away. I turned towards the voice. He was above us. The seating in Dark Matters is arranged in tiers and he was looking down at us. Three long purple fingers gripped the rail. A horse-like face with a mouth surrounded by tendrils looked down at us. The tendrils twisted and flexed. He spoke Terran without the aid of a translator.
"Brock Marsden, it is a pleasure to meet you," he said.
In a smooth motion he pushed away from the railing and dropped to all fours. He trotted down the tiers to the main floor and came around to face us.
"My name is Gee. Dark Matters is my establishment and home. I'd feel better if you would put your weapon away. Then we can talk."
"I'd feel better if you hadn't had goons ready to jump me."
"They weren't going to harm you," Gee protested. "But a detective talking about murder bright and early in the morning just makes me nervous."
"It isn't that early," I said.
"Maybe. But then I tend to stay up late. Dark Matters operates best, naturally, when it is dark."
Gee tossed his head and the two men sulked past into the club. I let them go. See? I can be reasonable. Gee didn't look that dangerous. His bones were small. Besides there were two of us. I decided to be generous and put away my gun.
"Much better," Gee said. "What brings you to my door and this unseemly hour to interrupt my rest?"
"A girl was found murdered this morning in an alley downtown. Chrissy Winston."
Gee sucked his tendrils into his mouth then spat them out. "Ms. Winston is dead?"
"Yes."
"That is a problem. She's on the schedule tonight."
"Schedule?"
"You must know, why else are you here?"
I crossed my arms. "I was hoping you could tell me. Her calendar had an appointment here tonight. No details. Why was she coming here?"
Gee's tendrils twisted about for a moment. "I do not want to offend you, Mr. Marsden."
"I'm not easy to offend. Unless you won't answer my question."
"Chrissy performed here at Dark Matters."
"Performed?" I looked at the stage. "She was a stripper?"
Gee snorted. "In a fashion. Our performers do more than just strip for the audience. They copulate."
"I must have missed those shows," I said. "So she had sex on stage?"
It could be a motive for killing her. Maybe Jonas had gotten jealous. They could have had a fight which would explain why she had crossed him off her contact list. But she expected him to come back once he got over being jealous. He didn't. It made sense. Gee wasn't finished.
"She didn't just have sex, Mr. Marsden. No, Chrissy was a favorite among our clientčle. She would have sex with anyone, so long as they weren't human."
I'd heard of xenophiles but until now I hadn't ever given it any thought. "Sex with other species?"
"Correct. Chrissy was special. She pushed the limits of anatomical incompatibilities. It wasn't just sex for her. She favored the more, ah, shall we say challenging partners?"
Great. Just great. I didn't think that Howard Winston was aware of his daughter's interests. I didn't relish the thought of telling him.
Gee sucked his tendrils into his mouth again and spat them back out. It was pretty disgusting. They dripped. "I was to test her myself this evening. I had spent weeks convincing her to try me but she was afraid."
"Afraid? Why?"
Gee sat back and spread his forelegs. I didn't understand why for a moment until his member emerged from a sheath. It was impossibly large. Especially large given Gee's stature. There was no way Chrissy would have been able to have sex with that and not suffer injury.
Dyami shifted uneasily and took a step back.
"You were going to have sex with her?"
"Correct. Unfortunately that is not to be now."
Had she backed out? Could Gee have killed her because she wouldn't follow through with their deal?
"Where were you last night?"
Gee blew his tentacles about. I think he was laughing. "Mr. Marsden, I am disappointed. There would be no need for me to kill Chrissy Winston. Regardless your suspicion is baseless. I was here as my customers and staff can testify."
I figured as much but it didn't hurt to ask.
"Is there anything else I can do for you? I really must get my rest." Gee stood, thankfully, with his member fully sheathed.
"I need the names of the people that Chrissy has had sex with on your stage."
Gee dipped his head and his eyes narrowed. "I can't just give you those names. Some of my customers would not be pleased with me if I did so."
"I'm sure you can take care of yourself."
"Perhaps, but if I lose my clients I soon won't have anything."
"I could always just come in and start asking your customers questions," I said. I glanced at Dyami who drew himself up and looked down at Gee.
Gee sucked his tentacles some more. "Perhaps we could come to deal. Your partner here could take Chrissy's place on the stage. He might be a challenge for me."
Just like that Dyami's intimidating pose crumbled. He backed away. I held up a hand. "Don't worry. Sorry, Gee. The intern doesn't go on stage."
Gee raised one hand. "Perhaps you would take her place?"
I shuddered. "I don't think so. I don't think anyone human is equipped for what you've got."
Gee bared his teeth. "True. Chrissy was exceptionally brave. If you won't go on stage with me perhaps you would consider another sort of performance?"
"What?"
"A fight?"
I looked at his bony looking body. Unless he was a lot stronger than he looked there wouldn't be any challenge in fighting him. Besides, I didn't like him. I could do that for the names.
Gee sucked his tentacles again. "Not with me! No, no. In that sense I am not equipped for you, my boy. You'd fight Telek."
"Telek?"
Gee blew out his tentacles. "Telek!"
The front door opened and the guard from outside stepped inside. He looked down at me and stretched out his fingers. Retractable claws extended from the tips.
Shit. "What sort of fight?"
Fighting an unknown alien that out-sized me, with musculature like that, and retractable claws didn't sound like the best deal I had ever heard. Telek growled a bit. I looked back at Gee. "What sort of fight?"
Gee blew his tentacles again. "Just until one of you quits. But it has to be a good show! You can't give up too easily. My customers want to see blood. Sex or a fight, they don't care."
"And if I agree to fight Telek you'll give me the names of the people Chrissy has had sex with on your stage?"
"Correct. We haven't had a good fight in ages. We'll need a good show to make Chrissy's fans happy."
Dyami tugged on my coat. I shook him off. "Fine. I'll be back here tonight. Get me the list ready."
"After the fight," Gee said.
I smiled and took a step closer to Gee. "Payment in advance. The list now and I'll be back tonight for the fight."
Gee sucked his tentacles in and spat them out. Twice. A bit of spray hit my face but I was doing my best intimidation look and couldn't flinch.
"Ten minutes," Gee said. "The fight must last ten minutes."
I looked over at Telek. He looked like an avalanche ready to leap into motion. I wasn't sure I'd be able to last that long but if Gee wanted the fight to last he would probably have a talk with Telek. Telek growled again.
"Fine. The list?"
"Agreed," Gee said miserably. "One moment."
He trotted away. Dyami and I waited under Telek's gaze. Dyami looked miserable. I tried to appear unconcerned.
Gee returned with a tablet. I took mine out and he beamed over the list.
"A pleasure doing business, my boy. I look forward to the bout."
"I'm sure." I motioned to Dyami. "Let's get out of here."
#
Back in the cab we headed up around the crags. Diver bats flew past at bewildering speeds.
"Confusion in understand -"
I held up a hand. "I know what you're going to say, Dyami. But we needed these names. We have one suspect but one of those that had sex with Chrissy could have killed her as well. We have to rule out every possible explanation until we get to the truth."
"If you are hurt you won't be able to work."
I looked at Dyami, surprised. "Your translator is learning. That's good. And I'll be fine. Sure Telek is big but I've fought large opponents before. I'll be fine."
"Where do we go?"
"Back to the office for the moment. I need to look at this list."
Dyami settled back. A few minutes later the cab left the last of the diver bats behind and headed back down towards the center of the city. While the cab found its way through traffic back to the office I looked over Gee's list. It was pretty sketchy. Not much details about each of the aliens that had been with Chrissy. Names and a notation about the species, if Gee knew what it was. Half the time it looked like he didn't know or care to find out. There were almost twenty names on the list. Some of them also had numbers that I took to mean the number of times they had been with Chrissy. It was an impressive list. I winced just looking at it. I mean some of these weren't any more compatible with human anatomy than Gee. Of course she had been going to have sex with him as well. Still, how do you have sex with a Silicant? The things are essentially rock. My mind failed to come up with any possibilities. I have a good imagination. I wasn't going to worry about that particular detail.
"This is going to take forever," I concluded.
Dyami shifted his bulk, causing the cab to shudder. "Forever? You are giving up?"
"No. It isn't that. There are a lot of names on this list. The only way we're going to be able to rule any of them out is to talk to them."
Dyami held out a hand for the tablet. I hated to think that he might accidentally squash it but I couldn't help it. I handed it over.
"Be gentle with it."
Dyami cradled the tablet with one hand while he pinched the stylus with two fingers to poke - gently - at the screen. "Confusion in understanding the numbers."
"I think that is the number of times that she performed with that alien."
"You'll talk to those first?"
"Yes." I accepted the tablet back, grateful that it was intact. "That would make sense. If one of them became possessive or jealous it might be motive for murder."
The cab reached the office. We got out and went inside. There were a bunch of routine messages. I took some time to show Dyami how to log the calls. One of the calls was from Howard Winston. When we got to that one I hit display.
Mr. Winston appeared on the wall screen. He looked tired. Despite his money and expensive suit he didn't look all put together properly. The charcoal suit was rumpled. It looked like something he had been sleeping in. He hadn't shaved in a while and his round usually florid face was pale. He had dark circles beneath his eyes. But then what did I expect? The man had just found out that his daughter had been murdered early this morning. Despite that his surroundings made it clear that he was in his office at the bank. I can't imagine having gone to work after news like that. Behind him I could see the view from his window. It was very nice, overlooking the bay. Waves crested and broke silently in the background. Native Olindan plants graced his office. It was all very neat and attractive. At the moment Mr. Winston didn't fit into that picture.
"Look, Mr. Marsden, I hope you're not there because you're out looking for my daughter's killer. I've got a lot of business to take care of today, I'm sure you can imagine. I'd like you to come by as soon as possible to give me an update on your progress. It doesn't matter when, I'll make time for you. I hope you're making progress. I've heard that the first day is the most important. After that it gets harder to solve the case. I think we're both going to have a long day. I want to see you soon."
I rubbed my eyes. Mr. Winston was right. The first day was important. That was why I didn't want to have to go down there and talk to him. Besides I hated talking to the victim's families. Unless they're suspects and Mr. Winston had already been more or less ruled out. Whatever problems Chrissy had he seemed to have genuinely been trying to help her get through them. I'd consider him a suspect if I came across some evidence to indicate his involvement but right now I was working on the assumption that he was just a grieving father. If it was an act he ought to be an actor..
"Howard Winston," Dyami said. "A relation to Chrissy Winston?"
"Yes. Her father. He's also the man that hired us to find the murderer. We're going to have to go down there and talk to him about the case. But first let's finish the rest of the messages."
There was one from Shanley, voice only.
"Hey, Brock? Are you there? No. Well I just wanted to tell you I think I may have broken the case already! How's that for the old man? You'd better hurry up with that murder gig or I'm going to solve mine first. Good luck hunting. Bye."
That was Shanley. Always excited about his cases no matter how small they might seem to someone else. Each time he recovered a lost pet you'd think that they were made of the rarest jewels in the galaxy. I deleted the message. None of the other calls were anything that we needed to spend time on. I considered calling Captain Brice to share the names that I'd gotten from Gee but decided against it. If I couldn't work on the case after tonight's fight then Dyami could contact the Captain and turn everything we had on the case over then.
"Let's go get some lunch and then we'll go talk to our employer."
Another cab ride through the city. We stopped at the market and picked up sandwiches. Dyami's without meat. Mine with plenty of hard salami. More water for him. I considered another Torlian coffee but decided that would be pushing my luck. I'd had too much already. Anymore and I really would be bouncing off walls. I settled for a root beer. It's a classic. We ate and then got another cab to go to the bank. Our expenses for this case were mounting. Fortunately Mr. Winston had no problem paying the advance to cover those costs. A murder case like this would do the agency a lot of good. Galactic Bank has almost no connections at all with the Glittering Throng. Everyone wants to name things 'Galactic' because it implies everything positive about the Glittering Throng. Their superior intelligence, civilization, and technology. The kids today even used 'galactic' as slang for anything good that they liked. I thought it was pretty silly to run around saying 'galactic' all the time but then I wasn't young anymore. Even if I had been I hoped that I wouldn't have done that. It was annoying.
Galactic Bank might not have ties to the Glittering Throng but they were a powerful figure in the banking world. Locations on thousands of planets, stations, asteroids, and moons. Almost anywhere you could go within light-years of Olinda and you could count on there being a Galactic Bank. From what I've read in the financial news they were always growing. Assimilating other banks into their structure. I don't entirely understand how banking works on even a local level - this business of interplanetary banks was a bit over my head. Our local building wasn't the headquarters for the organization. I don't know if there was a headquarters. But it was the headquarters for Olinda. In typical fashion that meant that it had to be large and impressive. And it was. The Galactic Bank building was one of the more beautiful buildings on Olinda. Like most of the structures it was built of biocrete with solar-power windows, integrated wind turbines, and a green roof. But the Galactic Bank was a tall building which swept up like a wave. There were terraces filled with native plants. It looked like it was in motion when in reality it was frozen. Located on a volcanic crag right down by the water it integrated well into the surroundings. There were a few diver bats flying around the building and nesting on the terraces but nothing like in the scab district. The cab let us out in the underground parking entrance. Even here sun-tubes carried natural light to panels in every part of the garage. You might be underground but it felt like you were outside. They were powered light panels alternating with the sun-panels for when it became too dark. I told the cab to wait.
Right inside the main entrance we were greeted by a seductive human receptionist, sort of. She was a projection rather than a living person. I don't know if an normal human would have noticed but to my eyes I could see the flaws in the details. She wasn't quite there. I couldn't see through her, exactly, but there was an odd luminosity about her. It was still an attractive display. She smiled warmly at us and you wanted to like her right off the bat.
"Good afternoon, how may I help you?"
"We're here to see Mr. Winston."
"Let me just check his calendar, hmmm, are you Brock Marsden by any chance?"
"Yes."
"Could I please see some identification?"
I beamed her my ident code. Her smile broadened. Even knowing that she was just a projection without any awareness of her own I felt happy that I had made her so happy. It was annoying. Whoever had designed the system had done an excellent job with her programming. I wondered if other species saw their own equivalent.
"Thank you so much Mr. Marsden. Elevator 2 will take you up to the tenth floor. Take the hall to the left and Mr. Winston's office is third on the right. I hope you have a nice afternoon."
Her eyes went to Dyami and in a fluid motion she morphed into a slightly smaller, hairier version of Dyami, complete with her own unique pattern of orange and black stripes. Her bristles were thicker and there were more of them, particularly along her spine. My teeth started to ache which suggested that she was talking to Dyami.
"Sorry to interrupt, but he's with me," I said.
"Fascinating technology," Dyami's translator said. "It could be very popular on Eyota."
I nudged his shoulder. "Sorry. No time to sit and gawk. Let's go."
Dyami did a peculiar bounce on his fists which the projection copied. I didn't know what it meant but he followed me to the elevator. The elevator itself was typically large with plenty of room for at least two beings Dyami's size. With just he and I in the elevator it felt almost spacious. I guess since the elevator had been assigned to us it rose without any interruptions. I also noticed that there were no controls in the elevator itself. The receptionist must be the only way to get anywhere in the building. I'm sure that those who worked here had other ways to control the elevator. It was a nice security feature.
At what I assumed was our floor the elevator opened. I stepped out and went down the hallway to the left. In one wicked corner of my mind I wondered what would happen if I went the other way. Surely they had ways to track us. I'm sure they'd be polite, at least at first, about any deviation. I didn't test my theory.
"I want you to wait outside," I told Dyami as we approached the office.
"Confusion. Why?"
"Good, that was shorter. I want you to wait because Mr. Winston is upset. It'll be easier if he doesn't have to deal with someone new right now. I'll be sure to tell him how helpful you've been in this case."
"Acceptable. Gratitude in your generosity."
"I say it like it is. You've been helpful. Just wait here. If anyone asks just tell them you're waiting for me and Mr. Winston to conclude our meeting."
"Understood."
"Good." I knocked on the door.
"Come in."
As I entered Mr. Winston was rising from his desk. He reached up and rubbed his eyes. If anything he looked worse in person than he had in the message. He gestured at one of the chairs in front of his desk. "Sit down, Mr. Marsden. Can I get you anything?"
"No thanks."
He nodded and stared out the window. "What have you got for me?"
"Your daughter was killed sometime late last night or early this morning. I haven't gotten the results back yet from the autopsy. I hope they'll have something for us later today. Her brain was extracted -"
"Extracted?" Mr. Winston's voice sounded strangled.
Maybe I shouldn't have mentioned that. Except it was important and he had to find out sooner or later. There just wasn't any easy way to tell him except to do it. I tried to keep my tone as kind as I could.
"Yes, sir."
"Why?"
"I don't know that yet."
"How," he swallowed and tried again. "How was it done?"
I didn't want to answer these questions. But he was paying me. I couldn't refuse. "It looks like the killer used some sort of medical device. The top of her skull was removed very precisely. Then the brain was removed. I think whoever it was wanted her brain intact."
Mr. Winston sank into his chair. His shoulders shook. It was my turn to look out the window. I couldn't stand to look at him going through his pain right now. While I waited I got up and went to the window. There were Olindan plants in pale blues and greens in the window box outside. Down below I could see the waves rise and roll in to crash on the rock. Rocks that would never wear away now that they had been treated. It was some sort of transparent alloy used to reinforce a lot of the rock faces in the city. Couldn't have the foundations flaking away.
Mr. Winston drew in a deep breath. Sniffed. "Sorry. I'm okay."
I turned around. "Do you really want to know all of this? We're doing everything possible to catch the murderer, I assure you. Can't that be enough?"
He shook his head and drew himself up in his chair. For the first time today I saw a bit of the iron core at the heart of this banker. The man was not going to be dissuaded.
"No. Thank you. I have to know. Can you understand that? It'd be worse not knowing what happened to her."
"Fine."
He pressed his hands together. "Okay. They removed, ah, her brain. How did they kill her?"
"Chrissy was restrained," I said carefully. "When they performed the operation she died."
"She was alive?"
"I'm afraid so."
His face seemed to ripple and I thought he was going to drop his control but he held on. I think if I were him and had just heard that my daughter was alive when some bastard ripped out her brain I would have been puking my guts out about now. Mr. Winston was tougher than I would have thought. It also squashed any lingering doubts that I might have had in the back of my mind about his involvement in Chrissy's death. No one could put on the performance I was seeing.
"What else? Do you have any suspects?"
I nodded. "Nothing firm right now. I think it was probably someone that she knew. I don't think this was a random killing."
"Who?"
"Frankly, Mr. Winston, there are too many names right now. Do you know about a club called Dark Matters?"
He shook his head. "Any reason I should?"
"It's a club in the scab district. Live sex acts, that sort of thing."
He groaned. "You're going to tell me that my daughter was mixed up in that?"
"I'm afraid so. It seems that she was a fairly regular performer at Dark Matters."
"Places like that should be shut down."
I didn't comment, or actually agree. Our constitution granted broad freedoms to consenting adults and emphasized personal responsibility. I couldn't be a Moreau on many worlds because it would have been illegal. Just because someone else didn't approve shouldn't mean that my personal freedoms should be restricted. That meant that sometimes people did things you wouldn't want to do yourself. Their choice. But I didn't think that this was a good time for a constitutional debate with the man.
"I have a list of the individuals that Chrissy has performed with. I'll be talking to each of them. I'm also talking to other people that Chrissy might have known. Friends, associates, neighbors - at this point it is too early to know who might have been involved. Once we've done some research we'll be able to start eliminating people off our lists. We'll catch them."
Mr. Winston frowned. "I don't want Chrissy's name dragged through the mud with the media. It couldn't help anyone. You can keep it quiet, can't you? That she performed at this club?"
"I'm obligated to turn over everything that I find about the case to the police, Mr. Winston. If it doesn't have anything to do with the case then it won't come up. But if the murderer did have something to do with her acts at Dark Matters then it'll come out during the trial."
"Trial," Mr. Winston growled. "There doesn't have to be a trial."
I felt very cold inside at his words. I couldn't think of anything to say. Unfortunately Mr. Winston didn't have the same problem. He leaned towards me on his desk and for the first time his face looked eager.
"You could take care of it. You've killed people before."
"I'm not an assassin, Mr. Winston. I'm a detective. I'm interested in the truth about what happened. You have to trust the courts to provide justice."
He waved a hand. "I'm not talking about anything illegal. You could just turn over your information to the police and let them handle it. But if you went after the murderer yourself, and were forced to defend yourself that wouldn't be a crime, would it? And how could it be wrong? You said yourself that they ripped out my daughter's brain while she was still alive! Anyone that could do something like that doesn't deserve to be locked up. They deserve to die. That would be justice."
I stood up. "Mr. Winston, you're upset. For your sake I'm going to keep this conversation between us. I suggest that you let it go. I'll do everything I can to bring your daughter's killer to justice but I will not murder someone."
He rocked back in his chair. For a minute I thought he was going to keep arguing but then his mouth pressed tight. "Fine," he spat. "Get out there and find the bastard. Do your job."
I gritted my teeth, nodded, and then left the office. I felt for the guy. But anyone that could suggest that I just murder someone wasn't the sort of client I liked working for. I tried to tell myself that he was just grieving. In a few days he wouldn't mean that but part of me didn't believe that. Mr. Winston knew exactly what he wanted.
There was a crowd in the hallway around Dyami. Two human men in security outfits and a female version of Gee. I wasn't sure what their species was but I wanted to find out. Just seeing her made me uneasy. She wore layers of flowing clothing in bright colors. Her tentacles looked tattooed with intricate designs. Dyami looked like he was cowering against the wall. As big as he was he could have easily crushed them all but instead he was looking like he was overwhelmed. When I stepped out his dark eyes widened.
"Brock! Confusion. Please help."
The bankers turned towards me. The female stepped forward. Everything about her bearing suggested that she was in charge. "Why is this being standing in the hallway?"
"I asked him to wait for me," I said. "I had a meeting with Mr. Winston."
She looked past me at the door I had just come out of. "Mr. Winston isn't seeing anyone right now."
"Check your records, lady. I just had a meeting with him. I'm Brock Marsden. I happen to be investigating the murder of Mr. Winston's daughter. That's my partner you've got cornered there."
Her mouth tentacles twitched towards her mouth then hung still. I think she had been about to suck them in like Gee had done but I suspect that it was considered bad manners. "Very well. If your meeting is concluded then you will need to leave. Elevator three will take you back down. We will escort you to the elevator."
"Sure thing."
I started walking that way, not bothering to keep my stride short. Everyone else ended up running after me. Dyami burst into his swinging lope and reached the elevator at the same time as I did. The door slid open and we stepped inside. I waved to our security escort as the door closed. It was petty but I enjoyed it.
"What happened back there?"
"Confusion. They objected to my presence."
"You make some people nervous."
"Sadness in that. It is unintended."
I felt bad for the big guy. I knew something about making people nervous. So far the alterations that had been made to my DNA were not obvious. Well, okay, eyes glowing in the dark did make some people nervous. But usually they needed to be told that I was a Moreau before they became nervous. With Dyami's size and bulk he had to make people nervous just by being himself. It reminded me about the Tretan's call.
"Hey, you want to run an errand with me?"
"Errand?"
"I have to pick something up. It won't take long."
"I go wherever you go."
"I guess that settles it then."
We returned to the garage where the cab picked us up. I gave it the address for GDS and we were off. There wasn't much to distinguish the Tretan's GDS building. It was one of dozens of identical warehouses located in the shipping district near the space port. A small sign beside the door read, 'Galactic DNA Suppliers: Invitation Only' - if you said anything the language would change to reflect the language of the speaker but the message remained the same. The Tretan didn't deal with anyone off the street. I told Dyami to wait in the cab. Any strangers were likely to make the Tretan nervous. That wasn't something I wanted to do.
I pressed my hand against the sign. Scanners embedded in the multifunction device read my DNA. The door slid open. When I walked inside a small mobile spotlight buzzed into position above me. It would follow me for the duration of my visit. The bulk of the warehouse was empty. Near the center was the Tretan's work area. It was a small cluster of terminals and equipment beneath the only other light in the place. I walked straight for the cluster. I was about halfway there when the Tretan started his descent. The Tretan isn't a spider but that's usually the first thing that humans think of when they see him. When they get closer and see the hard shell covered with small spikes they might think crab. None of those comparisons are actually accurate. The Tretan, I believe from observation, is a warm-blooded animal with an exoskeletal structure. There are definite spider-like aspects in the way it moves but it isn't really a spider at all. The Tretan's home, if that was the right word, was a web-like structure high in the rafters above its equipment. Like spiders the Tretan is a web-spinner, although on a whole other scale. The Tretan's web strands were easily each as thick as my index finger. Given his bulk I doubt that they could be easily broken. Maybe cut with a knife but I'm not even sure about that.
The Tretan descended smoothly from the dark shadows above down into the well-lit cluster. I reached the outer edge of his lit space at the same time as he reached the equipment.
"So, Brock Marsden. You came quickly."
"I had a few minutes to spare."
The Tretan's voice seemed to come from all around me. The effect was disconcerting the first time you heard it. Annoying after that.
"I have something special. Unique. I thought of you. This is good stuff."
"What is it?"
"A neocortex enhancement."
I didn't know what to say but inwardly I cursed. I wanted it as soon as the words were out of the Tretan's translator. The neocortex, the seat of intelligence. One of the things the Glittering Throng held over the Rim species was their intelligence. It was clear biology. The Glittering Throng was more intelligent. We were smart enough to see why and even how they could be more intelligent than us - but modifying our own intelligence was extremely risky. I didn't care. I wanted to see what the Tretan had.
"Human compatible?"
The Tretan laughed like dry leaves blowing in the wind. "It could be. Nearly so as it is. The species was considered for inclusion in the Glittering Throng. They were rejected but are considered one of the most intelligent of the Rim species. That is, until they were wiped out by those that were jealous of them."
My mouth was dry. He couldn't mean what I thought. "The Neridians?"
"Very good. Yes."
Humans had shocked many Rim species when we achieved interstellar travel. Not for managing to cross the gulf, but for our resemblance to the Neridians - already extinct when humans were still swinging swords. Side-by-side comparison with reports of the Neridians made it clear that the resemblance was simply convergent evolution in action. They were bipeds that lived a semi-amphibious life along the waterways of their home world. At first glance they looked human until you noticed the delicate ferning of their ears, the hour-glass pupils in their overly large eyes, four fingers or the backwards bend to their knees. Their skin had a bluish tint to it. Despite the oddities in their physiology the resemblance was striking. Most humans thought that they were beautiful. Unfortunately, however, they were also extinct.
"How could you have a sample?"
"My sources in the Glittering Throng provided the sample."
For the first time since I'd known the Tretan I considered the possibility that he might be somewhat truthful. If he had Neridian DNA then his people might very well have been part of the Glittering Throng as he had always claimed. I didn't know how else he could have obtained it. The species that had wiped out the Neridians had been very thorough in their extermination. They eliminated all trace of the Neridians. Or so I thought. A genetic sample could be cloned. With enough work and the introduction of some standard variety algorithms a breeding population of Neridians could be created.
It didn't matter. Even if I never used the sample for anything I had to have it.
"How much?"
"Ah, that is the question. You already have a substantial balance, you know."
I took out my tablet. Mr. Winston was paying expenses. I could clean out my savings and pay off my existing debts. With my portion of the fee for the Winston case I could make a down payment. I set up the offer and beamed it to his equipment.
The Tretan swung forward on his webbing, limbs danced across the console. A sound like a dying man's last gasp came from his mouth. "It is acceptable. Your payments will be increased. Here are the details."
More data flowed onto my tablet. The cost of the sample was high but not quite as bad as I had expected. My payments had gone up twenty percent. It would be tougher to make ends meet but what else was I going to do? I don't know how to make it clearer but there was no way I could walk out of that warehouse without the sample. Things would work out.
"Here," the Tretan said.
I stood my ground as it swung around the equipment, different legs pulling on webbing cables. As far as I could see the Tretan never actually set foot on the floor. One rocky limb held out a sparkling storage cube. The DNA sample would be encoded in the cube's matrix as well as existing in solution in the core. If the sample in solution became damaged the matrix could be used with a DNA synthesizer to create more. The device was cool in my hand with its own built-in refrigeration. I tucked it into an inner pocket in my coat as the Tretan swung away and started to ascend.
"Nice doing business with you," the Tretan's voice hissed from the darkness.
Accompanied by my mobile spotlight I returned to the door and stepped out into the light. The cab was still there. Dyami's broad face was pressed anxiously against the window. I got in and gave it my address.
"What did you do inside?" Dyami asked.
"I just picked up something."
"Curious. What?"
I hadn't planned to say anything but my insides were shaking with excitement. I could feel the container pressed against my chest and I wanted to look at it again. I pulled it out. Dyami reached for it but I kept it back.
"Sorry. It is fragile. I'll hang on to it."
"What is it?"
"A DNA storage cube. It holds both an organic DNA sequence as well as the sequence encoded into the cube's matrix."
"Is it a clue?"
I shook my head. "No. This is just something for me."
"What for?"
I looked at him. "Didn't Shanley tell you what I am?"
Dyami's broad Halloween face wrinkled even more. "You are a detective."
It made me laughed. "Yeah. Detective Moreau, that's what Captain Brice calls me. I'm a Moreau."
"Confusion in understanding. What is a Moreau? You are not human?"
"I guess that's a matter of debate. I think of myself as human, mostly. A Moreau is someone who has added DNA from other species to their own. The name comes from an old Terran story."
Dyami recoiled against the far side of the cab, rocking it violently. I almost dropped the Neridian sample. I quickly put it away.
"What's wrong?"
Dyami's lip curled up. He shuddered. For several seconds he didn't say anything. Finally his translator spoke haltingly.
"You have modified your life-code?"
"I guess you can say that."
Another shudder shook his large frame. "How is this possible? Is it not a crime?"
"A crime? Why? An individual should have the right to make their own decisions. If I modify my DNA how does that affect you?"
"It corrupts your life-code! The sanctity of the code must not be violated!" Dyami shuddered again. "It is unthinkable."
Dyami barred his teeth. I realized in that moment I was in a very small space with a very large, possibly unstable, person that I didn't really know all that well. I tucked the cube back into my pocket. I spread my empty hands. Come on now, Dyami. I don't want any trouble."
Dyami shuddered once more. His mouth twisted. "Corruptor. Altering the life-code is unthinkable."
"Obviously not," I retorted. "Or you wouldn't have this ridiculous taboo about it. You're going to have to deal with this or get out. Understood? If you can't handle that you'll need to find someone else to learn from."
Dyami moaned and lowered his massive head down between his hands. He stayed like that. After the first minute or so passed I started to feel guilty. That just made me more angry. I didn't have anything to feel guilty about. This was his problem - not mine. He either accepted me or he left. A couple more minutes passed before Dyami came out of his sulk. When he did he raised his head and looked at me with the bleakest expression I'd ever seen on his massive face. I wanted to yell at him, tell him to get over it, but I couldn't help feel sorry for the big guy. I liked him even if he was repulsed by me now.
"Fearing the answer. Must my life-code be altered to be a detective?"
"Uh, no. The one doesn't have anything to do with the other."
Dyami's eyes widened. "Truth in speaking?"
"Of course. Shanley is not modified at all. I seek to improve myself, Dyami. That's all. Evolution works great but without design. The changes I've made have made me a better detective than I would be otherwise."
"I will not modify my life-code."
"That's fine," I snapped. "I already told you it wasn't necessary."
"Fearing this answer also. May I continue to learn from you?"
"Yes. Assuming that I don't disgust you too much?"
"Gratitude. I will manage."
Great. Just great. I bit off another angry reply and looked out the window. I'd told the cab to go back to my place because I didn't want to carry around the Neridian sample with me all day. We were getting close now. I lived in a duplex up the coast in the hills away from the ocean. The house is a long house that curves along a hill. The north side of the house is actually cut into the hill and underground but the south side faces the sun with solar-power windows. They served a dual purpose of letting in light and heat while capturing a portion of the energy to power the house. My landlady, a wonderful woman named Sonya Thornton lives in the left side of the duplex while I'm in the right. She also helps with the housework and shopping. I find the arrangement very satisfactory. In exchange I do things around the place to keep it up and pay both my rent and for her services.
As the cab pulled up Sonya was out in the front garden that cascaded down terraces beneath the windows. The cab slowed to a stop in the drive and we got out. She stood and shaded her eyes, squinting against the light. When she saw Dyami emerge from the cab her hand went to her mouth, covering the small 'o' of surprise on her face. I waved to her before starting up the ramp which curved up around the garden to a walk along the front of the house.
"Have you been out all night?" she asked.
"Not all night. I left early this morning. I hope I didn't disturb you."
She shook her head, gray and brown ringlets bouncing. "Nope. Didn't even notice you were gone until you didn't show up for breakfast. I milked Dancy and Prancy."
Dancy and Prancy were Sonya's goats but it was one of the chores that I did when I was here in the morning. "Sorry. I had to go too early."
"You could have left a note."
"You're right. I'm sorry."
Her gaze went past my shoulder to Dyami lurking on the ramp. "Who's this big fellow?"
"Dyami from Eyota. He's the agency's new intern."
"Shanley's taking on interns now?"
"I guess so. Dyami, I'd like you to meet Sonya Thornton. An all-around extraordinary woman and my landlady."
I had to walk past Sony to give Dyami room. He held out his hand. She took what she could hold and shook his hand.
"I'm pleased to meet you Dyami." She looked over her shoulder at me. "Will you boys be staying long? Have you had lunch yet?"
"We ate earlier," I said.
Dyami looked around at the plants. "You are a master of plants?"
"I don't know about a master, but I try my best," Sonya said.
"Pleasure in seeing this garden," Dyami said.
"I'm glad. I'll let you boys get on with your business. I don't want to stand in the way of your solving a case. I'll just get back to my gardening."
I led Dyami around to the door. Fortunately the house was built with a variety of species in mind and the doors were large enough - just - to accommodate Dyami. He filled the hallway behind me as we went through the house to my workshop. At the back of the house the largest bedroom in my half I had put it to use as a workshop. I didn't need much space to sleep but I needed much more to work. I had multiple servers set up to process genetic simulations. That took up the bulk of the equipment. Plus there were the DNA analyzers and synthesizers. The center-piece of the entire workshop looked like a rounded metallic coffin. The Moreau Pod, some called it. No one had a clear idea of how the device worked. It was the one piece of genuine Galactic tech that I owned. When fed the proper instructions a Moreau Pod was able to alter an individual's DNA. Basically you could reprogram and rebuild a person based on the information input. It was an extremely dangerous and difficult process to program the Moreau Pod correctly. I ran my hand across the surface on the way to the refrigerator. I opened the refrigerator door.
Inside was my collection. Tray after tray of genetic samples. Except for the Moreau Pod the most expensive thing in the workshop was this collection. Dozens of different species were represented. Each for a specific purpose. Some of these samples might never be used but in researching their genetic structure I learned more and more about how a person is put together. The trays were organized by purpose. I added the Neridian cube to the uppermost tray which contained samples selected for cognitive and sensory modifications. My fingers ran across another prize. The Euzebian matrix. Most of my recent work had been focused on studying their unique sensory perceptions. The Euzebians 'saw' with their sense of smell. It is so refined that their eyes are nothing but vestigial organs. Most are blind as far as what humans would consider sight. Yet the Euzebians could in fact see. Everything gives off molecules. The Euzebian sense of smell could detect these molecules so accurately that they could see not only their surroundings but also see things across time. As they described it if they entered a room they could see whomever had been in the room recently and, in fact, see what the person had done in the room. I found that notion particularly compelling. But it was also something very dangerous to work with. A mistake could scramble my brain. I closed the refrigerator and turned around.
I'd forgotten all about Dyami. He stood hunched in the doorway. His black eyes were taking in the room's contents.
"What is this place?"
"My workshop." I held up a hand. "Let's just get going. I want to start checking out the aliens on that list we got from Gee before it gets too late. I don't really want to argue about life-codes right now."
For a second I thought he would argue but then he realized he had another problem. He could fit down the hallway but there wasn't room for him to turn around easily. He managed by rising onto his legs, folding his arms and shuffling around. He went down the hall quickly. No doubt to get away before his life-code became altered. I swallowed my irritation and hurried after him.
"Going out so soon?" Sonya asked as we went by.
"Yep. Have to chase down those clues." No need to tell her about Dyami's concern. Sonya knew what I was an accepted it, just like Shanley. I hoped that Dyami would learn to accept it. I'd give him a chance at least. If he didn't run all the way back home after dealing with a Moreau.
As soon as we got back into the cab I pulled out my tablet and accessed the list of names. Some of these I recognized. Not many, but a couple. One in particular stuck out. Chatha, as in Chatha Toys. I didn't know Chatha but I had seen the advertisements. Who hadn't? It was one of the oddest creatures to come to Olinda. And it had revived the ancient custom of advertisements. That isn't to say that no one ever advertised their wares but times had changed. Now most people had systems that could access all the relevant information on a product and recommend the best match. If I wanted a different brand of Torlian coffee all I had to do was tell my system what I didn't like about the current brand and it would come back with a more suitable match, assuming one existed. Chatha, however, had revived the ancient practice of advertising his wares in every venue he could find. There were posters plastered around the city. Cleaning crews removed them but Chatha always seemed to find someone to post more for him. Fines didn't bother him, I guess. Vendors displayed his posters because he paid them to do so. Evidently Chatha had done something right because he had added stores. It was another concept that you didn't see much of in Olinda - expansion. Chatha wasn't interested in running a sustainable business. Every year had to see more growth. There had been public commentary about his business practices and whether or not they were legal under Olinda business legislation. As far as I knew there was nothing illegal.
Dyami had remained quiet since we left my house. He stared out the window. You'd think I'd just done something terrible. I didn't know how to cheer him up or get past this problem he had with my being a Moreau. So I did the only thing any sensible man would do in my place. I ignored it and poked him with the tablet.
The massive head swung around. He didn't say anything.
"Look at this."
His eyes dropped to the tablet but I didn't think he was taking it in.
"Come on, Dyami. We have a case, remember? A murderer to catch?"
One of his hands came up and took the tablet. He looked at the screen. "Uncertainty in the meaning."
"Chatha. He's a local business owner. Sells toys. He is one of the people that Chrissy had sex with at Dark Matters. We're going to go see him and ask him some questions."
I told the cab where to take us while Dyami looked back down at the tablet. After a couple minutes he handed it back.
"Clarification needed. Why does he appear so?"
I looked down at the tablet and sighed. "You've got me. I've never understood it."
The picture on the screen was one I'd accessed from his online store front. I think that Chatha intended the picture to suggest joviality and fun. I didn't see that in the images. I think it was because he was an alien, but it could just be me since his stores were so popular. The only way anyone normally saw Chatha was in a clown suit. Baggy yellow pants with a red and white striped shirt that had one blue sleeve and one green sleeve. His hair was an enormous three-lobed pile of purple curls. Chatha wore a face mask that was a white smiling humanoid face complete with red nose. But it didn't cover all of Chatha's face. The costume didn't cover his hands, neck or feet. It was a costume and you could still see Chatha beneath it. I thought Chatha looked like Death. Black, deep-space black skin which hung in sheets over thin bones. Layers of skin that fell around his bony frame. His face, whatever it looked like beneath the clown mask and frizzy hair was hidden by a black hood of skin. Too many long, skeletal black fingers emerged from the sleeves and ended in bone-white claws. His feet were no better and splayed out beneath the baggy pants. By human standards he was one of the most grotesque things I'd seen.
"Would you corrupt your life-code with that?" Dyami tapped the tablet with one massive finger. He almost knocked it from my hand.
"Are you joking? Not really my style."
"You corrupt your life-code with that taken from others."
I shoved the tablet in my pocket. "It isn't like that. I only add traits that I admire in others. And only after extensive research, study, and simulations. I don't want to end up as a Dumpty."
"Dumpty? Confusion in understanding."
"It's taken from an old children's story. It is what happens when someone's life-code is truly corrupted. When they are no longer viable and can't be helped."
"You risk this?"
I couldn't lie to him. "Yes. I'm not like some Moreaus. I don't add just anything I get to my DNA. Most of those samples in my refrigerator I will never add to my DNA. But by studying them I learn more about how we work. Why we are the way we are. I get ideas for how I might be better than I am today. I may not know what my final form will be, like Subha, but I'm not careless."
"Confusion in understanding. It does not make sense to me to alter the life-code."
"Can you accept that it makes sense to me? That it is my life-code to alter if I choose to do so?"
Dyami was quiet for a minute. Finally he shuddered and his lips peeled back in what I hoped was a smile. "Yes. Unable to approve but able to accept."
"Judgmental bastard aren't you?"
"Confusion."
"Never mind. I'm glad you can accept. Now can we focus on the case? Chatha may be able to give us some information about Chrissy. If we're lucky he'll know something that will lead us back to Jonas."
"Chatha suspect as well?"
"At the moment, yes." The cab was slowing as it pulled up in front of the store. "Let's find out what he has to say."
One of the distinguishing features of the Chatha Toy stores was the large playground outside each of the stores. All were unique. The headquarters playground used a space theme with spacecraft, planets, and a projected view of the solar system contained within a geodesic climbing hemisphere. The place was filled with children running, about and playing. Their laughter ranged from the pleasant human cries of delight and amusement to the much less enjoyable rattlings of a cetacean-analogue child. At least I thought it was child. Adults of the various species sat on benches along the perimeter of the playground as they watched their energetic hatchlings, spawn or offspring.
A bright blue ball bounced across our path followed by something half my size looking like a partially plucked chicken. Its pudgy arms reached for the ball. Cute, I guess. I looked around for an adult of the species but didn't see anyone. At first. Then I noticed in the tree ahead there were several large avian-types perched on branches. Wonderful. I didn't see wings. Maybe they had lost that ability when they developed a meatier cranial cavity. As if just to prove me wrong the offspring - chick? - chased his ball towards a spinning merry-go-round. In an instant one of the adults launched itself from the branch. A thin membrane spread out between its limbs and it glided down towards the child. At the last minute it swooped up right, landed behind the chick, and caught it by the shoulders. The chick was released to chase the ball again when it bounced off the merry-go-round in a harmless direction. The adult walked back to the tree and climbed up the trunk to rejoin the others.
Dyami got a few stares as we walked up into the store but most of the beings were too busy focusing on their fun to worry about him. The store itself was a riot of color spread out across several levels. The dome-shaped building had a ramp which spiraled up towards the top along the outside wall. The center of the dome was open to a skylight in the top. On the main floor there was a tall tree and shallow pool surrounded by benches. Each of the floors above was donut-shaped. Directly in front of the entrance was a welcoming desk. Children were given balloons and sent scampering, running, and skipping off to look at the toys while their parents slogged along after them. It made me think. Fatherhood - not a good idea for me.
A human clerk with shoulder-length brown hair looked up at us as we reached the desk. She smiled brightly. "Welcome to Chatha Toys. Our fun is your fun. How may I help you?"
I liked her right away. I tried my best to look friendly. She didn't seem bothered by Dyami's presence but I thought we must look out of place. Maybe I should have borrowed a kid.
"I'd like to see Chatha," I said.
Her smile never wavered. "Chatha is extremely busy, as I'm sure you understand. I'd be happy to give him a message."
I looked at the small badge clipped to her shirt. "Kate? Thank you, but it is very important that we see Chatha right away. My name is Brock Marsden. I'm a private detective. This is my partner Dyami."
Dyami's head jerked around to focus on Kate instead of the toys. He waved at her.
Kate smiled broadly and leaned forward on the counter. She stared at Dyami with frank fascination. "What are you?"
Dyami drew himself up onto his legs and tugged on his belts. "An Eyotan detective."
"You're sure a big guy. And I've never seen coloring like that before." Kate glanced up at me. "Is that his normal color?"
I looked over at Dyami. "I don't know. We just started to work together. I just assumed it was. Is it?"
Dyami dropped his arms down to the ground. "Yes. These are my markings."
"Do all Eyotan's have the same coloring or does that vary?"
"Others of my kind are marked similarly. At home we blend in with the grass."
Kate nodded and straightened back up. The corner of her mouth twisted. "He's neat but I can't just interrupt Chatha. He doesn't like to be interrupted. Do you want to leave a message?"
I leaned closer and Kate mimicked the motion so our heads were close together. I found myself distracted by her lips and her dark eyes. Who can blame me? She was very cute. "Look," I said in a low tone that wouldn't carry. "I have to ask Chatha questions about a murder that happened last night. The victim was a young woman that Chatha was personally involved with. I think that he will want to talk to us so we can get this all cleared up."
Kate's eyes had widened when I mentioned murder. She drew back and bit her lip for a second. "Okay. I'll ask. Hang on a second."
She walked towards the back of the booth and talked into a comm for a minute. I could pick up a few words. Then she beamed and thanked whomever she was talking too and returned to the desk.
"Okay, Mr. Marsden. Just go all the way up the ramp. Someone will meet you at the top."
I rapped my knuckles on the counter. "Thank you."
She leaned forward on the counter and gave me a frank look. "You're welcome. Please come back again."
I thought that sounded like a good idea. But right now there was a case to solve. Besides, as far as I knew she'd react like Dyami to the idea of me being a Moreau. Plus my love life was complicated enough right now. Between Subha with her religious ideas and ever-present acolytes and Calanthe's sensie career I just didn't know if it was a good idea for me to date anyone. Kate was attractive and seemed like a nice woman. But I wasn't exactly the fit for the nice woman. Just look at the things I'd had to deal with so far today? I shook my head and followed Dyami over to the ramp. I'd worry about all of that later, after the case.
The ramp spiraled up around the building - giving us a superb view out the window. Children ran up and down the ramp without care. There was a transparent barrier along the ramp which ran up to the floor above, preventing even the most agile child from falling. At each level there was a wide opening before the ramp continued on upwards. Four floors up we reached the top floor. On this level the barrier actually had a door. There was a human man standing on the other side of the transparent door.
"Mr. Marsden and Dyami," I said. "We're here to see Chatha."
The man nodded and touched a control. The door slid aside. I walked in and he pointed to the left. "That way. Chatha will meet you in the lounge."
Like the other floors this one was not walled off except for the transparent barrier around the central shaft. It was slotted, however, so children's laughter floated up from the floors below. Somewhere in the building a child started screaming about having to leave. It wouldn't be too bad to work listening to the children laugh but the crying would drive me crazy. Most of the upper floor was divided up into open work areas. There weren't a lot of people on this level but they seemed relaxed like they enjoyed their jobs. I saw Chatha right away. He stood waiting for us in the lounge area - an area with several comfortable-looking groups of chairs and sofas. He looked just like his picture, clown suit and all. And he just stood there watching us walk towards him. He didn't move at all. I thought the whole thing was unnerving. Everything else about the place was wonderful but he was just scary. I didn't get it. Just looking at him made the delighted cries of the children below sound like cries of fear. I felt like the universe had shifted and suddenly I was standing in a building filled with suffering instead of joy.
That was it. I kept walking but I knew it deep in my gut. That was what all of this was about. The reason Chatha sold toys in the first place. I think he heard things exactly the same way. We're all wired to interpret sensory input in particular patterns. I think that to Chatha the cries of the children did sound like cries of fear. And he enjoyed that. It must stimulate some instinctive part of him. Intellectually he knew that he couldn't harm the children but the different cries were close enough that he could get the thrill by making the children happy. Or I could be completely off-base and just be projecting my own uneasiness onto him. But I didn't think so.
Despite my doubts I forced a smile onto my face and held out my hand to Death in a clown suit. "Chatha, thank you for seeing me."
His grip was dry and bony like touching a long dried out corpse. It also felt remarkably strong. His muscles might be stringy but they were very effective. I immediately wanted to take a closer look at them.
"Mr. Marsden. Kate said that this was something about a murder. Someone I know? I'm not aware of any of my acquaintances being murdered," he said. His voice was deep and sounded natural. If it came from a translator I couldn't see it.
"Then I'm sorry to be the one to tell you but Chrissy Winston was killed last night."
"Chrissy Winston? I'm not familiar with this name."
"No? The owner of Dark Matters seemed to think otherwise. Evidently you were intimate with Chrissy in front of an audience. I'm sure we can get witnesses to that?"
Chatha held up a hand. "Ah, it becomes clearer. Yes, I spent time with her at Dark Matters - but I did not know her name. I had seen her there before. She was willing to do things with other species. I hadn't ever seen another human do these things. I entered my name in the pool to be with her. I was fortunate to have won. It was a thrilling experience."
"That was the only time you had contact with her?"
Chatha spread his hands. "Unfortunately, yes. I would have enjoyed another session, preferably under more private conditions."
"I imagine so."
Dyami loomed up beside me and looked down at Chatha. "Is that why you waited in the alley?"
I struggled to keep the surprise from my face. If Dyami wanted to try that approach I was willing to see what happened.
"Alley?" Chatha's disturbing clown face looked between us. "What does he mean?"
Dyami punched the floor with a rather audible thud. "The alley where she was killed. It was private. You wanted more time with her so you waited."
Chatha held up his deceptively frail hands. "I did not kill the human woman."
"Tell me something," I said. "Do you enjoy the children screaming?"
"What? I don't understand." Chatha shrank back from Dyami. "I have done nothing wrong."
"I guess we'll just have to talk to the police. Maybe they can verify your story."
"I didn't kill the girl. Please. If my customers learned that I was being questioned about this crime it could ruin me. They wouldn't bring their children any more. I would have to leave and start all over somewhere else."
"Can you tell us anything else about Chrissy? You said you'd seen her before at the club. Was there anyone that she spent time with? Anyone that might know her better?"
"I don't know." Chatha moaned. "I didn't pay that much attention except during the shows."
"I'll bet."
"I didn't even care if it was her. The owner has other girls too. I just thought it would be interesting to participate instead of just watching."
Dyami took two stiff steps closer. I put a hand on his shoulder to make a show of restraining him.
"Can you think of anything else that might help us in our investigation?"
Chatha seemed to sag within the clown costume. Then he straightened a bit. "There was one thing. One night. Weeks ago. The girl had been on stage and things got pretty rough. She was in bad shape. A human man came to pick her up and they argued. He left her on the floor. She was injured from the show but he left her. The owner arranged transportation to a medical facility."
A human man? Jonas perhaps?
"Can you tell me anything more about this man?"
"No. There was another show starting. I didn't pay that much attention."
The things people will do. I shook my head. "Fine. That's all the questions we have right now. I'll leave my information with the receptionist if you think of anything else."
"Thank you," Chatha said.
I tapped Dyami's shoulder. "Come on."
On the ramp down I stopped him. "You did a good job back there. I think you have the intimidation routine down."
"Pleasure in hearing. I enjoy."
"I'm sure. Let's go see if we can find someone else for you to intimidate."
At the welcome desk I stopped to leave my information. Kate wasn't there. I was disappointed. I left my information anyway. Chatha might actually need it if he thought of anything. Outside I led the way past the playground. I felt like walking for a while. Dyami fell in beside me.
"So what do you think, Dyami? Is Chatha a suspect?"
"He is a predator." Dyami made a low growling noise in his throat. "Not to be trusted. But why take the brain? The risk to his business is great."
"I agree. I don't think that Chatha can be trusted. But he doesn't feel right to be our suspect. Jonas still seems the most likely suspect. Of course we have a bunch of names still to go through."
My comm buzzed. I took it out and checked the caller id. Captain Kynan Brice. I answered the call.
"Yeah, Captain. Brock here."
"The bastard killed two of my officers!"
"What? Who?"
"We don't know yet. I want you over here now. We need to talk."
"Sure, where are you?"
"Chrissy Winston's apartment."
Officers Balin and Lundquist. The face in the window outside. "We'll be right there."
I hung up and called a flitter cab. I didn't want to handle traffic right now. The flitter touched down in the street a minute later. Dyami and I climbed inside. I gave it the address. With a low hum the flitter sprang up into the sky. Another example of Galactic technology that we still couldn't explain. Nothing made scientists more frustrated than examples of Galactic technology that defied our cherished explanations of how things worked. I didn't care how as long as it got us to the building quickly. The view was spectacular. I always forgot until the next time I was in one of these things how beautiful the city was from the air. With all of the plants sometimes the city seemed to vanish when seen from directly above. But then I'd look ahead and see the gleaming buildings. It was as if I expected to see the slate gray buildings of Seabrook and my childhood again. I steered my memories away from Seabrook. That was the last thing I needed to be thinking of right now.
The flitter came around and settled lightly on the landing pad on the roof of the building. There were two police flitters already there. We got out and it sprang back up into the sky with a rush of wind. One of the officers hurried towards us.
"Mr. Marsden?"
"Yes?"
He looked young and uncertain. The color of his scales fluctuated rapidly from green to yellow and back. But then Skitterans were known for being skittish. I was surprised to see one on the police force.
"Captain Brice wanted me to bring you down right away."
I gestured at the doorway. "Led on."
The Skitteran officer hurried away as fast as his little legs could carry him. I followed and Dyami brought up the rear. The hallway leading to Chrissy's apartment was crowded with police and forensics teams. Dyami had to watch himself so that he didn't squash anyone as we made our way through the crowd. The Skitteran weaved easily among the other officers. I could see how he might be useful as long as you could trust him if things got rough. He got us through to the apartment, which thankfully was fairly empty. Captain Brice broke off a conversation with one of the forensics teams as we came in. I didn't see any bodies so they must have already taken Balin and Lundquist away.
"What happened?" I asked.
Brice shook his head. "They came at them from three directions, we figure. Roof, window, and hall. Balin and Lundquist called for backup but it was over by the time the backup squads arrived."
I looked around the room. There were plenty of signs of the battle. Bullet holes in walls. The wall screen was shot out. It looked like someone had deliberately targeted the memory storage. There was blood on the floor in front of it. Some of the knickknacks had been shattered. The damage was quite extensive.
"They weren't using Lottiers."
Brice shook his head. "They didn't want any witnesses. High-caliber rounds. Illegal as all hell but someone had them. That's not all, come look at this."
I followed Brice. Dyami picked his way carefully across the room after us even though there was little in the apartment that hadn't been disturbed. There was a square hole in the wall of the dining room. A wall panel had been removed. I walked over to the hole and looked inside.
"Any idea what was in here?"
"Burn."
I turned slowly and looked at Brice. His expression was fearful. One of the only times I had ever seen him look like that. Now I knew what he was being so helpful. Shit.
I couldn't believe what Brice had just told me. "There was Burn in there? You're sure?"
"Yes we're sure. There are traces left inside the cavity and on the floor." Brice walked away from the panel then looked at Dyami. The Eyotan's face was screwed up in a confused look.
"Don't know what Burn is, do you?" Brice asked him.
"Truth in confusion. To burn is to combust, but your usage indicates a different meaning."
"Partially." Brice laughed but it was bitter. "Burn is a very particular compound. It isn't really a drug, not the way we'd think of it. It is more complicated than that. Burn accelerates metabolic activity. It can encourage damaged cells to regenerate. Not to mention the narcotic effects. The worst effect, though, is that with a large enough dose someone can spontaneously combust."
Dyami sank back into a sitting position with his arms wrapped around his legs. "Is this also legal?"
Brice shook his head. "No way. It's damn illegal. I don't think there is any world, station, or moon in the Rim where it is legal. Olinda allows a wide-range of narcotic substances but Burn is not on the list."
I looked back at the panel. "How did we miss that?"
"It was shielded. Nothing came up on the scanners. We wouldn't have even known what they were after except they didn't get the panel set all the way. One of our forensics team noticed that one corner of the panel was sticking out a few millimeters. After we got it open we brought in more chemical sniffers and discovered the Burn traces."
He turned his attention to me. "What have you got for me? This has been a hell of a day and I want some good news."
"I don't have much to give," I told him. It was the truth but I was beginning to get an idea about what was going on. "Chrissy Winston performed at a club called Dark Matters. She was a xenophile. She's been seeing a guy named Jonas Hanson. I think the two of them had broken up over her club performances. Jonas probably had the Burn stashed here. I'd guess he took her brain out because that's where the last traces of the Burn would be located. He didn't want us to know about the Burn at all. We might wonder about the brain being gone but without it we couldn't know why."
Brice rubbed his jaw. "Yeah, that fits. I might be able to get a warrant to pick this guy up. Bring him in for questioning at least."
"Good luck. He wasn't home when I checked. If he sent someone to get the Burn out of the apartment it'd suggest that he was bolting."
"We've already locked down the spaceport. He's not getting on a ship anywhere. We'll run a check and make sure that he didn't get one before we locked it down."
"Do you have the autopsy results yet?" I asked.
Brice looked distracted for a second. "Yeah, about what you'd expect. You were right. She was restrained while some sort of device removed the top of her skull. They say she was still alive up until the point when her brain was removed. Although with the shock she probably wasn't aware of anything by then. Excuse me."
Brice left us there and started giving his people orders. I looked over at Dyami.
"Okay. So we have a possible explanation now. What's next?"
Dyami thought for a minute. "We need to locate the suspect, Jonas Hanson."
"Very good. You've got it right. We might as well start down at the docks. I don't know if Jonas would be stupid enough to go back to his boat but we might be able to pick up another clue to his location or movements. Someone has to know where he is - he didn't kill these officers alone."
Brice heard me. He pointed at us. "I don't want you anywhere near that boat!"
"Sure thing, Captain," I said cheerfully. "Come on Dyami. Let's go back to the office. We can start writing up our report."
We made our way back to the door and squeezed out into the hall. I let Dyami go first which helped clear the path. Once we'd finally gotten to the ground floor I called a cab to pick us up. When we got in I told it to take us to the market. Dyami's bulky Halloween face swung around with wide eyes.
"Confusion in destination. I thought we were going to the office."
I settled back in my seat. "I lied."
"Lies?"
"Falsehoods, deceptions. Come on, you have to understand the word."
"The definition is understood. The purpose of the lie is not."
"Captain Brice told us to stay away because he wanted to go on record as having been opposed to our involvement in case anything goes wrong. He really wanted us to go check it out but if he'd asked us to and something did go wrong then it could screw things up in court. This way we are on our own. If we do find out something to help the police they'll benefit."
"Confusion in understanding. How was this communicated?"
"We know each other. We understand each other. Sometimes meaning can be communicated without words or even with words that contradict your meaning. Don't your people do this?"
"No," Dyami said simply.
I couldn't help laughing. "Really?"
"We strive for clarity in understanding and communication."
"I can tell."
This late in the afternoon and the market was busier than ever. People, no matter the species, always wait until the last minute to get anything done. I'm not sure why it is. Those of us who are organized and actually get things done instead of putting them off seem to be the exception. I try not to put things off. Earlier we had asked around at the docks but many of the boats were out in the water already. By now they were mostly all back. I led the way past the booths with their enticing and not so enticing smells down to the docks. This morning the place had nearly been deserted. Now it was bustling with activity. There had to be police around here somewhere, staking out Jonas's boat. We went to the next row of piers. I kept an eye on Jonas's boat but there didn't seem to be any activity.
"Hey! What do you think you're doing?"
The belonged to someone male, human, and behind us. I turned around. There were four young human males standing behind us. Two had blunt rods and the others held long knives. By their clothes I'd say they weren't fishermen. I dropped my hand down, ready to reach for my gun if necessary.
"What are you doing down here?"
I didn't feel like fighting so I tried to be reasonable. "Just looking for information."
The one who'd asked the question shook his head and sneered. "See, that's just what we thought. Folks down here don't take to people poking around in business that doesn't concern them."
Dyami rose into a standing position. He cross-drew two flat black ovoids from his belts and roared at the men. I was impressed. So were they. Almost as a group they took a step back. I drew my gun and leveled it at the one who had spoken.
"Who the fuck sent you?"
Their leader shook his head. "What are you going to do - put us to sleep? That's so scary."
"Yeah, pretty much. I don't know what those things he's holding will do." That was the truth. I hadn't realized that Dyami was armed with anything other than his bulk. "It's his first day on the job."
The guy pointed is knife at us. "Yeah, if you know what's good for you clear off!"
They all started to back up. I shook my head. "Hold it right there. You're not going anywhere until you answer a few questions."
"Fuck you. Scatter!"
At his word they split and dove over the sides of the pier. I hurried to the railing and looked down. No signs of them. Must have gone under the dock or something. I considered going in after them but they probably didn't have any information anyway. If I wanted to hire a bit of local muscle I wouldn't meet them personally. I doubted that Jonas was any different. Instead of jumping I turned and looked at Dyami. He had already put away the ovoids.
"What are those?"
Dyami touched one. "P'lthin fruits. Would you like to try one?"
"You threatened them with a snack?"
"Practicing deception."
"I'll say. Good job. Come on. We've got to get busy."
The crew on first boat we came to was busy unloading their catch. They must have seen the little incident back there with the thugs because the older man that seemed to be in charge left off what he was doing and came down the dock, hands spread.
"Look here, gents. We don't want any trouble. Why don't you just go back to shore?"
I held out my hand. "Brock Marsden. I'm a private detective. This is my partner Dyami."
He hesitated a second but shook my hand. "Ed Collins. What was all of that back there?"
"Someone didn't want us asking questions. They hired some local muscle to try to convince us to be quiet." I nodded at the boat. "That your boat?"
"Yep. Own her free and clear. Starlight's Gullet."
"Catchy name. You've seen that boat over there around?"
Captain Collins looked where I indicated, at Jonas's rusted boat over on the next pier.
"Seen it? Yeah, the thing is an eyesore. It and that strung out junkie that lives on it. I don't know why they don't just haul that thing out and scuttle it with him on board. It'd be doing them both a favor."
"Ever have any trouble with him?"
"Personally? No. But he attracts the wrong sort down here. They're always coming and going out of that boat. He has to be dealing something, probably without a license. I don't have any idea what. I wouldn't care but some of the boats down here have been vandalized. You know it's the same ones that pay him a visit. Folks around here look out for each other. They don't vandalize each other's boats."
Captain Collins turned to Dyami and grinned. "You have to be one of the most strikingly colored individuals I've met."
"Thank you," Dyami said.
"Anything else you know about that guy over there?" I asked.
Collins shook his head. "No, sir. Can't say as there is."
"Anyone else you can suggest that we talk to?"
"You can try the Wailer. He's a few piers down but he usually here. Takes him awhile to raise enough to take his boat out."
"Translucent-looking fellow? Makes a noise that could cause your head to split?"
Collins laughed. "That'd be the one."
"We already tried him. Anyone else?"
"How about Willow-Top?"
"Willow-Top?"
Collins turned and pointed past his boat to another a bit further on. Not a fishing boat at all. It looked like a floating garden. Flowers crowded the rail. "Willow-Top is always there. It might know something."
"Thanks. We'll check it out."
"Gratitude for information," Dyami intoned.
Collins jumped back onto his boat and started shouting orders. I started down the pier towards Willow-Top's floating garden. It didn't look like anyone was home. Maybe there was a below decks portion we couldn't see. The boat looked like a large flat-bottom boat that had been nearly filled with dirt and then planted with a variety of vegetation. Some were native Olindan plants in delicate pastel shades but there were more exotic plants. The flowers crowding the railing were deep red, made of many delicate red petals. They were like puff-balls of petals. This close the aroma was strong but pleasant. The center of the boat held more shrubs and larger bushes.
"Ahoy there? Anyone home? Willow-Top?"
Leaves rustled on a drooping tree at the center of the garden but there was no answer. I called out again. "Ahoy?"
The tree rustled again and the trunk split apart. A second ago the thing had just been a tree but now I saw it differently. It had six pale limbs with flaking bark-like skin. A ring of multi-faceted eyes surrounded a central trunk bulge just beneath the drooping fingers/fronds. I could see why Collins had called it Willow-Top. It was a brilliant example of natural camouflage. Actually it could have been engineered but I didn't think so. Seeing it in motion gave me a sense of an insectile organism. Probably one that imitated a plant until its prey walked within reach.
A clear piping voice came out of the bulge just beneath the fronds. "Yes? What can I do for you?"
"Captain Collins thought that you might have some information for us."
"Captain Ed Collins? He is a nice man. He gives us fishes. Sometimes they are still wriggling. What information do you require?"
I pointed at Jonas's boat across the water on the other pier. "We're looking for information about the owner of that boat. He's suspected of a crime that we're investigating. We're with the Walsh detective agency. My name is Brock Marsden. This is my partner Dyami."
"Pleasure in seeing such loveliness," Dyami said with a gesture to Willow-Top’s boat.
"Thank you, Dyami. I don't think I've met one of your kind before."
"It is unlikely," Dyami said. "The Eyotan have only recently visited other worlds."
"Perhaps you can tell me more of your people?"
"Pleasure would come from the sharing," Dyami said. He looked at me then back at Willow-Top. "But for the moment our case has precedent."
"A pity." Willow-Top’s fronds rustled. "Very well. The owner of that particular boat is a human name Jonas Hanson. He isn't a good steward of his boat. He deals in possibly illicit substances. There is a warehouse he uses - there."
A cluster of fronds rose and pointed to the right of the market at the warehouses. "I have seen him come in and out of 11-B on several occasions. I don't know what his purpose is in going to a warehouse considering that he rarely fishes. The warehouse is leased by Grant Marshall. Evidently the two of them have some sort of business arrangement but I do not know what."
I couldn't conceal my surprise. "How do you know all of this?"
"I watch and listen. That is what my kind does. Is there anything else that I can offer?"
"No, I think that'll be it for now. Thank you."
"You are welcome. Dyami, remember to come back with your stories. I would be very interested in learning more of the Eyota."
Dyami bowed his head then followed me down the dock. "Curiosity in purpose. You mean to go to the warehouse?"
"Yes. If this Grant Marshall is doing business with Jonas he may not be willing to talk. You might have to do that intimidation routine again."
"Anticipation and pleasure in the prospect."
"I'll bet."
It wasn't far to walk but far enough to impress me as to the Willow-Top’s acuity. I could tell at a distance that there were people working at the warehouse but I couldn't read the number until we had closed about half the distance. That mean that Willow-Top could see at least twice as well as me. It'd be interesting to study Willow-Top’s eyes. They had looked like hard shiny black pits in the trunk. At least I was assuming those were the eyes. Maybe they had some mechanism to focus on distant objects? Long-distance vision in a lurking species was uncommon. Perhaps it allowed Willow-Top’s kind to position themselves in their prey's path before their prey could even make them out. I didn't know, it was all just guess-work at this point.
As we left the dock I noticed that there were police already there, watching Jonas's boat. Plain-clothes and pretty good at hiding it. The standard police issue firearms generally messed up the disguises if you knew what to look for. I ignored them and kept going towards the warehouse. After we were out of hearing I slowed and touched Dyami's arm.
"Look. Let me do the talking. If things get rough I want you to get out of there and come back down here. There are police officers watching Jonas's boat."
"Where?" Dyami started to turn.
I caught his arm. The bristles were rough under my palm. "Don't look. I don't want to attract attention to us. If they know we've spotted them they might try to make us leave. There's a human male on the bench at the end of the pier reading a tablet. Another is down the pier past Jonas's boat scrubbing another boat clean. Then there is a woman skating along the sidewalk. She has on black skates. Probably rented them right here. If things go back just come and get them. Understood?"
"Understood."
"Okay. Let's go."
I picked up the pace and headed straight for the warehouse. The place was busy. There were trucks being loaded with crates. What was in the crates? A few of the workers glanced at us as we walked up but most kept doing their jobs. Before we could get inside a man with a yellow hard hat and a tablet in his hand cut us off.
"Whoa, there fellas. You're not allowed inside."
"We're here to see Grant Marshall," I said.
"Yeah, well I'm his secretary and I know you don't have an appointment."
"Fine. Why don't you make an appointment for us?"
He shook his head. "Take a hike."
Dyami loomed up beside me. His lips peeled back from his teeth. Every bristle on his orange and black hide stood straight up. The foreman snorted. "You aren't that scary. Get off our property or I will call the police."
I couldn't hit a man for just standing there. But I also didn't need to listen to him. "Fine. You do that while I talk to Mr. Marshall."
He reacted but my reflexes are much faster than a normal human. I was around him and through the door before he could even reach out. Inside the warehouse there were crates being packed with fish. It was well lit. Towards the back I could see some well-dressed types talking over a table. One of them had to be Mr. Marshall. I didn't run but walked quickly. I could heard the foreman running after me and behind him Dyami was following. A couple more guys came out from behind crates on either side and tried to grab me. I took two fast steps and jumped. The leap took me in a diving roll over their heads. I came up on the other side running with my gun in hand. I had seen who everyone else looked to - it had to be Marshall. Younger than I expected with short styled black hair. A suit worth what I make in a year. I had the gun trained on him when I stopped on the other side of the table. At this range even the Lottier could kill if I hit the wrong spot.
"Grant Marshall?"
"I suggest you put that down," he said calmly.
I shook my head. "I'm not here for any trouble. I just have some questions to ask you."
Mr. Marshall shook his head. "I'm not going to answer. Shoot me and you're dead. Drop your gun and maybe we'll just turn you over to the authorities."
"Not going to happen. My name is Brock Marsden. I'm a private detective. I'm interested in Jonas Hanson, Mr. Marshall. Not you. Tell me what I need to know and you'll walk out of here."
The world blew up then. The entire back wall of the warehouse disintegrated in a shower of pulverized biocrete. I turned, covering my face against the debris as I fell. Around me I heard yells of pain and surprise. Then the gunfire started. Hard cracks of high-caliber rounds and the meaty thwack as they smashed into flesh. I saw one of Marshall's guards go down with half his face torn away. Everything sounded muffled and there was a ringing in my ears. After-effects of the explosion. I was guessing that Jonas had decided it was time to take out his old business associate. I hugged the floor and looked around for cover. There were some crates nearby. I tensed then sprang to my feet and went for it. Shots pinged off the biocrete floor around me. One ripped through my coat and threatened to spin me around. I reached the crate and put my back to it as the shots shook it. Fortunately the shots didn't get through to me. I still had my weapon and now I had cover. Things were looking up. I risked a quick look out at the warehouse to see what had happened.
Dyami was down, motionless on the floor. I hoped he was still alive. One of the guards was clearly dead a couple yards away from Dyami. Marshall and one of the men with him were huddled behind the small workstation. Then a shot took the man in his shoulder. He fell out into the open, screaming until a second shot took off the bottom of his face. Marshall remained huddled behind the furniture. Marshall had one man left, hiding a couple aisles over behind some crates. The man had been shot in the thigh and was bleeding heavily. He had his hands clamped over the wound but they were coated with blood and it was still gushing. Must have hit a major artery. The guy was probably going to bleed to death very soon unless help arrived. I saw something move above him.
At first I thought it was a child but no child scuttled like that on four limbs. It wore a child's hooded red sweatshirt and gray sweat pants with sneakers. It could have been any kid as long as you didn't see the face. There was nothing human in that fanged face. It crawled along the crates directly above Marshall's man. I aimed and took a shot at it mid-mass. Too late. It had gathered itself for a leap as I fired. The shot went right through the space it had occupied. The kid-thing dropped down beside Marshall's man. It struck with a gaping maw that ripped the scream right out of the man's throat. Before I could get another shot the kid-thing sprang back behind some other crates and was gone.
It wasn't alone. I picked out at least three other shooters. One wearing what looked like a ratty spacers coveralls had climbed up onto a catwalk trying to get a shot at Marshall. I fired and this time my shot hit. He cried out and went limp as the Lottier took affect and rendered him unconscious. Unfortunately he also toppled over the catwalk railing and cartwheeled to the ground and a meaty thunk. The other two had positions behind rubble at the opening. Abruptly one jumped up from behind the biocrete chunks and charged Marshall's position. His skin looked scaly and inflamed but I think he was human. Who knew what was wrong with him? My shot knocked him off his feet. He actually started to get up. For a second I thought the Lottier wasn't going to work. Then he shuddered and dropped back down.
Marshall's back exploded in a fountain of gore. I rolled quickly, deeper into the stacks of crates. Behind me I heard the crate that I had been hiding behind explode. Shrapnel from the blast pinged off the concrete nearby. My ears wouldn't stop ringing. It had to be that blasted kid-like alien. He must have circled around and above our position. I tried to spot his position but didn't see him anywhere.
"Freeze! Drop the weapons!"
I glanced out and saw the police moving into the building. The remaining attacker that had been behind the rubble threw out a weapon and stood up. He had pointed ears and long stringy hair. I recognized him. Loki. A Moreau I'd met a couple times. The sort that gave Moreaus a bad name. He'd take anything he could get his hands on. It was surprising he still looked human at all. Loki was just the sort to hire himself out for something like this. I expected more shots to come down from above but there was nothing. I started to ease around the crates, carefully since I didn't relish getting shot.
"Hold it."
The voice was behind me. It sounded like a police officer. I held my hands out to my sides.
"Drop the weapon."
"My name is -"
"Drop it! Now!"
That was one stressed police officer. I dropped the weapon. The last thing I needed was to get shot by an over-zealous cop.
"Hands on your head."
I complied. "Look, my name is -"
"Be quiet. You'll have plenty of time for that later. I'm going to cuff you. Don't try anything. You do and you'll be on the ground. Got it?"
He grabbed my left hand and brought it behind my back. I couldn't believe it. If I wanted to I could throw him easily. He had to be a rookie. Since he didn't have anyone backing him up he should have had me put my arms behind my back. Then he could cuff me with one hand while keeping his gun with the other. I didn't throw him to the floor but it was tempting. Something like that might keep him alive later. Right now I'd wait. Maybe suggest to Brice that this officer get more training before they let him out. Even without seeing him I could tell when he realized his problem. He hesitated, holding my left arm behind my back. Now the real intelligence test. What would he do? I heard his gun slip into its holster and almost laughed out loud.
"Don't try anything," he said.
Idiot. I really wanted to show him how stupid he was being but the cuffs wouldn't do me any harm. I let him bring my right arm down and then the cool bands of the cuffs snaked around my wrists. It felt like a snake had just crawled around my wrists in a figure eight.
"Come on."
He prodded me and I walked out around the crate. There were three officers around Dyami. He sat looking around with a bewildered expression. He saw me and his big mouth gaped.
Nothing came out that I could hear but my teeth vibrated. He tapped his translator. More vibrations through the soles of my feet but no sound from the device.
"Is it intelligent?" One of the officers around Dyami asked.
"Yes."
"Be quiet," the officer who had cuffed me said. He shoved me a bit. I was beginning to get annoyed with him. "I caught this one back in the crates."
I recognized the detective in charge of the operation. She was in plain clothes. Detective Winnie Booth. She had to be approaching sixty but she looked as fit as ever. It was the first time I'd ever seen her with her gray hair hanging loose around her face. It looked good. So did the flowing green dress that she wore. Simple but with an elegance that she always had about her. I don't think it came from the dress. Her blue eyes sparkled at me.
"Look at what we've caught this time. Oh the Captain is going to be so pleased."
The officer that had cuffed me finally came forward enough so that I could see him. He was young. Could he even shave yet? His uniform was immaculate. Every detail perfect. He had flaming bright red hair. Not like Calanthe's, just normal human red hair. There were freckles across his nose. It didn't help him look any older, that's for sure.
"Who is he?" the kid asked eagerly. "I caught him back there."
"Did you Officer Dow?" I could see that Winnie was enjoying this. "Why you'll have to tell the Captain all about it when he gets here! I bet he put up a hell of a fight."
"Uh, nothing I couldn't handle," the kid said.
Winnie nodded her head over at Dyami. "Is this with you?"
"Yes," I said. "But I think his translator is malfunctioning. His species uses infrasound to communicate."
We didn't have to wait long for Brice to get on the scene. He came straight to Winnie. "Situation?"
"The warehouse is secured," Winnie told him. "Seems a group blew out the back wall and came in gunning for Grant Marshall, the owner. We have one dead, two in custody."
"You didn't get the little one?" I asked.
Officer Dow nudged me. "Be quiet."
Brice looked at me and finally noticed the fact that I was cuffed. He looked at Officer Dow. "Why is this man hand-cuffed?"
"I captured the suspect," Officer Dow said proudly.
Brice raised an eyebrow. "Did you?"
"Yeah. Who is he? Detective Booth wouldn't say."
"A dangerous man," Brice said. "You've got Brock Marsden there. The infamous Detective Moreau. Let him go."
"Sir?"
Brice just looked at the kid. As impossible as it seemed Dow paled even more. He fumbled for the cuffs control and a second later they slithered away.
"What are you doing here?" Brice asked. "I told you to stay away from the docks."
"I did," I said innocently. "Turns out that Marshall was working with Jonas Hanson. I think this operation here acted as a front for Jonas's trafficking. From the look of things Jonas has decided that Marshall was a liability. Dyami and I came over to talk to him when Loki and the others busted their way in and started shooting."
"Loki?"
"Loki, legal name is Clarence Thompson," Winnie said. "Local Moreau junkie. Mostly small crimes until now. We've identified two of the others. Larry Simmons is the dead one, a xeno-med junkie. And Ulf. A Cancian trader. His ship is currently impounded at the space port and he is under investigation for smuggling."
"There's one more," I repeated. "He's little and dressed like a human kid but there's nothing human about him at all."
Winnie and Brice both looked at me. "What?" they asked together.
I repeated myself. "He dropped on the bodyguard over there and took him out. Savage little thing."
Winnie rubbed her eyes. "Tiny Tim."
"Tiny Tim?" I asked.
"I've been trying to catch him for the past six months," Winnie said. "Mostly it's been minor assault-type stuff. He likes to pretend that he's a scared lost kid. He huddles up in a corner with a sweatshirt hood hiding his head, hands tucked out of sight. He can imitate a crying child. When someone stops to help him then he attacks. He's very slippery."
"Well, that sounds like him. He was wearing a sweatshirt and pants. But he killed that guard. The guy was already dying, bleeding to death, but your Tiny Tim helped him along."
Dyami shoved past the officers that were watching him and came over. He tapped urgently on his translator collar. Officer Dow stepped back and dropped his hand to his gun. I held out a hand to him and placed the other on Dyami's shoulder.
"Easy there, Officer. This is an intern working with our agency. He's just anxious because his translator isn't working. It must have gotten damaged in the fight."
I put both hands on Dyami's face and looked into that wrinkled orange and black nightmare. "It'll be okay. We'll get it fixed."
His eyes twisted and dropped. He looked sad. I don't have any idea if he understood me at all. Could he even hear me? I didn't know.
"Do you understand me?" I asked.
Dyami just looked back at me with his sad eyes.
"I guess not." I turned to Brice. "Look, Captain. If you don't need us for anything I really should go see if we can get his translator fixed or replaced."
Brice shook his head. "Sorry. You're going to have to come with us back to headquarters. We need statements."
"I don't think you're going to get a statement out of him without a translator."
"Well take care of that at headquarters. Right now I want to get you and our suspects out of here so Winnie's people can get their jobs done."
"Are you arresting us?"
Brice looked at Officer Dow. "I don't think that's necessary - provided you cooperate."
"Fine. But we're wasting time that could be spent on solving this case."
It felt like a parade. We all trooped back out of the warehouse. Dyami was led to one police flitter. Brice took me in his. On the trip back he was busy talking to Winnie and his other teams. It sounded like they were still staking out the boat. After all of the bloodshed that Jonas had caused Brice obviously wanted him pretty bad. It didn't take long for us to reach the station. The parade reformed but this time the Officers with Loki brought him out right behind us. He recognized me.
"Brock! Brock, man, you've got to help me out!"
I stopped, which brought the whole thing to a halt, and turned around. "Help you?"
Loki was sweating pretty bad. "Yeah, man. You don't know this guy. He'll kill me. You've got to make sure that the cops protect me."
"Why are you mixed up in this Loki? What was in it for you?"
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