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Theft of Pride

By: Jack Sharp

Prologue: The Pride of Arra

The name of the mountain range would eventually be the Thurall Mountains. But at the moment, it had no name, because nobody was around to name it. The mountains rested on the largest continent of the planet that would later be called Sephalon. It was on the far, outward edge of the galaxy, not unlike a certain blue world on the other side. 

The mountains had in them a large coal deposit that would become the most yielding diamond mine ever discovered in the galaxy. And, several hundred meters below the surface in an otherwise uninteresting mountain was what would be the most valuable item of all time.  

It rested inside the ancient mountain awaiting discovery for millennia. It had been born in the magma of the planet itself when the mountain was but an imaginary line where two continental shelves were colliding. Once a mere piece of coal, it had been given a trial by fire and subjected to enormous pressure, crystallizing it into a diamond. Forced up during one of thousands of volcanic eruptions, it was now ripe for the taking by anyone with a shovel and a lot of luck. 

While the diamond waited in its womb, the mountain saw small wolf-like mammals develop the ability to walk erect. Eventually, they lost hair over most of their bodies and began to use tools. 

Soon, so fast from a mountain’s perspective, those ex-wolves were building great cities, generating great science and art, and having great wars. The mountain was claimed as territory by one faction, then another, then another. The list was endless. Ultimately, the area would come to be known as the Kingdom of Arra. 

Around the year that Terrans would call 1350, mining the mountain became necessary for the coal it contained. The coal was needed for the furnaces of the metal forgers to make their new alloys. One small boy, so goes the legend, fell through a weak spot in a mine into a natural cavern filled to capacity with diamonds. 

The coal operation was stopped, and the diamond mining operation was begun. The mountains yielded a seemingly unlimited supply.

Then, in what the Terrans would call 1488, just four years before a certain explorer on Terra discovered a certain continent, a slave worker in the mines unearthed the largest diamond any Sephalon had ever seen. A diamond so large, a man could not hold it without using all five fingers. He was rewarded with his freedom for bringing it directly to the company officials, rather than giving it to his slave driver, who surely would have stolen it. 

It was taken to the King of Arra, who declared it a national treasure. The finest jeweler in the known world (then just 35 percent of the total planet’s land mass) was brought to the capital of the Kingdom of Arra. The city was called “Mother of Arra” or, in the language of the time, “Arrakun.” 

The Jeweler had not believed what he had been told about the diamond. Surely the dimensions had to have been exaggerated! No diamond could be this big! Impossible! 

He was wrong. The diamond was that big. And it was his job to carve and facet it into a thing of beauty.

It took him over 3 years. He calculated and recalculated. He spent months doing research and experiments before he made his first cut. It was his masterpiece. Jewelers over a thousand years later would study his notes on the cleaving of the diamond and shake their heads with awe. 

It was placed with the royal jewels in it’s own display case. It was the center of the collection, now, far outshining any other piece. It was named “The Pride of Arra.”

Time passed, and wars came and went. Every king and tyrant wanted the diamond for themselves. Arra was eventually conquered by the Hauls in 1638. The Regent of the Hauls renamed the diamond “The Pride of Haul.” Then the Laeli Empire drove the Hauls out of Arrakun in 1821. They renamed the gem “The Pride of the Empire.” The Empire took over the entire known world (at that time, the full 100% of the land area). In 2041, the Empire crumbled under its own weight, and was replaced in a revolution by the Sephalons. They murdered the royal family and replaced the government with one where the people could elect their leaders. They set Arrakun as their capital, and renamed the jewel “The Pride of Sephalon.” 

The name had too many syllables for modern communication, as it turned out. The nickname for it was “The Pride Diamond.” The name stuck, and with a small ritual in the Arrakun museum in 2063, the name was officially changed. 

In the year 2117, engaged in a bloody civil war, the Parliament of Sephalon voted that acts of extreme bravery or service to Sephalon should be rewarded with a touch of the Diamond. The first recorded person to receive this honor was a Loyalist soldier named Laurlae Tull. The procedure was very ceremonial. The Prime Minister, wearing felt gloves, would remove the Pride Diamond from its pedestal, and present it to the honoree. The lucky honoree would touch it with his or her bare finger on the top facet. The Prime Minister would wipe any smudges off the gem with his gloves and return it to the display. This is a practice that would endure indefinitely.

The Diamond became more than just a national treasure. It became the national treasure. A drawing of the Pride Diamond is the national symbol for Sephalon. It is on their flag. The drawing can be found under the name on any Sephalon naval vessel, sea or space. The first manned mission to a neighboring planet (Sephalon has no moons) was on a ship named “Pride Diamond 8.”

Even in the year 2337, when the Sephalons discovered the Arsens, and had first contact with an alien intelligence, some Sephalons believed the Diamond had a soul of its own, equal to any living Sephalon. 

In the year 2407, during the Jaster Conflict, a Zoomer soldier risked his life to save a platoon of Sephalons. The Parliament was forced to vote that no non-Sephalon could be awarded the honor of touching the Pride Diamond. However, the Zoomer was given the highest award available to a non-Sephalon: he was made an honorary Sephalon. He was thrilled.

So it was that the Pride Diamond came to be, and came to be called what it is called. It was born on Sephalon, and had never left. There are eight known sapient races in the galaxy, but no non-Sephalon had ever touched it…

Until 2454…

Chapter 1: Item #17

Moscow had tripled in population in the two hundred years since it had been made the capital of Terra. Back then, the planet had been called “Earth”. When it joined up with the Stellar Council nations, it had chosen it’s official name as “Terra” because it was a word that all 7 of the other sapient races in the galaxy could pronounce. The “Th” sound proved too hard for Grunses and Xeenoxians. This helped in a purely symbolic way only, because the combination Chinese-Japanese-English that the Terran national language proved to be difficult for all but Terrans and Sephalons to speak without accent. 

The city sprawled out before her as she surveyed it with some small interest from the penthouse suite occupying a quarter of the top floor of the Moscow Ritz. It was a strange mish-mash of old and new. From St. Basil’s cathedral to The St. Peter GBS, (ground based spaceport) the city was a seemingly hastily constructed shamble of tall and short buildings, parks, streets, freeways, shopping districts, and countless other civic necessities. Still, it had its beauty, and Shanex was glad to have the time to glance out over the terrain before the auction. 

She checked her watch, and it read 27:17. Hastily, she switched from Theta-2 Master Citadel time to Terran Moscow time. Now it read 20:08. Again, she fiddled with controls and it changed to 8:08pm. The watch had made a reasonable assumption; Terran standard time was measured in so-called “military time”, but being raised in New York on the American continent, she could never get used to a time that did not have an “AM” or a “PM” after it. 

There. 8:08. Just under an hour until the auction in the convention room downstairs. 

She had gone through quite a bit of trouble to get here. She had to invent a new alias, for one. That was costly, especially since it was such a rich alias. Generating a pauper or some member of the middle class was easy and cheap, but to generate someone rich enough to attend the auction was another matter entirely. She had to have the hackers she hired give her a DNA record under that name, some bank accounts pre-identity-verified that she would later fill, several addresses of rich sounding neighborhoods on Sephalon, Beta-Minor, and other rich-folk vacation spots…the list was endless. That was all in addition to the normal things like a birth certificate, school records, a passport, and a permanent Terran address. Oh, but it was expensive. The bright side was that it was about time for her to change her alias anyway, and she could make good use of this one for several months before the process began anew. 

The ironic thing was she really was filthy rich. She had a net worth more than most CEOs of major corporations. Her own name was absolutely out for obvious reasons. Every police force in the galaxy as well as most government special agent groups knew to be on the lookout for Shanex Exxel. Some even had orders to kill her on sight, but most just wanted her arrested. 

She walked to one of the closets where a black dress with white highlights awaited her. She had bought it that day. She looked at it disapprovingly. Dresses were a pain. She vastly preferred a nice pair of slacks and a good blouse. Or, even better, a baggy black jumpsuit with pockets all over it. However, she had to be formal for the auction, or she would draw suspicion. 

Mixed in with that was a seemingly incongruous wish that she had picked a shorter dress. She had nice legs, and knew it. And there was very little Shanex Exxel liked more than being the center of attention. While she would have chosen a shorter dress for play, the auction was work, well close to work, anyway. And when Shanex Exxel worked, the last thing she wanted was to draw attention to herself, no matter how much she loved it. 

She disrobed and tried on the dress. It looked good. With some makeup and a bit of work on her hair, she would get a few glances for sure. Too much work and she would get too many glances. There was a fine balance to be had between her desires and her common sense, but she finally found it. It took her twenty minutes to find a good style for her long blond hair. She was a natural blond, and kept it blond because most police forces would assume she would change her hair from what they would be able to discern from her DNA. But, by keeping it blond, she now looked a little different from the profile they were searching for. 

In her youth, she had dyed her hair black to match her brothers, sisters, and parents. She was adopted and it showed in a big way. When she was eight, she had decided that when she had enough money, she would have genetic treatment to her scalp so it would grow black hair permanently. But, by the time she had the money, she had lost the desire. 

She filled a matching purse with her fake identification, her fake wallet, her auction invitation, and some makeup she wouldn’t use on a bet. She omitted her fake passport because it showed her as a Terran citizen (which by some coincidence, she really was) and would be suspicious to carry around on Terra. And, as an afterthought, she dropped in a little stunner pistol just to be on the safe side. She didn’t expect any trouble at the auction, but she could never be too careful. 

Finally, she put on some black evening gloves, and slung the purse over her shoulder.  Giving one final look in the mirror, she opened the door to head out. Then, she stopped. Frowning, she decided to go without the gloves. They were a bit too…showy. Usually she thought that a woman could never wear too many black accessories, but this time she thought she better do without. She took them off and threw them on the dresser.

She gave herself one last look in the mirror and headed out to the auction. 

As it turned out, had she worn the gloves, she would never have performed the single greatest achievement of her career. 

His name was not Trikham, but that was the name he had taken when he began his rather unusual career. He liked the name “Trikham” because it was pronounced “Trick ‘em” and was close to the common Sephalon name “Trilliam”. “Allal”, the name he chose for his last name, also wasn’t his, but it was a common enough Sephalon family name, and it was close to “All.” 

Trikham was a con man. He had pulled several “big cons” in his lifetime, earning him a rather large sum of money. He was a wanted man on Sephalon and most of her colonies. Consequently, he spent as much time as possible elsewhere. At the moment, he was on Terra. In fact, he was at the Moscow Ritz, taking invitations. 

The procedure to get into that position took him over a month to prepare, and only a day to execute. He got a job with a catering agency and worked several parties all over Moscow until the auction came. He asked to be put on the auction detail, but they had already filled the slots. “Oh, well,” he said. “Can’t be helped.” 

Then he slipped a pure sample of a human flu virus into one of his co-worker’s lunches timed perfectly for him to be prohibitively sick when the auction came. The catering company was desperate. They offered Trikham time-and-a-half to take on the job at such short notice. He bargained them up to double-time and agreed.

He had bought, at great expense, a lot of equipment for what was to come next, and hoped to the gods that his hunch would pan out. He also hoped that the TSS was not smart enough to have the same hunch. 

Trikham was a Sephalon, by race and by citizenship. He only differed from humans in one crucially visible respect. His eyes, while human eyes were a constant color, shifted color rapidly and formed whirlpools and eddies of rainbow. This Sephalon trait was mixed in with some slight mind control to give them a natural ability to hypnotize lower animals. (The Sephalon definition of lower animals included Humans and all the other sapient races.) He was an excellent example of the race. He was well built, muscular, and handsome. His hair, like all Sephalons, was pure white.  

The similarity of Humans to Sephalons, and Exions as well, has led to debate raging for at least two centuries about the origin of those races. They are so similar that most scientists agree there has to be some relation. 

Trikham was no patriot of Sephalon.  

Sephalon had done him a horrible wrong in his past that he had dedicated his life to righting…via revenge. He was not a murderer, nor a rapist, nor any sort of violent criminal. But all of his crimes were committed against Sephalons. And although he spent very little time in Sephalon territory, there were plenty of Sephalons to be found all over. After all, they were the most advanced race in the galaxy. If you asked them, anyway.

He stood at the entrance to the auction hall. He wore a pure white tuxedo, like the rest of the auction staff. He donned a white shirt underneath, matched with white cufflinks and a white bow tie. He also bore white gloves, white shoes and white socks to go with his white cummerbund. He thought he looked rather like a Christian angel. Not that he subscribed to any religion.

 It was his job to take the tickets and wish everyone a good time at the auction. Any minute, the early arrivals would start to trickle into the large, lavish hall and take their assigned seats. Soon, there would be a long line of rich folk waiting to get in to bid more money than most people make their whole lives on useless frivolities like art, movie props, and the like. 

Ah, to be rich. He thought to himself. 

Well, 287 thousand credits ain’t bad, even if I do have to give 250 thousand of it away. But that’s only if I find her. If not, my consolation prize will be the 250 thousand. I suppose I win either way.

And while the auction droned on, he would get to work. His target was none of the items up for bid. No. His target was one of the members of the audience, one “Shanex Exxel”. She might not have come at all. That was the gamble. 

Would she come? So much rested on that question. It could be the culmination of everything he was hoping to achieve if she did. The elusive Shanex Exxel, the one person he absolutely needed to find before he could go any further. His only chance at complete and total revenge. 

Revenge.

Shanex presented Trikham with her invitation and identification. Naturally, he did not recognize her. He had no idea what she looked like. The identifying would come later. He simply took her invitation, compared it to her ID, and said “Happy hunting, Ms. Yale.”

Shanex nodded and took her assigned seat.

She had never been to an auction before, let alone one where the minimum bid for any of the items was half a million credits. The décor was flamboyant to the point of gaudiness. Everyone was in formal dress, and strangest of all, her chair spoke to her. 

“Welcome, Ms. Yale of Los Angeles. We hope you enjoy your auction.” As the chair spoke, a small computer terminal unfolded itself like a school desk in front of her. “You may feel free to use any of the functions provided by me at any time during the auction. My seat has been specially designed for the human female and is auto adjusting as I speak. Do you have any questions as to my functionality?”

Shanex smiled in admiration of such an advanced chair. “Yes.”

“How may I be of assistance?”

“What are your functions?”

“I can order you refreshments or food, all of which were included in your entry fee. I can enter a bid for you if you prefer to bid anonymously. I can give you any information about this hotel. I can become a full Galactanet terminal if you wish. And I can call a steward to you if you need anything I can not help you with.”

“Impressive.”

“We aim to please, Ms. Yale.”

“Can you tell me about the items of this auction?”

“Of course, Ms. Yale. Which items are you interested in?”

“The Cat Card.”

“The Cat Card is listed as ‘Shanex Exxel’s Business Card’. It is item number seventeen. Would you like the auction program’s description of it, or the full description?”

“The full description, please.”

“Very well. Item Number Seventeen: Shanex Exxel’s Business Card: This is one of only eight known cards to exist. The well known thief, Shanex Exxel, will probably go down in history as the greatest thief that ever lived. After every colossal theft, she leaves behind a business card, like this one, in place of the missing item. As you can see from the hologram in your program, the card is a standard business card with no text and a silhouette of a Terran Cat’s head on one side. The practice of leaving these cards is what has earned her the nickname: ‘The Cat’.  As was stated above, there are only 8 known to exist and seven of those are in the hands of various law-enforcement agencies. This one is being put on sale by the Zoomer government. The reason they are selling is complicated, but the buyer should not be concerned for the appreciative value of this piece. To calm any fears on the matter, the reason for the sale will be explained:

“Three years ago, on November 12th, 2451, Terran Dating System, Shanex Exxel stole the Zoomer Crest from the Zoomers of Fasser-2z. Theft is not a crime on any Zoomer colony. Therefore, there was no need for the card to be kept as evidence. The Crest was later bought back from Ms. Exxel for an undisclosed sum. The card she left behind is being auctioned off to offset the cost of buying back the crest. 

“The Zoomer government would like to remind prospective bidders that unless Shanex Exxel performs another theft inside Zoomer territory, it is unlikely that any more such cards will be available for general bidding. Also, they would like to remind potential bidders that Shanex Exxel is a Human at the age of twenty seven years, and will therefore probably be deceased within 100 more years. To those who have longer lifespans, such as Theta-2s, Zoomers, and Xeenoxians, it is important to note that the value of the card will rise sharply after her death.”

“That all it says?”

“No, Ma’am. It also states that the minimum bid is two point five million credits.”

“Not bad.”

“Are you considering purchasing it, Ma’am?”

“No, I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“Would you like to hear about any other items.”

“No.”

“Very well. I am here if you need me.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.”

The front of the hall was decorated with large 2D pictures of all the items up for bid, and in the middle of that stood a lone podium made from English Oak wood hundreds of years ago. Presently, a slightly overweight elderly man stepped up to it, gavel in hand. He looked to be of Anglo decent and was wearing a black tuxedo so finely tailored that looked well on him despite the extra kilos he carried. 

With three raps of the gavel, the conversation in the room died to a whisper. One more rap and a disapproving look from the auctioneer, and the whispering died down to complete silence.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and beings of all types. I am Reginald Forsythe, and I shall be your auctioneer this evening. The minimum bid for each item is listed in your program, and the minimum increment for any bid will be one hundred thousand credits.”

He glared disapprovingly at a young couple toward the front who had been the last to stop talking earlier. “There will be no talking during the bidding. Any hand gesture above the neck will be considered a bid. For those of you who are Xeenoxians, please take a form that has a neck for bidding purposes. For our Theta-2 customers, a simple mental illusion of a hand in the air will suffice. If you wish, you may use the computers in your seats to bid silently. We have a total of twenty one items up for bid this evening. They are numbered from lowest in estimated value to highest. The bidding on the first item will begin in ten minutes. Please take this time to familiarize yourselves with your chair computers and note the items in the program and their order. Any questions will be answered at this time, and not during the bidding. Are there any questions?”

He looked disapprovingly about the hall. He hadn’t expected any questions, and there were none. An auction of this caliber rarely attracted first time bidders. Little did he know that Shanex (AKA Ms. Ellen Yale) had never been to an auction in her life and had spent an hour on line with Galactanet the previous evening researching how to act. 

“Very well,” he continued. “The bidding will begin in ten minutes. He rapped the gavel once on the podium, and strode off the stage.  

Shanex played with her computer to amuse herself. Turning it into a Galactanet terminal, she keyed up the information for flight reservations. It was never a good idea to stay too long in one place, after all. By the time the ten minutes was over, she had reserved and paid for first class accommodations on the Reindeer Lines ship, The Donner, to Cols. She had never been to Cols, and while it was a Sephalon colony, it was only loosely patrolled by the SSS (Sephalon Secret Service). She had never committed a crime on Sephalon soil, so the SSS would not make any great effort to arrest her. Certainly they would, if they saw her, because they want to be as cooperative with Interpol as any other government. But they didn’t have an entire staff of agents trying to find her like the TSS did. It would be a good place to hide out until her next big job.

And what would that be? She pondered that. So far she had stolen national treasures from Arsen (The Eggshells of Dictator Aisso), Fasser-2z (The Zoomer Crest), Britie-7 (The Rock of Pondering), and Terra (The Mona Lisa). Those items had earned her the bulk of her money. It was not her fault that the authorities recovered all but one of them after she sold them. Once she sold something, it was the buyer’s problem. She refused to hold herself responsible for the morbidly stupid rich people who wanted to show everyone they had some valuable item. Ultimately, the rumors got around, and the authorities came sniffing. Apparently, the man she had sold the Mona Lisa to had more sense, for it had never been recovered. 

She had also had several technological espionage insurrections earlier in her career, selling the stolen prototypes to rival companies. The Exion Products prototype ion engine for fighters had proven quite profitable. What to do now?

Well, she already had more than enough money to retire for life. She wasn’t in it for the money any more. She was in it for the fame. She wanted to ensure that her name was sealed in the history books. For that, she would have to go on stealing highly secure museum pieces. 

She shrugged off the thoughts. She would have plenty of time to have them in a villa on Cols, watching the unusually pink ocean washing back and forth across the black sandy beach. The Oceans of Cols were a natural wonder that had to be experienced to be understood. The pink hue of the water was due to the paramecia that lived in it. The black sand was from a very special strain of sedimentary rock pounded to particles by the ocean. And, with Cols having no moons, there were no tides. The beach houses were built right up against the water line. And, barring any unusual circumstances, she would leave for Cols tomorrow to arrive some three weeks later. 

But she would not go to Cols the next day, for the unusual circumstances she dismissed were at work in a utility closet not one hundred meters from her location.

Trikham closed the closet door. 

“Good. Just enough room, I think,” he smiled, with a glint in his friendly eyes. 

The closet was almost the size of some of the smaller rooms at the hotel. It was full of shelves laden with supplies such as towels, toilet tissue, soap bars, and other hotel necessities. The center of the room was graced with a large table covered by scores of folded bed sheets. 

He swept the sheets off the table, clearing it completely after locking the door from the inside. From his pocket he produced a large envelope containing all the invitations he had collected at the door to the ball, and dropped it unceremoniously on the table. Then, he reached into another pocket in his gleaming white jacket and pulled out a rather rare and unusual device. 

It was, in short, a police variety DNA scanner. The police used them to scan for DNA at crime scenes after murders, break-ins, etc. Then they could compare the DNA they found in the room with any suspects. It really was the best invention for crime fighting since ballistics and fingerprinting. While they are illegal for private citizens to own anywhere on Terra, they are perfectly legal on several other planets. This particular model had been purchased by Trikham on Malaxxo, which was Exion territory. It was all quite legal, for a change. 

While the DNA scanner had been expensive, it was the easiest part of the puzzle. The hardest had been getting a software sample of Shanex Exxel’s DNA. That had really been the trickiest part. And it involved a quick trip to Minerva and a lot of research.

He had spent hours on Galactanet digging up the names of the agents assigned to capturing Shanex. While the information was not secret, it wasn’t exactly posted public information, either. The TSS had a habit of making their information hard to get. He ignored the name of the head investigator, one Elizabeth Chang, because the head operative would be too high profile for Trikham’s purposes. Instead, he noted the name of Robert Nibaba. He caught Nibaba’s name in an article written about two months after Shanex stole the Mona Lisa. The article mentioned that Agent Nibaba had found a glass she had once used and that had led the TSS to the name of an alias she had, “Ms. Nadine Brown”. She had since changed her alias, and the clue proved to be useless. But the name Robert Nibaba was far from useless to Trikham.

Much like Shanex, Trikham had his contacts for fake identification, as well. He had a set of fakes made up under the name Robert Nibaba, as well as TSS identification under the same name. The TSS ID, the forger had warned Trikham, would not stand up to scrutiny.

“These will do nicely, thank you,” was all Trikham had said. 

From there, he took a ship to the remote and sparsely populated planet of Minerva under the name Robert Nibaba. He got in touch with the local authorities. As it happened, the “local authorities” consisted of a grizzled old veteran named Ruth. 

Ruth was only too happy the help out the TSS on Minerva, and Trikham (wearing special contacts to make his eyes look human) hinted that it involved the Shanex investigation. Ruth’s eyes had widened so much they almost fell out. Sure she’d help. Anything she could do? Really? A Copy of Shanex’s DNA? I’ll order it right up from TSS. They’re always willing to help the local police.

And they were.

There was no real need for security on the DNA of Shanex Exxel. If some home town cop wanted it, good luck to her. All she would find out is what various police agencies around the galaxy already knew for years. She was a human with blue eyes (if they weren’t surgically altered) and blond hair (if it hadn’t been altered either) and she was female (Theoretically, that could have been altered, too). 

He had that trace programmed into his trusty scanner, and began scanning each of the invitations. Would his gamble pay off? He would know in a few minutes. 

From what he had read, she had to be fairly narcissistic. Anyone who leaves a calling card in place of things she stole had to be doing it for the ego boost of it all. 

And the inflated egos of others were the bread and butter of con men such as Trikham. 

He reasoned that if she were that in to herself, she wouldn’t be able to resist watching the purchase of her own card for millions. How could she resist? Could she resist? She wouldn’t resist, would she? He hoped not.  

Within seconds, the detector beeped. His heart raced, and his throat burned so hot it almost hurt. The name on the invitation was Dr. Beau Jaggar. That’s a man. No need to panic. The DNA sample wasn’t bad. It just meant that her invitation was in there somewhere, and her dead skin cells had migrated in the envelope somewhat. All he had to do now was find the invitation with the most DNA samples of hers on it. 

It was working. It had taken him months to prepare for this gamble, and it was working! He hopped up and down in poorly masked excitement as he scanned invitation after invitation. He had her. He had accomplished what an entire team of TSS agents had failed at doing, simply because they lacked the imagination to delve into her character. He had located The Cat. The auction wasn’t even over, yet. They were only on the third item. Her card was the seventeenth. She was still there. She had to be! Had he been a TSS agent, he would have been able to arrest her on the spot. But that was not his intention at all. He redoubled his scanning efforts to find the magic invitation that would tell him who she was.

In the end, there was no question. A beep here, a beep there, but ten times the beeps on one specific invitation. He returned to the auction room and stood at his post by the door. He had the name imprinted on his mind. 

Ellen Yale. 

“And now, Item Number Seventeen,” Forsythe the auctioneer continued, “The Business Card of Shanex Exxel. This is one of only eight known cards of its type. It comes with a certificate of authenticity from the Zoomer government. The other seven cards in this…er…’collection’ are unavailable because they are evidence in pending investigations. This rare piece is sure to appreciate in value. Especially because it was the card she left behind at her greatest accomplishment, the theft of the Zoomer Crest. The bidding will begin at two point five million credits. Do I hear two point five million?”

Shanex leaned back in her seat and folded her arms. 

“Two point five,” came a voice from somewhere in the auction house. It took all of Shanex’s self control not to crane her neck to see who was bidding. She couldn’t show too much interest in the bidding. She always had to play it safe when she could. 

“I have two point five,” said Forsythe. “Do I hear three million?”

“Three!” came another voice.

“Three point five!” Came another before Forsythe could acknowledge. 

“We have three point five million. Do I hear four? Four million?”

After a brief pause: “Four!” came the first voice again. 

As the two bid off against each other, Trikham tried to remember which one was Yale. It didn’t matter. She would probably be staying in the hotel. Just to be safe, he would watch through the finale of the bidding on the card to see if anyone left immediately after that. Although he doubted she would. 

“Six point eight million going once…” Forsythe called out.

“Six point eight going twice…Fair warning, six point eight going twice…”

There were no more offers.

He slammed his gavel on the first syllable of “Sold to bidder number 82 for six million, eight hundred thousand credits.”

The sale was greeted by a subdued round of applause. 

“Item number eighteen, The Lost McCrae. This bronze statuette was recently confirmed to be the work of twenty first century sculptor Gerald McCrae. This sculpture has passed through the hands of the Dianoff family for generations. Apparently,  Mr. McCrae made it as payment for some service to one of the Dianoffs in 2067. It had no signature upon the work and no certificate, so the art world had refused to allow it to be considered one of his pieces. But in a recent vote of the Terran Arts council, taking in to account forensic studies of the style, materials, and minute scratches of this fine piece, it was officially declared a genuine McCrae. The bidding will begin at four million credits. Do I hear four million?”

Shanex stayed through the rest of the auction, watching the various pieces go for successively higher and higher prices. Someday, that cat card will be the last item. Someday. In this case, the last item was an actual table lamp used in the making of the film Casablanca, circa 1942. It played the part of one of the table lamps at Rick’s Café Americana. Shanex had never seen the original Casablanca. Watching two dimensional movies always gave her a headache. However, she did think the Three-D retouch of it was very good. 

That lamp was sold for fifteen million credits and change. Forsythe ended the auction with “I hope you have all enjoyed the auction, and may your respective gods be with you,” and a slam of the gavel. 

She filed out with the rest of the crowd into a ball room where drinks and food had been supplied. The room was also full of scouts for museums hoping to buy the pieces from anyone who decided they paid too much in their excitement and wanted to cut their losses. It was a common business tactic, if not a friendly one. 

As she passed through the door, the doorman said “Ms. Yale, wasn’t it?”

She looked back at him. He was a Sephalon, perhaps in his late thirties, but aging well. “Yes?”

“Enjoy the auction, Ma’am?” asked the doorman. 

“Yes,” she said with a smile. “I’d have to say I did.”

“Buy anything?”

“No. I just like to watch.”

“Well then, I hope it was a good show for you.”

“Thank you, it was,” she said and walked on. Maybe I made myself look a little too good, if the doorman was hitting on me.

Trikham watched her go. Nice body. She probably thought I was hitting on her. Just as well. 

Shanex enjoyed the buffet. The food was exquisite. The wine was at least 300 credits per bottle. The Moscow Ritz knew how to throw a party. Several different men tried to start conversations with her, but she shied off. The doorman, too, seemed to be looking at her with intent from across the room. 

Definitely too good a job on the hair and dress. She didn’t have any interest in men at the moment, as she had satisfied that need earlier in the week. What was his name? She didn’t remember. It wasn’t important. Hopefully, he would forget her, too.

Ever since her life of crime began, sex had been a dicey proposition. She had to pick the exact right kind of man. Namely, the exact kind of man most women tried to avoid. She went for womanizers. She did not want to be remembered by any of her lovers. She could not afford the luxury of a relationship, and had to count on one-night-stands to satisfy her occasional urges. And for those trysts, she had to select men who had already had hundreds of women before her and would have hundreds more after. She would be forgotten; lost in the shuffle. If she ever left an impression on a man, it could lead to her eventual downfall with the police. She had to be very careful where she spread her DNA. The best solution, she knew, was not to have sex at all, but that was too much of a sacrifice. 

As the party wound to a close, she silently complimented herself on her self control at not striking up a conversation with the man who bought her card. She stretched her shoulders and realized for the first time how tired she was.

She placed her drink on a table and headed for the elevators. Usually, she was very perceptive, but she was just too damn tired to notice Trikham watch her leave the room. She could barely keep awake on the long elevator ride to the penthouse and stumbled a bit trying to open her door. The key card didn’t deem to be working.

She groaned and leaned her head into the door. She tried several more times. Then, she turned around, leaning on the door with her back. “Best thief in the galaxy, and I can’t open my hotel room door,” she laughed. 

Opening her purse, she inspected the contents and looked at what she had to work with. The answer: nothing. 

She checked the model and make of the electronic lock on the door and shook her head. It was an EP PermaLok. The Model AA-32 by the looks of it. They were easy enough to defeat, but she would need at least a 6 volt charge to do it. Most of her equipment was in a series of safe-deposit-boxes on TSP-3. That would place the necessary items, depending on where in its orbit the space station was at the moment, upwards of 20 thousand kilometers away. 

In this case, the fastest way to defeat the lock was to call the front desk. The penthouse suite had a phone by the elevator, which she said a silent thank-you for. She dialed “0”.

“Front Desk. How may I help you?” a young woman showed up on the monitor. 

“This is Ellen Yale in Penthouse A. My door won’t let me in.”

“Yes, Ma’am, we’ll send someone right up.”

“Thanks.”

She cut the connection. 

It’s better I don’t break in, anyway. There are probably cameras in the halls. 

About three minutes later (Penthouse suites do have their advantages) the Sephalon doorman came into the hall. “Ms. Yale?”

Shanex eyed him. “Hmm?”

“Having a problem with your lock?”

“Yes, how did you-“

“They sent me up to give you a hand.”

She looked apprehensive. “I thought you were with the caterers.”

Trikham smiled. “The caterers were a little short-handed tonight. I’m with the hotel staff.”

Shanex shrugged. “OK. Just open it.”

“Can’t you?”

She was silent for a long time. Apparently, this was not a rhetorical question he had raised. He looked back, awaiting an answer. His face was the picture of innocence. He had an expectant smile, and wide, beautiful Sephalon eyes that looked like little rainbows. He looked as if he had asked her the time of day in a polite fashion.

“What do you mean? How could I open it?” a very slight scowl ran across her face.

Trikham mustered up a look of genuine confusion and pointed to her hand. “Your key, of course, Ma’am. It’s not working?”

She looked slightly relieved for a moment, and that, too left her face in a hurry. “Of course not. I wouldn’t call you up here if it did.”

Trikham shrugged, producing a key card. “Well, we printed up a new key. Let’s try that.” He slid it in the slot, and the door opened. 

“Thank you,” she said. She reached into her purse and tipped him ten credits. He chortled a little when she did that. “What?”

“Oh, nothing, Ma’am. Will there be anything else?”

“No, that will do.”

They had both walked into the room, now. She wasn’t sure how that had happened. The doorman had simply walked in casually, and she had followed him in without thinking. 

“Very well.” He closed the door, and walked to the couch in the luxurious living room area of the suite. Dusting off one of the seats, he sat down as if he had just come home from work. Just as comfortable as could be.

“Just a second-“

“Have a seat, Ms. Yale.”

“Now wait-“ 

“Sit!”

She remained standing. Folding her arms across her chest, she scowled. “You don’t have any right to order me around like a dog! Get the hell out of my room, or I’ll call your manager!”

“What would he do? I’m not an employee here any more than you’re name’s Ellen Yale. Please have a seat Ms. Exxel.”

She sat. “Who are you?” she said, placing her purse on her lap. The stunner pistol’s weight reassured her. She had faster reflexes than most other humans, and humans, on the average, had faster reflexes than Sephalons. If he tried anything, she would be able to drop him, she was sure.

“My name is Trikham Allal. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

“Nope.”

 His smile faded momentarily. Then it was back with full force. “OK.”

 “What do you want?”

“Well, I have a business proposition for you.”

“You can forget blackmail. I’ll be out of here without a trace within two hours if you try-“

“Oh, please. I said a ‘business proposition’.”

She reached toward her purse. 

Probably armed, Trikham thought. Probably a stun pistol. She’s not the lethal type. “As I see it, Ms. Exxel, you have two choices. You can either stun me now with the stun pistol in your purse, or hear me out, and decide then whether or not to stun me and run away. Sounds like you’ve got nothing to lose hearing me out.”

She frowned. “What, then? I don’t work for commission.” Any more, she added silently. 

“I don’t have nearly the money to commission you to do anything, even if you did work for commission. I want to be your partner.”

Her eyes widened and she pursed her lips. “Look,” she leaned back in her chair. “I’ll give you credit for finding me, and I’d love to hear how you did it, but I work alone. That’s just the way it is. So whatever your plan is, just forget it.”

He leaned forward. “Oh, I think you’ll work with me. I don’t think you can resist the operation I have in mind.”

She leaned forward as well, challenging him with a smile. “Oh, and just what makes you think you know me so well?”

He smiled back. “It’s what I do, Ms. Exxel. It’s what I do. My only knowledge of you is what I read on line, and already I bet I know you better than you know yourself.”

“OK. Tell me about me.”

So far the conversation had been going more or less as Trikham expected. She would be sure to pay attention to any conversation where the subject was her. “You are a complete egotist. The most important thing in the galaxy to you is you. And, while that’s not unusual in humans, you seem to think the most important thing in other people’s minds should also be you. You love fame, and hunt it like a starving predator. Your net worth must be in the hundreds of millions range, yet you still do jobs that are both risky and spectacular. The reason can only be because of the fame.”

She was silent for a long time. Then, she stood. “Close enough.” And just like that, the tension in the room was gone. “What do you propose? A Theft, obviously, or you wouldn’t have come looking for me.”

He nodded. 

“Drink?” she went to the bar and poured two glasses of scotch without waiting for his response. 

“So what did you have in mind to steal?” she asked, facing away. 

“The Pride Diamond.”

She dropped both glasses. 

And just like that, the tension was back in the room.

She spun on her heel. “You,” she pointed an accusing finger, “have watched too many movies. I don’t know how you think that’s possible or what you think of my legendary talents. I may be the best,” she paused. “Actually, I am the best in the galaxy, but even I can’t get the Pride Diamond.”

“I think we can do it. Don’t tell me you’ve never thought about it.”

She walked over to him and glared. “Do you know what the Arrakun Museum is like? Have you ever been there?”

“No.”

She started counting off points on her fingers: “One: You need a special visa to get into the city of Arrakun at all-“

“I can handle that,” he interrupted. Then he was silent again.

She regained her momentum, “Two: The Arrakun Museum has the most advanced electronic security in the world inside and out. All of the doors have Sesslis electronic scramble-locks on them. Three: every inch of the inside is monitored at night by cameras watched by actual living breathing Sephalons. Not computers, mind you, people. Four: The Vault containing the Diamond is in the middle of the Museum past several scanners. Five: At night, the vault is sealed with a timer lock, and the vault is made of Ti-Corb. Just in case you don’t happen to know, that’s the same stuff they make space ship hulls out of. Six: Inside the vault at night, sealed in with the Diamond display, are six armed guards who stay there until the vault opens the next day. Their only job is to watch the Diamond. Seven: The pedestal is surrounded by a one-meter radius randomized laser pattern, “randomized” means no pair of mirrors will defeat it. Nothing over a square millimeter could get through without setting off the alarm. Eight: The Diamond itself is inside a hermetically sealed glass cylinder about a half-meter high and thirty centimeters across which is set on a weight sensor in the pedestal with a tolerance of less than a milligram. And finally, Nine: Inside that cylinder is a clear nerve gas that will paralyze the victim for at least twelve hours.”

Trikham mused “Not that you’ve thought about it.”

She sat back down. “The security is airtight. Literally in some places. It’s Sephalon’s national treasure. I’d get caught and they’d put me in a room and throw away the room. Even if God himself helped me and we did succeed, who would we sell it to? It’s ridiculous. What would make me do it?”

Trikham looked back at her evenly. “The thought of one of your cards inside that cylinder, where the Pride Diamond used to be.”

She looked down. “Hmm…”

Chapter 2: Shanex Exxel

The TSS often rated how competent another government’s police agency was by how long it took them to find the Neuroscience article with a six year old Shanex Exxel as a case study. 

Shanex was born under the name Alice Ng Svek in the summer of 2429. The proud parents were William and Ivana Svek, an accountant and an architect, respectively. William and Ivana had moved to New York just six months earlier, following a job offer for Ivana for a large architectural firm. They had both been raised on Shaka, a small Terran colony that bore the brunt of Terra’s involvement in the Jaster Conflict. Once the war was over, many of the businesses that were once on the plush jungle planet were forced by financial concerns to seek new locations rather than rebuild. Every major city on the planet had taken considerable damage from Jaster attacks, including Zamma, the home town of the Sveks. 

Everyone who had attended their wedding died in the brutal air raids over the once prosperous city. Everyone, that was, except William and Ivana. They had chosen that week, out of pure luck, to go camping in the Zamman jungles. Camping was one of the most popular pastimes on Shaka. There were no predators larger than a common cat, and the land was protected by the colonial government. When they returned, everyone they loved and everything they knew was gone. With Ivana three months pregnant, and them not having enough money to store the fetus elsewhere, they realized it was time for desperate action. Ivana took the job in New York, while William looked for an accounting job for when Ivana had to take her maternity leave. It wasn’t the best plan, but they had no time to spare. The baby was coming in six months, like it or lump it.

Their plans were successful, and all worth it once they looked into the deep blue eyes of little Alice, their baby daughter. 

Unfortunately, the luck they had on Shaka karmatically corrected itself in a hovercraft crash that killed them both when little Alice was just three weeks old. Ivana’s last words in the two seconds of life she had remaining after the crash were “Alice…Alice…”

Little Alice was taken into custody be the Region of North America. She was put into the care of the Soho Orphanage. The nurses in the infant division of the orphanage knew she would get a set of parents very soon. She was such a cute little blue eyed baby, and so young, too. Her chances were good. 

They were right. Within a week she had been adopted by Thax and Sela Exxel. Both of them locksmiths by trade. It was mildly frowned upon at the time to adopt children who were not the same species as you, but the Exxels didn’t mind. They wanted one more child. It certainly was not illegal, and the Exxels were Terran citizens. They had a thriving locksmith shop, and were probably going to expand to the East Side soon. The Department of Adoptions did voice their concerns, but had no legal ground to prohibit the young Exion couple from adopting Alice Ng Svek. 

Sela Exxel had a genetic disorder in her womb that only allowed her to have four children in her litter. The average for Exions was six, and seven was considered best. The problem had to do with her third set of fallopian tubes. They were both twisted inside of her, leaving her only 4 eggs to root in her uterus when she went in to heat. They just wanted to have their fifth child. Five was a lucky number to Exions. It was considered wrong to have only four children. And, since their litter was four weeks old, it seemed perfect to adopt a two week human child to round out the litter. She would be a perfect fit, even though she would age slower than the Exion children.

They changed her name to Shanex Exxel. She was too young to have any association with her original name, and they wanted to start early combating any feelings of separation she might have from the family due to her reduced maturing rate. Besides, no matter what, the “Ng” would have to go for two reasons: First off, Exions do not have middle names. Secondly, The word “Ng”, while it is a common family name on Terra, means “scab” in the Exion tongue.

While Shanex had been adopted, she did not have a difficult upbringing. She had no memories of her original parents at all, and the Exxels were some of the finest, most loving parents anyone could ever have. All of their other kids would be grown up and gone from the house by the time Shanex was ten years old. But that didn’t matter. The Exxels had enough love for a thousand kids.

One of the distinctive features of Exions that set them apart from all the other races in the galaxy is that the males have an actual hormonal paternal instinct. It is just as strong as the vaunted human maternal instinct. The Exion maternal instinct can’t even be understood by humans. Exion mothers have the stereotype of being unnecessarily overprotective and obsessive about their children. Meanwhile, on Exion, Human mothers are considered to be neglectful and loveless. There is absolutely nothing more important in Exion society than the family. 

She was raised to speak Exion and Terran fluently. Thax and Sela worried at first that the human growth rate would be a problem, but it turned out to be a paper tiger. The other children did not consider her “slow” or “stupid”. They considered her the eternal lovable little sister. Somehow, the formula worked. 

When the litter was just six years old, she was entering school for the first grade. She cried on her mothers leg. “I don’t wanna’ go, mommy! Pe pexxla tche! Pe pexxla tche!”

“Relax, sweetie,” Sela had told her, kneeling down to wipe away her tears. “What are you afraid of?”

“All the other kids’ll be bigger than me. They’ll beat me up. Pe pexxla tche!”

“Now what makes you think that? There’s only going to be a bunch of six-year-olds in there, just like you.”

“Well, Suth ‘n Hexxe ‘n Jax ‘n Fath are bigger than me, and they’re six. They ride bikes and play music and go to junior high school.”

“Oh, sweetie, we’ve been through this. You’re a human, remember? This is a human planet. You’re the normal one, the rest of us are the ones that are different. All those six year olds will be just the same as you. Except maybe not as beautiful.”

Shanex looked doubtful.

“Don’t believe me? What about Bosco Chang down the street? He’s six. He’s the same size as you, isn’t he?”

“Well…yeah…”

“OK. Just go in there. You’re going to love it. Believe me.”

Mom, as always, had been right.

Months later, the family was contacted by Dr. Poof. He was a clinical Neuroscientist who was doing a study of cross-species families. The Exxels were delighted. Perhaps he would be able to give them pointers. 

Dr. Poof was carried into the house by the cab driver who drove him there. He was a Theta-2, and that was really the only way for them to get around on a human world. 

Theta-2s were, by far, the most intelligent race in the galaxy. Even the Sephalons had to admit that. Physically, the best way to describe them was “small balls of fur.” They had no appendages whatsoever. Their digestive system was set up to strain micro organisms out of dirt, via a “mouth” on the “bottom” of their bodies. 

They communicated with each other with direct mental telepathy, and therefore had no need of names. They had a “feel” whenever they communicated with another Theta-2, and where a human would use a name, a Theta-2 would project the “feel” of the person they were talking about. They could even initiate and carry on a mental communication with any of the other races, though the best modern science had failed to explain how.

So names were largely unimportant to a Theta-2. “Dr. Poof” was the name given to him by his Terran assistant some twenty years ago. So, whenever dealing with Terrans, he would use that name. 

But none of that mattered to young Shanex. She was excited because this was the first Theta-2 she had ever seen. She wanted to see his mental illusions in action. Theta-2s could project mental illusions in the air. They could even fool you into thinking they were real if they worked at it. Originally, the trait was evolved to deal with predators, and now, it was mostly vestigial. 

She swayed back and forth on the couch, wrinkling her nicest dress that her father had ironed out for this interview. Beside her, her mother put a hand on her knee. “Be still, sweetie. The Doctor would like to talk to you.”

“Just answer all his questions, and maybe he’ll show you an illusion?”

“Really!?” she asked. This was too good to be true.

On the staircase, her siblings looked through the bars of the handrail with rapt attention. In human maturity terms, they were roughly twelve, and an illusion was something they definitely didn’t want to miss.

“Certainly!” Dr. Poof said. “Let’s do one right now. Then, I’ll ask you some questions, and then I’ll do another. Would you like that.”

“Yes,” she said, as polite as can be.

“What would you like to see?”

“Umm… a spaceship. My mommy and daddy have been on one. They came here all the way from Exion.”

Just then, a large ship had filled the room. The stars shone through a spherical chunk of dead black space. It was like watching the Tri-V, but better. It changed its course and headed straight for her, and she shrieked with laughter while her siblings Oohed and Aahed from the stairs. 

“Ready for some questions?” 

“Yes, Sir.”

“What a nice child.”

He asked her all sorts of questions. Some of them made sense to her, others didn’t. It was when he found out when she woke up in the morning that he was really surprised. 

“Wait. What time did you say your bedtime was?”

“Seven.”

“And when do you wake up in the morning, if there’s no school, I mean.”

“Nine.”

“Amazing. Amazing.”

Sela shrugged. “We tried to tell her she doesn’t have to sleep as long as the rest of the family, but she does anyway. She gets groggy if she doesn’t get at least twelve hours of sleep. Usually, she sleeps for fourteen.”

“Intriguing.” Was all Dr. Poof could say. “How long do you two sleep, on average?” the question was obviously directed at Thax and Sela, though there was no body language to be seen on the Theta-2.

They looked to each other. Thax shrugged. 

Sela answered. “I usually go to be around nine and wake up around noon. I guess about fifteen hours.”

Thax gave his answer, as well. “And I usually sleep from six in the evening to about 8 in the morning. That’s about fourteen hours, I suppose. We have to sleep in shifts to keep the shop open a full day. I take the morning shift, and she takes the evening. We get our family time from five ‘till as late as I can stay up.” He smiled. “It’s not easy doing business with humans.”

“Tell me about it,” said the doctor. “I have a human assistant that- well. I could go on and on. This is an incredible find. This could be proof that the human sleep cycle is deeply affected by upbringing, rather than simple genetic code. You know, don’t you, that most humans can’t possibly sleep for fourteen hours, don’t you?”

“Well, we knew they didn’t,” Sela answered, “But what do you mean can’t?”

“Normally humans feel disoriented and physically ill if they sleep more than about ten hours. Fourteen. Amazing. Shanex, do you feel sick in the morning, ever?”

“No, Sir.”

“Never?”

“No, Sir.”

“Amazing.”

Dr. Poof went on to confirm his findings with several other case studies. There was the case of the Exion family on Cols raising a Sephalon boy, but his sleep pattern did not align with theirs. Also, the opposite of the Exxels, a Terran family raising an Exion child in Tokyo, and the boy slept the full Exion 15 hours. It seemed to be just humans whose sleep schedule would be affected by nurture. Finally, his big break, he found another Exion family with an adopted human boy on the planet Malaxxo, and the human had picked up the Exion sleeping habits. 

He published his paper in 2435. It was a resounding success in the Neuroscience world. 

When she was eight years old, her only sister, Jax, went in to heat for the first time. The first one is always the most intense, and they had to keep her locked in her room. It was then that her mother was more or less forced to tell Shanex about the facts of life, both Exion and Humans. 

Shanex thought it was “Icky” and vowed she would never want to do that. Sela told her she might feel differently in a few years.

By the time she was ten, all four of her siblings had moved out of the house to start their own lives. Hexxe became a lawyer. Suth married a wealthy Exion businesswoman and moved to Noblek, Exion. Jax became a columnist for Galactanet. 

Fath, who Thax had always wanted to carry on the family locksmith business, disappeared for a time after leaving home. From time to time, he would send postcards from small colony worlds where he was subsisting on the meager wages he could get for unskilled labor. Thax and Sela, as well as all of the children except Shanex, had lent him money without ever expecting to see it again. 

This left Shanex to take up the reins of the business. Thax began training her when she was eleven. He would have liked to have waited a little longer, but he was getting old, now, over twenty, and retirement was looking more and more attractive. 

Three years later, at the age of thirteen, She was assembling a fingerprint panel that her father had repaired. “Dad. Why are we called ‘locksmiths’. I mean, we don’t ever do anything with locks. I’ve never even seen a lock anywhere but on a bike, and we never fix those. We don’t even sell them.”

He looked up from his worktable. “Well, it’s an old word. People used to use mechanical locks, like the ones on bikes, to protect their houses. But that was a long time ago. The name of the profession never changed. Now it just means ‘Security System Specialist.’ But I think ‘Locksmith’ has a nicer ring to it.”

She shrugged. “Done.”

“Already?”

She nodded. “These are easy.”

“Hmm. Easy, eh? You want a challenge?”

“Sure,” she said, shrugging. 

He gestured at another table in the workshop. “Well see if you can open that Swathmore Palmpad over there. Used to belong to Don Hogget. Remember him?”

“Yeah. He was the guy who got you that hotel job, right? All the locks in the whole building. He was nice. Why not use his palm to open it?”

“He died. I had to cut it out of the door to his apartment to get in.”

“Oh! That sucks! He was nice.”

“He was. But he was also 86 years old. That’s twice as long as I’ll probably live. He had a full life.”

Shanex was silent for a moment. He had always been such a sweet old man. 

“Hmm,” she said to get off the subject, “Can we reset it?”

“Not without opening the core CPU first. And it has to be unlocked to get to the CPU. I was going to throw it away, but I thought I’d work on it a little longer.”

“Why keep it at all?”

“They cost 500 credits. If we could open it, we could re-key it and sell it again. It’s the same as getting 500 credits, free.”

“I’ll try.”

She began to work on it. She employed every trick her father had taught her. The lock was very secure, indeed. In order to get at any of the electronics, the lock had to be opened. They were all behind a full centimeter of steel. However, to open the lock, the electronics had to be reached. After a full hour of probing the lock, and trying to find a weakness in its defenses, she was no further along than when she had started. Certainly, she could melt through the metal with a laser torch, but that would destroy the lock electronics, and wouldn’t accomplish a thing. 

“Still working on that?” Thax asked. 

“Yeah. This is impossible.”

“Well, that may be. I’ll tell you what. If you can open that lock without damaging it, I’ll give you 200 credits.”

She turned to him quickly. “Really?”

He nodded. “Sure.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Wait a minute. You said they’re worth 500 credits.”

He smiled and patted her head. “Yep. I have to get my profit somewhere. Welcome to the world of business.”

She worked on it for five more hours to no avail. She skipped dinner, and her hair was a mess. She had run her hands through it so many times she resembled a cave woman. Thax entered the workshop with a grin. “Still working on it?”

“Hmf!”

“Never give up. Twooo Huuundreeed Creeediiits, ” he mocked.

“I’m tryin’ to work, here, Dad! I’ve only got two more hours ‘till bed.” 

He put up his hands “OK, OK. Stay up at late as you like working on it. You don’t have school tomorrow, anyway.”

She spun to face him. “Really?”

He nodded. “Sure. I think it’s great that you’re so in to it. I’ve never seen you set your mind to something like this before.”

“OK! I will!”

“Good night, Sweetheart.”

“’Night.” She turned back to her work. 

 This was the first time she ever used a special human power she alone in her family possessed. She had heard that it was possible, but she never really believed it until that night. She stayed up all night. 

Thax had a locksmith’s manual on the design and layout of the Swarthmore Palmpad. It had full schematics and electronics diagrams. It went in to great detail explaining the best ways to defeat it. 

Cut it open, just above the Swarthmore logo, with a diamond-tipped drill (Note this will take at least four hours.) and pour acid in to it. The internal breach alarm will sound. Ignore it. The acid will dissolve the internal mechanical parts to the point that a large monkey wrench with a cheater bar used on the handle of the door will break the shackle, allowing entry.

Cut the door open in a C-cut around the lock and pull it out. 

If the door is too sturdy to cut, break a window.

There is no way to open the lock without the palm it was imprinted with and without destroying it. 

By 5:00am, the birds were singing outside, and Shanex was incredibly tired. She briefly considered how ethical it would be to dig up Don Hogget. She winced. That’s a wonderful thought. She laughed. Probably rotted enough that I wouldn’t be able to use him! That put the image in her mind of sneaking through the house dragging a dead man behind her by the hand. She broke out in to giggles and then raucous laughter. 

  In her convulsions, she knocked over a canister of carbon dust. Her father used the dust to test where a lock shackle would intersect a doorframe, just to make sure his measurements were correct. He was a very thorough man. 

“Pzax!” She exclaimed. It took her over an hour to clean up, and she still left tell-tale black handprints all over the worktable.

She froze. “Hmm.” The excitement welled in her. “Would that work?”

She opened the manual quickly and investigated the chapter on the palm scanner apparatus and read it through. It shined a light on the pad when it was depressed, scanning in the hand in question. It would also send out a densitometer beam to check the depth of the hand on the scanner. It would compare both to it’s stored values. 

She read further. The tolerances on the palm lines were less than ten microns. The tolerance on the hand’s depth was one millimeter. 

She thought for a moment, and then sprung into action. Her first stop: the storage closet in the spare room. With the other kids gone, the house was practically empty, and her parents suddenly had a lot of extra rooms. One became her father’s den. Another became her mother’s den. There was also an office for the business and home finances. Shanex got her own room for the first time, ever, too. Finally, there was the “Junk Room”. She opened the door to the closet, quietly. There, in dozens of boxes, were all the old data crystal backups of every single transaction the shop had ever made. 

Fortunately, her father was a very organized man, and kept them all filed and dated. She remembered that the last time she saw Don Hogget was when he came to pay for the hotel job. By some coincidence, he had come on Family Day. The Exxels were the only Exions he knew, so he didn’t realize that Family Day was as important a holiday to Exions as Easter was to human Christians. Her parents had been polite and even invited him to stay for dinner. He sensed that he was intruding and declined. 

“When was Family Day last year?”

The Exion year was shorter than a Terran year by about a third. Because of this, Exion holidays floated around on the Terran calendar. Eventually, she gave up trying to remember, and checked the date with the computer in her room. 

She found the crystal. Putting it into the crystal cup of her sluggish computer, she accessed the data with the accounting software. Don Hogget had paid with the hotel’s corporate account, the tune of…what? 14,931 credits! She had no idea that locksmithing could be that lucrative. 

The corporate account had many people with access to it. Don Hogget was only one of them. He had paid electronically with a palm print for verification. His palmprint was still on file. 

“Yes!” she hissed. She printed it out and ran back to the workshop. 

She had the palm print. Now she had to make a palm out of it. 

Her father had, among many other useful items in the shop, an etcher. Often, when remaking a lock, he would have to fashion his own covering to replace one that had been damaged. If he was to resell the lock, he had to first make sure the manufacturer’s name was on it. 

The etcher was a simple device. The user gave it a black-and-white picture of what they wanted etched, and it would etch it into whatever was on the platform with a laser. She put a disk of copper from and old defunct safe on the platform, and fed the etcher the printout of the palmprint. It etched the intricate pattern into the copper without complaint. Then, she used a hacksaw to cut away the excess copper and was left with a replica of Don Hogget’s palm. 

She was fairly sure that would work, after doing some math involving the pixel depth of the printout and the ten micron tolerance of the palm reader. Using an electrical outlet, she applied power to the lock and tried it. 

It didn’t work.

“Hmm.”

She went back to the manual and winced as she read. “Of course! The densitometer. Copper is way too dense to be a human hand, so the test fails! Pzax!”

She etched another copy of the palm on to a thin piece of plastic she liberated from the cover of a magazine, and placed it against the lock.

It didn’t work.

“Pzax! What the fuck is going on!?”

Quickly she looked over her shoulder to make sure nobody had entered the lab and heard that.

When she calmed down, she remembered the densitometer’s purpose. It would check the depth of the hand on the pad, and only had a tolerance of one millimeter. 

She put the palmprint back on the reader, and retrieved a pad of paper from the printer. She estimated that one millimeter was about ten sheets of the paper. She pressed her palm against the plastic on the reader, and failed the test. Then, she put ten sheets of paper between her hand and the plastic and tried again. It failed again.

She continued this for a while. As long as her hand was smaller than Hogget’s it should work. 

On her fifteenth set of papers, the lock hesitated for a moment, and clicked open. Just like that.

She leapt away from it. Somehow it surprised her that it would open. She stared at it for a full minute. Then, as the shock subsided a smile grew on her face.

When Thax and Sela awoke that afternoon, Shanex was waiting for them in the kitchen. She had not slept at all, and was too excited with anticipation to try. 

“Morning, Sweetheart. You look terrible” Thax said. 

“I was up all night,” she smiled.

Thax’s eyes widened. “Shanex! I said you could stay up as late as you wanted, not all night! You could hurt yourself-“

“She’s a human, Thax,” Sela interrupted, “They can do that. She won’t hurt herself.”

“Well…”

Shanex smiled at the two of them again and pulled the opened Swarthmore Palmpad out from under the table. “You owe me twooo huuundreeed creeediiits.”

Sela looked at the lock in confusion while Thax froze. He smiled broadly. “Are you serious!” He grabbed the lock and inspected it. “Not a scratch on it! Incredible! Shanex, I’m so proud of you!” He beamed at Sela.

“What am I missing, you two?” Sela asked.

“Our daughter just defeated a Swarthmore Palmpad without breaking it.”

Now it was Sela’s turn to beam. “Sweetie! That’s wonderful!” She gave Shanex a firm hug. “That’s the third hardest lock to defeat Swarthmore makes! How did you do it?”

Shanex leaned back in her chair. “What’s it worth to you?”

Thax laughed and hugged her. “You know what? You should write a letter to Swarthmore Industries detailing how you defeated it. That’s what your mother and I do if we figure out something new about a lock. We tell the manufacturer so the next version won’t have that weakness.”

“But that will just make our job that much harder!” Shanex protested. 

Thax waved the comment off. “Our job is to provide good security to our customers. Now, I’m going to want to hear all about this method you did, but later. For now, I don’t care if you are a human, go get some sleep. For my sake.”

She did indeed get her 200 credits. That was only the first of many successes. She began to help out more and more around the shop until it occupied almost all of her spare time. When she was fifteen, they made her a partner in the business. It was the proudest day of her life. 

Derrek Tremmel’s new locker was just across the hall. What a stroke of luck. Shanex had had a crush on him for almost a month. A new record. Naturally, he didn’t know she existed. He was one of the most popular boys in school, and she was a straight-A student who would stay after class in the electronics lab and help others finish their projects. In short, she was a geek. 

But, she was a geek that had filled out nicely. Now sixteen, her awkward age was behind her and she was now a young woman. So, despite her geek status, many boys had asked her out. With her obligations at the shop keeping her out of the social circle, she usually declined. She didn’t even have any real friends, let alone boyfriends. The few dates she had been on were uncomfortable, and usually involved informing her date what would happen to him if he tried that again. But, being attractive wasn’t enough for Derrek Tremmel. That made him all the more appealing. He wore a fake leather jacket and had dyed his skin light blue. What a rebel. What a guy. I wonder if he’d be willing to have an Exion marriage. We’d get to pick our own last name and everything. Human marriage is OK, too. I could be “Shanex Tremmel” That sounds good. Or maybe he’d want to be “Derrek Exxel.” That would sound good, too. 
She heard that he brought several stink bombs into school and his plan had backfired. They all went off in his locker. After a brief trip to the principal’s office, he was given three weeks detention and a new locker. 

She watched him openly. What if he looked at her? She would look back, and he would know she was the only woman for him. Maybe. 

Buy he did not look at her. Instead, he hit his locker door as hard as he could. “Fucking thing!”

Ah, what a manly voice, he had.

“Piece of shit!” He fiddled with the thumb pad again. “Godammit!” He turned around and saw her for the first time. He had anger in his eyes. She cringed back a little. “What’re you looking at?” he challenged.

“Uh…” She said.

“Hey, aren’t you that Exion?” 

“Sort of. My parents are Exions.”

“Got any sisters goin’ into heat soon?” He grinned evilly at her.

“Uh…Having problems with your locker?” Her heart almost beat out of her chest. He’s talking to me!
“Fucking thing won’t open. Guess they haven’t set the fucking thumbprint to mine yet. Fuck!”

“I could…” she trailed off and looked at her feet.

“You could what?” he asked. He was still showing the irritation he felt.

“I could open that…for you…”

“You can? How?”

She walked over to the locker. It was the same as hers, and had a low budget Milliware thumbprint reader on the locking mechanism. Underneath was a small hole to allow air in and out of the chamber so the bolt could slide easily through its socket. She pilled a pin out of her purse and bent it. Inserting it into the hole, she gave a quarter turn, and the locker opened. “There,” she said.

“Woah! Cool! Where’d you learn that?”

“My parents are locksmiths.”

“Cool! Can you break in to buildings?”

“I suppose I could.”

“That is cool. Cute and she can break in to buildings. You want to go out some time?”

Her heart stopped entirely for so long she thought she might actually die. “U-U-Uh…Yes!” she managed to say.

“Cool. Meet me after school.”

Their relationship was a fiery one, interspersed with violent arguments and passionate make-ups. He was her first, and she would question the integrity of that decision for the rest of her life. 

Her parents didn’t like him. They didn’t like his rebellious attitude nor did they like his sketchy morals. Mostly they didn’t like what they knew he was doing with their daughter. But, they gave her the freedom to make her own decisions, bad though they might be. 

He convinced her to open up a locked hovercraft once. She did, reluctantly. They joy-rode around New York for hours and finally ditched it. “We won’t hurt it,” he had said. “The police will find it and give it back to the owner. We’re only borrowing it.”

She was instrumental in a practical joke he played on a friend of his. She broke into Frankie DeFablio’s house while he and his parents were away, and they rearranged the furniture. They also cleaned the place up a lot and did the dishes. They laughed about it for hours afterward. The DeFablio family called the police, but had nothing to report stolen. The next time Derrek went over to visit, he saw that the furniture was still in places Shanex and he had put them and could barely contain himself. 

They lay in Derrek’s small bed at his place. Shanex was curled up against him, as was her custom after sex. 

“Jeez! You sleep more than anyone I’ve ever known! Fuck!”

She awoke. “Hmm? Like you don’t fall asleep right afterward.”

“I was thinkin’…”

“Hmm?”

“I got an idea for another joke.”

“What?”

“I know where Frankie DeFablio’s mother works.”

“So?”

“We could-“ he started to laugh, “we could break in to her office and rearrange the furniture.”

“What? I don’t know. Breaking into Frankie’s house while they’re away is one thing but…”

“But what? There’s no difference.”

“Sure there is. If the DeFablios came home and caught us, we’d just get sent home and have a strong talking to from our parents. But an office building? We’d get arrested.”

“Awww. We won’t get caught! You could get through all the security, I bet.”

It took come convincing, but finally Shanex agreed. They went to the office in the middle of the night. It was a large and oddly shaped building. The top ten floors or so were wider than the base, making the structure look like a giant “T” in the skyline. 

“What does she do here? I mean, Frankie’s mom?”

“I don’t know. Something to do with passports.”

Shanex shrugged and got out her bag of tools.

The locks on the doors were difficult to defeat. It was such an imposing building, it just made sense to Shanex to have imposing locks. Still, Shanex wondered why they had such good security. After twenty minutes, she managed to open the door. 

They made their way through the darkened corridors to Ms. DeFablio’s office without incident, and Shanex opened the simple fingerprint lock there with ease. “We’re in.”

“You get started. I need to find a bathroom.”

“OK. Be careful.”

“I will.”

Shanex entered the office. With a grunt, she began pulling the filing cabinet to a different wall. It was heavy, obviously full to capacity with data crystals. Finally, she finished, and rearranged the items on the desk. 

“Hmm,” she muttered to herself. “I think we should leave a little message.” She turned the computer on. It came on instantly. 

She had intended to bring up some sort of word processor and whisper a message to it along the lines of “You’ve been had” or “Gotcha”, but she could not. The screen that came up was unlike any opening screen she had ever seen. The computer said, in a soothing woman’s voice. “Good Evening Ms. DeFablio. Please speak your password.”

“Uh-” Shanex said.

“Voice print not recognized.” The computer shut off.

“What the-“

“Freeze! Police!” Said the officer at the door. 

“Shit!” Shanex yelled, putting her hands up. “Don’t shoot!”

Two more officers shuttled into the room, their weapons drawn. 

“Get down on your stomach!”

“But I-“

“Down on your stomach, now!”

Shanex dropped. She was cuffed and taken back through the long corridors to the building exit. There were at least ten police hovercraft there. “What’s going on?” she sobbed. “Why all the cars! I didn’t do anything!”

She was thrown into a police hovercraft without a word from the officers.

“Tes Derrek pzax thasha tennex gethrae!” She grumbled in the holding cell at the precinct. Translated word per word, it would mean “Is-from Derrek God-Damned Thasha Family Is.” Loosely translated, it meant “God-damned Derrek who is from a family of  thashas.” The Thasha was a disgusting mammalian creature native to Exion that re-ate its own feces as part of its digestive system. 

He had been caught, as well, but he was caught in another room trying to use a crowbar to get into a safe. As it turned out, the building she had broken into was a branch of the Terran National Registry Office. Along with doling out passports, it dealt with all other forms of identification. Thousands of people would come to it every day to renew their hovercraft licenses, get copies of their birth certificates, update their passports, and hundreds of other paperwork nightmares. There were fees for all of that, and all the cash was placed in a safe. Derrek was after that safe. 

There was no way he could have known about the safe without having done research earlier. He must have had that in mind all along, and he used her to get the building open. 

“Thasha!” She growled again.

He parents had come, but this was no small matter. They couldn’t get her out. They couldn’t even visit her. They were sent home with nothing. 

I’ve disgraced my family! She kept thinking. I’ve disgraced the Exxel name!
“Exxel!” called out the guard. “Your lawyer’s here.”

“My lawyer? Oh god! They sent Hexxe, didn’t they!?” The last person she wanted to see at that moment was her brother, Hexxe, even though he was a trial attorney. She couldn’t bear the thought of the shame.

And that’s exactly who it was. She was led to a private secure meeting room and was placed in a seat. He brother looked at her evenly from across the table. 

“Oh, Hexxe. I’m so sorry.” She put her head down on the table and cried. 

Hexxe looked on. He was sixteen, only two weeks older than Shanex, but was approaching middle age. There were hints of wrinkles around his eyes. 

He let her cry for a time, then said. “Are you ok?” 

She looked up to him, her eyes puffy and red. “How are Mom and Dad taking it?”

Hexxe put his hand on hers. “They’re worried about you. They’re a little disappointed, yes, but mostly they’re worried.”

Shanex looked down. “What do I do, now? I didn’t know he was trying to rob the place, I thought we were-“

“I know, I read your statement. You shouldn’t have even given a statement before talking to me.”

“What does it matter. I’ll plead guilty and take whatever punishment I deserve. It’s the only way to minimize the damage to the Exxel name.”

Now it was Hexxe’s turn to look down. “You don’t understand, Sis. There’s more too this than you think. You broke into a federal building. They can really throw the book at you.”

“I thought they wouldn’t do that if you pled guilty.”

“You’re right, they probably won’t. But there’s one other thing.”

“What?”

“You were a partner in the business. You used your tools and skills to break the law. They’ll probably take away Mom and Dad’s locksmithing license.”

Shanex stood bolt upright. “What! They can’t do that!”

“They can and will do that. You were a partner in the company. You were riding on the same license they were. They will take it away.”

“Tell them I’ll plead guilty to whatever they want! Make that part of the bargain! Plea-bargain!”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Hexxe said, rubbing his eyes. He had taken a flight from London as soon as he had heard, then spent the rest of the time assembling all the information he could. He hadn’t slept in over twelve hours, and it was starting to show. “The bureau that deals with those licenses is not part of the justice system. They can’t make a deal with them.”

“Well bring me something to sign so I’ll stop being a partner in the business!”

“That won’t do any good, either. You were a partner when you committed the crime. You see?”

Shanex started to tear up again. “Isn’t there anything we can do? That’s their whole livelihood!”

“I can’t think of anything,” Hexxe said sympathetically. 

“Listen to me!” Shanex said shakily. “I will do anything, anything, for them to keep their license. You figure out something. You’re my lawyer. Figure something out!”

The next day, he had. But he didn’t like it. However, he had to tell her the answer because he was her lawyer. His ethics demanded it. It did not matter that he was telling her to do something illegal.

“Well?” She said, having been led into the room again.

“There is a way-“ Hexxe began.

“I’ll do it! Anything!”

“You won’t like it. I don’t like it. Mom and Dad will absolutely despise it.”

Shanex looked on. Her eyes were full of hope for the first time in two days. 

Hexxe looked around for cameras or microphones. “It’s illegal…” he began, and judged her reaction. 

She did not react. She only nodded. “Go on.”

Hexxe sighed and rubbed his chin. “Do you think you could escape from here?”

“What? What good would that do?”

“Could you?”

“Probably. The door to the cell has a Class 4 Changoing keycard lock. All I’d need would be a 5 volt power source to activate the shackle motor and bypass the security portion of it entirely. But how could that possibly help?”

“The licensing agency can’t revoke the license unless you plead guilty or are found guilty of a crime involving locksmithing. Neither of those have happened.”

“And…?”

“And if you escape and get away, they couldn’t take the license away until they caught you.”

Shanex leaned back in her chair. “Wouldn’t my escape be enough?”

Hexxe shook his head. “No. No matter how blatantly obvious it is that you did the crime, you are not technically guilty of it until you are tried. And they can’t try you if you’re not present. You see?”

“Yes. I see.” She was talking very quietly, now. “I’d be a fugitive.”

“Only on Terra. You could probably get a good job on Exion on one of their colonies. You speak the language, and you’re an excellent locksmith, as we know.”

“It’s all moot if I can’t get a power source to bypass the lock.”

Hexxe thought. “If you decide to do it,” there were tears in his eyes, “I’ll bring you a hand-held TV or radio. The station it will be set to is the number of a locker I will fill with something to help you out at Laguardia GBS. I won’t be able to give you the key, but I’m sure you’ll be able to open it. Can you get there?”

Hexxe stood and Shanex did also. “Yes,” she said.

She hugged him, and he hugged her warmly in return. She sobbed on his chest. “I’m sorry, Hexxe. I’m so sorry. Tell Mom and Dad I’ll make it right.”

Hexxe could barely speak. “I had to tell you that, because I’m your lawyer. As your brother, though, don’t do it. Mom and Dad will be crushed.”

Shanex shook her head. “They won’t have my disgrace on their hands. I’ll be a ‘bad seed’. The neighbors might feel sorry for them, but they won’t hate them. I have to leave. Bring me the radio.”

“Pe Texxe Te, Heth,” Hexxe sniffed, holding her tight. I love you, sister.

“Pe Texxe Te, Neth,” Shanex responded. 

The police never caught her. 

“I swear to the gods that I’ll make it right,” she had told Hexxe when he gave her the radio. “I’ll make the Exxel name something people admire. Something they’re impressed by. I swear to all the gods.” 

I swear.

Chapter 3: Gypsies in the Palace

Two hundred and fifty thousand credits.

Two hundred and fifty thousand credits was enough money to live in luxury for two years. It was enough money to pay for round-trip first class accommodations across the galaxy on a space cruiser ten times. It was enough money to buy an eight bedroom home in the middle of London or Moscow. It was enough to buy dinner for fifty thousand people. 

Trikham spend two hundred and fifty thousand credits on a post office box.

In order to have a residence in Sephalon’s capital city, Arrakun, the prospective Arrakuner must be able to prove that he makes a minimum of one million credits per year. Then, the city government will give him the credentials required to seek out a home there. 

And good luck to him. Everyone who was anyone on Sephalon lived in Arrakun. The city just wasn’t big enough to hold all the millionaires. There was a ten year waiting list for homes there. The city council was constantly fighting local businesses that wanted to expand the ancient city in order to build more luxurious homes and charge for them ten times their worth. 

Naturally, any Sephalon could get in to the city if they wanted. They simply had to fill out some paperwork and they would get a day pass. With that, they could take tours of the beautiful city with a tour group if they promised not to wander off. It was against the law in Arrakun to move about the city on a day pass without being with a tour group. 

Residents got a special blue identification card proving that they were, indeed, residents, and could move freely. Workers got a green card allowing them free reign in the city. To get a work-card, the worker must prove that he does work there, and get a signature on some paperwork from the resident he works for. 

Workers, naturally, aren’t allowed to live in the city, so they must commute through the so-called “dead zone” around the city every day from whichever of Arrakun’s suburbs they live in. The city owned a 50 kilometer radius of land around the actual buildings that comprise the city, and refused to sell any of it. This land was left alone to grow whatever it liked however it liked. This was not an environmental effort. This was to keep other cities from springing up too close to Arrakun. 

The entire Sephalon national government was centered in Arrakun. The prime minister had a residence there, as well as most of the members of the parliament. It was nicknamed “The most beautiful city in the galaxy”, but it’s official city motto was “Home of the Pride Diamond.”

On the trip to Sephalon, Shanex busied herself cleaning the tools of her trade. They had gone first class (Shanex insisted. Trikham convinced her to pay for both tickets.) and had a luxurious suite with three bedrooms. One for Shanex, one for Trikham, and one for Shanex’s toys. She spent most of her waking hours during the two week trip in that room calibrating her electronic code equipment and hundreds of other gadgets, some of which she had invented. 

They spent very little time associating with each other on the trip. That had been Trikham’s idea. 

“So what’s your plan?” Shanex had said at the Moscow Ritz after tentatively agreeing to participate in the job. 

“I haven’t got one.”

“I see.”

Trikham thought it would be best to keep from corrupting each others’ minds while they planned. At the end of the trip, they would compare ideas and only then would they put their heads together. 

She also had one other chore to accomplish before they arrived at Sephalon: She needed to learn the Sephalon language. In all her illegal travels and nefarious adventures, she had never gotten around to learning how to speak Sephalon. Certainly, it was not a handicap, a mere fifty credits would buy a translator box which could translate whatever she said into Sephalon and whatever was said to her back to Terran. But Translator boxes tended to be a hassle to use, and gave you very little information about the inflection or the mood of the person you were talking to. 

So, about a week into the journey, she headed to the ship’s training facility to learn Sephalon. 

“Just fill these out, Ma’am,” said the Sephalon at the front desk. “And make sure to sign where it states that you are aware that you are receiving direct neural training. Wouldn’t want us to get sued, you know.”

“Sued?” She asked.

“Sure. There are a few religions out there that flatly forbid direct neural training. Some believe it violates the soul. So, we just have to make sure we can prove that you willingly accepted the DNT of your own volition.”

“I never thought of it that way,” she said, signing.

“Have you ever had DNT before?” asked the clerk.

“Yes. When I was thirteen. Family business.”

“Really? What was it?”

“It’s not important. Let’s just teach me Sephalon, OK?”

“Have it your way. Have a seat over there.” He pointed to the last in a row of metal chairs with metallic crowns above them. 

She seated herself in the chair, and rested her head in the back of the crown.

The clerk did some quick work on the computer next to the bank of chairs, saying. “Sephalon Language. Series One. Here we go. Stay as still as possible for the next thirty seconds, and try to think happy thoughts. Thinking bad thoughts can give you an association of those thoughts with the Sephalon language.”

She closed her eyes and pictured her family. Since she had become the primary thief in the galaxy, the papers had loved her. They followed her pursuits and speculated on where her next job would be. They always took time to make fun of the TSS’s inability to catch her. Her name was famous, not infamous. Her family might not be proud of her, but her family name would be remembered forever as the epitome of intelligence and grace. At least, that’s what she hoped. 

“Done,” said the clerk. 

She rubbed her temples stepping out of the chair.

“You will have a machine accent, of course, and you won’t know all the slang, but you should be able to get by,” he said, looking in to her left eye with a device to ensure no brain damage. 

“Does there exist a Series Two for Sephalon the language?”

“No, sorry,” he said, moving to the other eye, “You know how it is. You can only get trained up to a small level in anything. All you get from these machines is information. Experience you have to get yourself. Since this ship is headed for Sephalon, it will have all sorts of Sephalon speakers aboard. I recommend that you talk to as many of them as possible. Get some practice, and ask a lot of questions about phrases you don’t understand. You’ll look like an idiot for a while, but you’ll catch on to the slang in time, you’ll see.”

“Can I begin my training of Sephalon the language with you?”

“You already have. We’re speaking Sephalon right now. And don’t say ‘Sephalon the language’. It sounds weird. ‘Sephalon’ will do, or ‘Sephalese’ to clarify. But that’s an old word and only used to differentiate between the Sephalon planet and the Sephalon language.” 

She realized he was right. They were speaking Sephalon. He must have started the conversation in Sephalon and she responded in kind without thinking about it. “This situation amazes me! I thank you many times.”

He smiled. “First off, I think you meant ‘Thanks a lot’ and secondly,  only Terrans say that. To Sephalons, that expression doesn’t make any sense. Just ‘Thanks’ will do.” 

“Thanks.”

One thing was a must. In order to operate once they got to Arrakun, they would have to have a permanent residence in the city. Not because living in luxury was a necessity, but because they had to be able to move around without being watched. 

While Shanex calibrated her equipment, Trikham worked on a little con for the city of Arrakun. He had a fresh new alias prepared for him by the same hackers he hired to create the TSS alias in the event she had said yes. (Who was he kidding. He knew she would say yes.) His new name: Salfrin Rowla. 

Before filling out his Arrakun residency application, he first filed Rowla’s income taxes for the year 2453. Sephalon taxes were simple. They were a straight 20% tax on all income for the year. His declared income was a little over 1.2 million, and his taxes were just about two hundred and fifty thousand credits. He filed electronically from a Galactanet terminal in the suite. Within two hours, the return was in. He used his return as proof of income for the Arrakun residence application. 

Who would bother to check to see if someone overestimated their income for tax purposes? 

His residency status was approved. He then used that to get a post office box. Again, electronically from his suite. Voila! He was an Arrakun resident. 

“Shanex?” He called.

“What?” She replied from her room, in Sephalon. They had decided it would be best to speak Sephalon from this point on to further her familiarity of the language. However, because Trikham tended to speak in the formal tense at all times, that was all she was learning from him. So, for the past several days, she had been learning the less formal sentence constructions from the sailors aboard. They were also instrumental in teaching her the vernacular as well as useful expressions like “Wanna’ come back to my cabin?” and “How’s about you and me go find an airlock somewhere?” She declined the offers but made note of the sentences. 

He walked to her bedroom door. “My goodness, young lady. Aren’t you ever awake?”

“What do you want?” she said tersely.

“May I enter?”

“Sure.”

He came in to see her barely awake in her large comfortable bed. “I see you’re learning the less formal tenses.”

“What the fuck do you want? I’m tired.”

“And swear words, too. Excellent. I came to tell you we’re in. I’m a legal resident of Arrakun, now.”

“Good,” she yawned, “What about me?”

“Why, you’re going to be my personal secretary.”

“You’re what? Why can’t I be your boss?”

“Sorry, I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for a worker pass. They don’t allow non-Sephalons residency.”

“Jerks,” she mumbled, abandoning the concept of sleep and sitting up. She slept naked, apparently, because she held the covers over her bosom as she moved. 

“I quite agree,” he said, seating himself in a chair.

“What good does worker status do me? I need to be able to wander around at night.”

“See, here’s how it is. On Sephalon, there are the rules that are written and then there are the rules that are actually executed. Technically, it’s illegal to be in the city after nightfall if you are a worker. However, a lot of the ‘workers’ are actually mistresses or paramours of residents. So even if they do get caught, the local police do not want to antagonize the wealthy residents, so they are more or less left alone.” He smiled at her.

She thought that over. “Wait a minute. I’m your mistress?”

“If you get caught at night, that will be our story, yes.”

She shrugged. Seeing her chest heave with the shrug and knowing there was only that thin blanket between his eyes and those perfect breasts made Trikham think it wouldn’t be so bad if it were true. However, there was work to be done, and he had no intention of complicating matters. 

“When we get to Sephalon, I’ll pick up my pass, then you’ll fill out the worker pass papers and we’ll be set.”

“Set for what? Where are we going to sleep? In the street?”

“Well that would be interesting, wouldn’t it.” He glanced through the window and stared, literally, into space. “Arrakun’s first homeless. We’d make headlines. But, no. That’s not what I had in mind.”

“Well, do you have a plan for getting us a place to stay?”

“Do you have a plan for getting the Diamond?”

“Fuck you.”

He stood and bowed. “Any time, Madam. I’m still working on it, but I’m pretty sure I can get us a mansion when we get there.”

“You better.”

“Please don’t threaten me. I scare easily and I’m a very sensitive man.”

“I’m going back to sleep.”

 Their ship arrived at SSP-1, the main orbital spaceport servicing most of the commercial space traffic to and from Sephalon. Their passports passed the test, Trikham with his Salfrin Rowla and Shanex with her Ellen Yale. They had an hour or more to wait until they could get a shuttle to the Arracols GBS. Arrakun had no GBS. The noise was too unnerving for its sensitive residents. So, anyone traveling to Arrakun had to go to the suburban Arracols first. 

While they waited, they had a meal at a small café in the city-sized spaceport. It specialized in Sephalon cuisine, of course, but had an actual Sephalon cook, rather than a machine, and she would cook up whatever species of food you wanted. Their meal could not be called “Breakfast” or “Lunch” or “Dinner.” None of those terms had any meaning aboard an orbital spaceport because time of day really had no meaning. Spacelag, or so it is called, is the most difficult thing about interplanetary travel. Whatever sleep schedule the traveler might have been on when their ship left port had no bearing on when they would be sleeping when it reached its destination. For two to three weeks, they would be out in deep space with no natural references to the time of day. Certainly there were clocks on board, but they were of very little help. Even if the traveler managed to keep the schedule they had in, for instance, Moscow, Terra, it would have nothing to do with the night and day cycle of Arrakun. An added complication was that no two planets had the same length of day. While Terra’s Day was 24 Terran hours long, Sephalon’s day was 10 Sephalon hours long, which was about 31 Terran hours. It was enough to give a first time traveler a headache (if they were of a race that has heads.)

Luckily for them, both Shanex and Trikham were seasoned travelers. For Trikham, even though he had not grown up on Sephalon, the Sephalon day was genetically programmed in to him, and he would be completely at ease. He had regulated his sleeping during the trip to creep toward Arrakun’s time of day. By the time they arrived, he was perfectly aligned. Shanex, on the other hand, simply had 4 more hours to sleep every night. Both were happy.

Shanex was clad in a black women’s business suit, and looking very much like a personal assistant. She wasn’t eating much. Mostly, she was just moving the food around on her plate. She never had liked Sephalon cuisine all that much. Terran and Exion food was what she really liked. Also, the gravity on the station was set to 8.7 m/s2, the gravity of Sephalon. That was about ten percent less than Terra’s gravity, and she had been experiencing a slight falling sensation since she entered the station. She was used to going from planet to planet in her profession, but always had a tough time getting used to the new gravities.  

Trikham munched on his Salla sandwich, browsing a hard copy of  Parliament in Review. He was wearing clothes appropriate to fashion on Sephalon for the wealthy. He had a large hat and also a scarf stuffed into the collar of his shirt. He had style, Shanex had to give him that. “Well, I guess now is as good as any time to discuss what we’ve come up with,” he said, chewing away, “Do you want to go first, or shall I?”

Shanex winced. Sephalons always seemed to be formal and polite to everyone, but there were times when that image collapsed. Namely, it was not considered remotely rude on Sephalon to talk with your mouth full. After all, Sephalons do not try to match Terran high social rules. They just happen to match a lot of them with their own social rules. When they don’t, it is like watching the King of England chug a beer and belch. 

 “I downloaded all the information about the Arrakun museum I could,” she said after making sure there were no other customers around to hear. “I could get through the security on the doors easy enough, and I think I could probably find a route to the vault that would avoid the guard’s paths, but I still haven’t figured out a way to get in to the vault. It’s made of Ti-Corb, so even cruiser weapons couldn’t blast through it easily, and it’s a time lock, so safe cracking won’t work. Once I got inside I could handle everything else.”

Trikham looked up from his Parliament in Review. “What do you mean? There are six armed guards in there. And then there’s the defenses on the Diamond.”

“Well, the guards aren’t a problem. They’re pretty much ceremonial. They stand in the exact same place all night, making a hexagon around the pedestal. I could probably stun all six of them before they could react.”

“I don’t understand,” Trikham frowned. “There are six of them. What makes you think you could take them all down.”

“I’d practice. Wherever we get set up, I’d make a duplicate of the vault and put some targets where the guards would be standing. I’d get my speed up to the point where they wouldn’t know what hit them.”

“Might I say that I’m glad you would use a stunner. Rather than…”

“Oh please.” She waved him off. “I’m a thief, not a murderer.”

“Good. I don’t want anyone getting permanently hurt,” he said, looking back to his paper. Then, he amended, “Physically, that is.”

“So what about the defenses around the pedestal?”

She leaned back in her chair, folding her arms across her chest. “No problem. I can match the randomization pattern of the lasers if I let my gadgets work on it for a while, and then- well it’s complicated, but I can do it.”

“And the nerve gas in the glass cylinder?”

“Not a problem. I’ll take the whole cylinder. We can break it in a well ventilated area. Even if we mess up and we’re paralyzed for a while, no problem. Nobody will be there to haul us off to jail.”

Trikham raised his brow. “Brilliant. So I guess you need to work out a way to get through 2 meters of Ti-Corb without making any noise.”

“Yeah. That’s the trick. And all that doesn’t even account for the surveillance going on in there. I’m still working on that.”

“Well, we’ll see if you come up with anything, eventually, won’t we?”

She frowned. “What about you. You going to do your part? What about that mansion I keep hearing about?”

“Coming soon. Still working on it.”

“You’re not working on anything,” she accused. “You’re just sitting there reading that damn magazine.”

“Is that what you think?” he asked with a smile. “I’ll have you know this magazine will get us that mansion.”

Shanex eyed him suspiciously. “I don’t see how. What is it about?”

Trikham closed the magazine and held it up as if to be a spokesman for the product. “The Parliament in Review. It covers everything that is going on in the Sephalon Parliament. It tells me what bills are up for vote soon. Also, it goes in depth about how the various political parties are planning to support or work against those bills. And it has a record of how every single member of parliament voted all month. All that useful information for the distinguished Sephalon who likes to be kept up to date on political affairs.”

“I’m assuming there’s a connection between that magazine and our house?”

“Right you are, young lady. Right you are.”

“And that connection is…?”

“Patience, Madam, patience.”

Shanex growled a little. “Well, what about the buyer? That’s your end of the bargain, too.”

“Again, patience. I know a few people who might be interested.”

“Who?”

“Now if I told you that, you wouldn’t need me, now would you?”

She nodded. “Fair enough, but once I get the Diamond, you won’t need me, right?”

“I’m hurt,” he smiled. “Would I do a thing like that?”

“Well, you are a con man.”

“Why don’t we just deal with that when the problem presents itself, shall we?”

Trikham looked down to his Parliament in Review again. He pulled a small computer out of his pocket and began taking notes while Shanex wrinkled her brow at him. After a few moments of this, he closed the magazine and returned the computer to his pocket. “OK. I’ve got our mansion.”

They took a shuttle to Arracols, where Trikham picked up his blue Arrakun resident identification card. Shanex filled out her paperwork at the same office to get her green worker card. It was not uncommon for this to happen at the same office one event after the other. Many new Arrakuners pick up their own permits and get their staff’s permits in the same trip. 

From there, Shanex bought a sporty hovercraft from the accounts of Ellen Yale’s she had already filled, and they began their drive to Arrakun. Shanex was at the wheel, which satisfied them both. Shanex, because she had bought the car, and Trikham because it was appropriate to be chauffeured by his assistant. 

As they left Arracols, Shanex commented, “It’s like the whole city just stops at a line. Look at it.”

Trikham had his eyes closed. “It does. We’re in the dead zone. The city of Arrakun owns all this land we’re in, now. They sit on it so no uppity people dare build near their precious perfect little city.” There was a dark note of bitterness in what he said that Shanex had never heard from him before. 

Soon, they reached the checkpoint, where Shanex slowed to a stop. 

A young Sephalon Marine walked up to the window. “Passes, please, Sir and Ma’am.”

Shanex handed over her green card and Trikham his blue. From that point on, the Marine spoke only to Trikham. “Have a good day, Sir. Is there anything I can do to help you with anything?”

Trikham gestured him away from the car without speaking. 

The Marine stepped back and stood at attention. 

“You may proceed, Ms. Yale,” Trikham said, without looking at her. Suddenly, he was a completely different person. Usually, he was cheerful and quick with a joke. Now, he seemed morbidly stuck-up and completely absorbed in his own thoughts. Shanex drove on.

The city was magnificent. Shanex had never been to Sephalon, let alone Arrakun, and had never seen such splendor. Every building was an architectural wonder, and the streets were immaculately clean. There were parks every few kilometers, and trees bloomed from every street corner.  She had to stare in awe for a while. A woman who had hung the Mona Lisa in her hotel room for a day was not easily impressed, but she was now. “This place is…” words failed her.

“Yes, yes,” Trikham said quickly. “The most beautiful city in the galaxy, I know. Home of the Pride Diamond, hurrah, hurrah. Just keep driving.”

She scowled at him. “And exactly where are we going?”

“Well, that would depend on what you want to see first. Would you like to go to our mansion or check out the town.”

“Oh, please, I would love to see this mythical mansion you keep mentioning. Do tell, where is it.”

“It’s on Pell street. That’s a right at the next corner, then-“

“I know where Pell street is. I memorized the layout of the city during the trip.”

Trikham smiled at her. “Always be prepared, eh?”

“Something like that,” she said as she began the turn. “So, the attitude you took when we were talking to that Army guy. Is that all part of the plan?”

“Yes. Arrakuners are the most sanctimonious and stuck-up people in the galaxy. I have to play the part. So, I had to treat the Marine, not Army, by the way, like he was scum. And, I have to treat you like you’re some sort of appliance, nothing more. It pains me, believe it.”

“Somehow, I doubt it. You are a Sephalon, after all.”

“Touché.” 

 They drove in silence the rest of the way to the mansion. 

And what a mansion it was. The four story edifice was at least three hundred years old and occupied an entire city block. It looked like the old southern mansions of North America. It was painted entirely white, with black window trimming. There were a total of 21 French windows in the front alone. It was surrounded by grounds with everything from natural springs to a Terran-style hedge maze. The property was surrounded by a black iron fence with security sensors on each post.

“This is our mansion?” Shanex gawked. “How-“

“Well, Not yet, actually. You have to break in there and disable the security.”

She looked at the sensors on the fence. “It shouldn’t be that hard. What about the people who actually own this place?”

Trikham smiled “You mean the Senator and Mrs. Threla? Well. The good Elder Senator has not voted in any of the parliamentary votes all month. He’s also the head of the Parliamentary Committee on National Park Renovation. That committee usually meets once a week, but the next meeting is scheduled for two months from now.”

“You got all that from that magazine, didn’t you?”

“Yes. But there’s more. You see, any citizen has the right to write their congressman. Because of this, The parliamentary review posts all their home addresses. Voila’! The address of the Elder Senator. And, with a little digging using Galactanet, I was able to find out via some Sephalon News Agency articles that he and his family are on vacation at the moment on lovely Beta Minor.”

“Good job. Wait, what about the staff? A place this big has to have groundskeepers, maids, butlers, and the like.”

“And ordinarily it would, but in this case, the vacation was to their estate on Beta Minor. My guess is they brought their staff. The place should be empty and on automatic. All you have to do is break in.”

“So your brilliant plan for a mansion requires me, eh?” she grinned at him. 

“Yes, just like my brilliant plan to take the Diamond involves you. We’re working together, remember?”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “Not that we have an actual plan for the Diamond, yet. Ok. I’ll do it tonight. Until then, show me the town!”

“Absolutely!”

 It felt good to be back in the old work clothes. 

Shanex was attired in a baggy black jumpsuit covered with pockets. There were two on the chest, two on each arm and three on each leg. Each held its own special tools and Shanex knew all the tools’ locations by heart. Slung over her shoulder was a black bag containing other, bulkier pieces of equipment that would not fit nicely into her pockets.

When she first started, over half of her tools were in that bag, but over time, she had invented smaller and smaller versions of them so they could fit in her pockets. She considered the bag to be a liability. Now, only ten percent of her equipment was in that bag. Someday, she would get it all out of the bag, and have free use of her body when she was on the job.

It was almost comical that she would get all of her equipment together for breaking into a home. She brought along all the same equipment she usually used to break into museums. It was like bringing a fire hose to a squirt gun fight. However, anything that was worth doing was worth doing right, and there was no need to get cocky about this job just because it was small. 

She had spent the last two hours researching the plans for the house (available for a small fee from Galactanet) and the exact security measures it had. She had seen a “Kethel Alarm Systems” logo on one of the fence post sensors, and knew exactly what to look up. Back when she was a locksmith, she had considered inventing her own security systems. And the first rule would be not to put the company logo on the equipment. Maybe, she could even design something that looked like some other system, maybe even have that other company’s logo on it, but would be specifically protected against whatever weaknesses that company’s lock had. 

Ah, well. That was the past. The days of quietly doing a good job were long gone. Her quest now was to loudly do a good job. 

She looked at the mansion from the street. All of the lights were out. Clever. 

Some places had external lights around them at all times, working under the assumption that anyone trying to break in would be easily spotted. But, the fact of the matter was that lights around the house can be avoided until just the right moment by the master thief, and serve to let her know if any guards are around. Also, they let her see what defenses the doors have through binoculars. 

Her first obstacle was the fence. With alarming speed and stealth, she had positioned herself between a parked car and the fence where she could work without being seen by any passers-by. The fence could easily be climbed, but each major post, about three meters from the others, had a vibration detector. They were very carefully calibrated not to go off if wind moved the fence, but would if there was a localized motion. Inside each of these was a small crystal that would turn motion (acceleration, actually) into electrical current. The current would trigger a switch telling the main security computer that the post had moved. The computer would wait for reports from other posts. If they all moved, the computer would assume it was wind. If it was a local occurrence only, it would set off the master alarm and automatically call the police. That crystal was called a “Therax Crystal”, and was the basis of the greatest invention in energy science since fusion. Crystals like that were in every ocean power plant and had scores of other uses. 

However, those crystals had some flaws. 

She pulled out of a pocket a small speaker hooked up to a pocket computer. She started a program and waited. The computer instructed the speaker to broadcast a high-frequency sound, inaudible to any sapient lifeform’s ears except Zoomers’. The sound was the resonant frequency of the specific type of Therax crystal found in each of those fence posts. The vibration caused the crystals to generate power, certainly, and every one of them reported the motion to the main computer. But the computer ignored them, assuming it was wind. Then, every one of the crystals shattered. The fence was no longer sending reports to the main computer. Apparently, the wind had died down.  

That was the flaw in the system. It had no way of knowing if the crystals were still intact. Kethel systems did sell a more expensive version of the sensors that would report if a crystal was broken, but it would seem that the Senator was unwilling to pay the extra amount. His loss, Shanex’s gain. 

She scaled the fence and was on the other side in less than two seconds. 

She had memorized the layout of the grounds, and walked carefully toward the mansion. She put on a pair of infrared glasses and suddenly she could see the temperature of everything around her. Also in one of her pockets, she had an infrared flashlight. She moved quietly and carefully toward the mansion. She could see only in the monochrome green her glasses showed her of infrared spectrum. There were no trip wires, after all. She hadn’t expected any. Who would want trip wires in their front lawn? But she had to be sure.

She stopped about half way to the main house. It was around here that the Rydinger’s field would be if they had one. 

Rydinger’s fields, like Therax crystals, had many diverse uses. At extremely high power levels, they could cause a warp in space, the so called “folding” effect that allowed interstellar travel. At slightly less power, they were used as ship shields, protecting ships of war from the weapons of enemy vessels or pirates. At less power yet, they could be used to hold in an atmosphere over a hull breach in a ship, or, if the power was regulated by a sophisticated computer, could be used to allow only macroscopic particles through, and disallow passage to smaller things, such as air molecules. This was how shuttle bays in spaceports and large cruisers worked. There was no need to compress or decompress. Just fly the shuttle through. Also, this technique could be used to make a first-class airlock. Although, the price of it generally made that a rare occurrence. 

And, and a very low power setting, it would not stop anything from passing through, but it could be used to note if anything broke through it. This was the security use. Shanex pulled out a small cone from one of her pockets and activated it. It was a simple device that would make any normally invisible Rydinger’s field in its vicinity glow a faint blue. She activated it, and hadn’t walked five steps before she saw the field in front of her. 

From the arc of the field, she calculated that it must be centered in the mansion somewhere, and cover the whole building. Holding the cone in one hand, she pulled out yet another gadget from yet another pocket. This was a high powered Rydinger’s field generator. She hooked it up to a battery she retrieved from the black bag. The battery was far too big to fit in any of her pockets. In fact, that was one of the things she thought she could eliminate from the bag entirely with some clever design work. The Rydinger generator could be modified to run on a standard laser pistol energy clip if she did it right. She pondered that briefly, and shook the thought off.

“Design later. For now, you’ve got work to do,” she muttered to herself. 

A glowing blue field erupted around the generator. It was perfectly spherical except where it came close to the house’s field. There, it bent in a little, like a balloon being pressed against another balloon. The house’s field did the same. Shanex fiddled with the controls until her field surrounded her. Rydinger’s fields can not cross over each other. It is much the same concept as magnetic fields. However, as long as the house’s field was not broken by an object, it would not set off any alarms. The security computer would not care that the field was warping horribly around Shanex. She was forcing it to avoid her with her own field (much stronger than the house’s field). The effect she was having on it was as if she were pushing in to a large piece of cloth to move forward, unable to find the edge. She kept the detector on and monitored the shape of her field as she stepped forward, checking to her left and right. If she caused the house’s field to intersect a tree or bush with her movement, alarms would be set off. 

Unlike a magnetic field, which varies in strength based on the distance from the poles of the magnet, a Rydinger’s field is a shell, like a reassembled apple peel without an apple to cover. After about ten meters, the house’s field was pushed to the limit of its ability to warp. It snapped around Shanex’s field and returned to its original shape. The security computer was unable to detect this, because the break in the field lasted less than a millionth of a second. She was now inside the house’s Rydinger’s field. She turned her own field off and proceeded to the mansion. 

The service entrance was not as well guarded as the main door. Again, she wondered at the logic of some people. “What do they think? I’m just gonna’ go for the hardest possible area?” There was a card key reader there. She pulled out a card attached via several wires to a small computer and put it in the reader. The computer cycled through numbers until it reached a set that was appropriate and the lock opened. 

She threw the door open and ran into the house, leaving the computerized card key there. The security system would have noticed her enter the house, and she would have only thirty seconds to speak a verbal password out loud which the computer would check against authorized voiceprints. There was no way for her to defeat that without getting to the computer first. (Technically, that wasn’t true. If she knew where the detectors were in the house, she could defeat them, but she hadn’t had time to find out where they were, so she had to go for a sloppier method.) She ran down the halls turning left here, right there, to a room that had been labeled only as “security” on the building schematics. If it turned out that the computer was not there, things could turn out very bad for her, indeed.

When she began the run, she clicked a button on her watch which was counting down from thirty seconds. When she got to the security room, she had 21 seconds left. It was locked. This was a Kellmore thumb-reader lock. “Good,” she panted as she quickly pulled out a two pronged device she called the “Zapper”. She placed the prongs on both sides of the metal rimmed reader and pressed a button on the Zapper’s controls. The Zapper sent a 500 volt pulse through the lock, causing it to burn out completely, leaving the lock in neutral. She had to slide the door aside manually (The lock would have activated a motor for her if she had had time for more subtle means) and hopped inside. 18 seconds remaining. 

She surveyed the situation. The room had one main security computer attached to the wall, and a backup computer attached to another wall. She first hurried to the backup computer and disabled it somewhat barbarically by hitting it with a hammer until the faceplate fell off and then clipping the main power line. The backup computer was an inferior model to the main, it had no tamper protection. 15 seconds remaining.

She went to the main computer and unscrewed the four screws holding the control panel on with a silent power screwdriver. Having taken that off, she exposed a jumble of wires, circuits, and crystals. Among the jumble was a gray box. She pried the lid off carefully and opened it to reveal a mercury switch. From another pocket, she pulled out a pen-sized spray-can and unleashed a stream of freezing cold air on the glass container holding the mercury. Soon, the mercury froze in place. 10 seconds remaining. 

She reached up and pulled on two handles at the top of the computer and the entire assembly bowed forward on hinges 90 degrees, revealing the power cables. She cut them with a pair of wire snips. The security system had been deactivated. The house was hers.

8 seconds remaining.

Shortly before Shanex busied herself with the Senator’s house, Trikham had been doing some research at the Arrakun Library. The Library did not have any actual books in it per se. That was an outdated concept, but it did have rows and rows of computers hooked up to Galactanet for any Arrakuner to use. The Galactanet fees were paid by the city. He didn’t really need the library, he had a Galactanet account of his own he could use, but he really had nowhere else to go until Shanex took over the house. 

He looked up who was highest in the pecking order when it came to the Arrakun museum. Naturally, the curator was in charge of the museum, but for a museum of this much consequence, there had to be more. He kept digging. 

The museum was government owned, and its care was under the Sephalon National Parks Commission. The logic behind that one escaped Trikham, but government agency jurisdiction rarely made sense to anyone. The Minister of Parks and Sephalon Beautification was one Mr. Jall Pelral. His address was in Arrakun. That would be helpful. Trikham took a note of it. After more searching, Trikham found a news article referring to a Minister Calle Thullard. It was an article of very little significance from about seven years ago. It read:

The Minister of Parks turned out for the memorial service in honor of Gell Plae, who was the curator of the Arrakun Museum for over forty years. In a statement released earlier today, Minister Calle Thullard, head of the Museum Branch of the Park Service, stated that there were several candidates for replacing Plae, and the decision would be reached some time later this week. In the mean time, the museum will be run by Thullard himself. “I’ll try not to step on any toes,” he said, “I’ll just sign the paychecks, basically. I do not consider myself qualified to make important decisions about the museum. I’ll just keep shop until a replacement is chosen.”

The Arrakun Museum houses many treasures ranging in time from the Kingdom of Arra to the Laeli Empire, but it is most famous for being the permanent home of the Pride Diamond. 

Plae was the curator during the Jaster Terrorist attacks all over Sephalon in 2424. In that year, the Pride Diamond was almost destroyed by an incendiary attack against the museum itself. The fire was put out before it could burn the Diamond. Since diamonds are basically coal, they will burn quite easily. That event is considered the closest Sephalon has ever come to losing the national treasure, and Plae is credited with saving it. As per his family’s wishes, his body will be transported to Merlamo-Cols for cremation. 
 He checked the Sephalon directory for Calle Thullard and he, too, had an Arrakun address. Apparently, the office carried an income of at least one million credits per year. “That’s Sephalon for you,” Trikham muttered, “Highest paid government employees in the galaxy.”

Out of curiosity, he checked to see if that was actually true. Galactanet replied that the highest paid government employee in the galaxy was the King of Xeenox. The highest published average salary of government employees belonged to Exion, due to the fact that while Sephalon paid their higher echelons large sums of money, they paid their sanitation workers and police very little. 

Trikham sighed. Another witty comment ruined by facts. 

He checked information about the office of Calle Thullard. He was looking for something specific. To be precise, he was looking for a date. He checked through Thullard’s personal staff. Three of them were men, and Trikham ignored them. The other four were women. All seven were Sephalons. 

He looked up all four women. Of them, two were married, and one was listed as “Professional Travel Consultant” which Trikham took to mean “mistress”. That left one woman for him to pursue. Her name was Lal Thengal, her job title was “Researcher”.

He had her work address and would follow her from there tonight until an opportunity presented itself. He spent the rest of his time in the library familiarizing himself with the names and professions of some of the residents of the fine city. 

Lal sat at the small café looking over Capitol Square. It was the perfect time of the evening. A long hard day of looking things up for hours on end tended to wear a girl out, and she liked to unwind before she headed back to Mullon, the suburb of Arrakun where she lived. Everyone told her that Arracols was the place to live for Arrakun workers. The entire city was set up for office workers, because that was what most of what the residents of Arracols were.  

She sipped her tea (“Tea” is only accurate in as much as it is water boiled with plants in it. The Sephalon name for the drink was “Nal”, and was quite popular around the galaxy.) She had no desire to live in a big city like Arracols. It was bigger than Arrakun itself. Also, it was noisy, putrid, and full of people who hate their lives. Mullon was much better. It was smaller and more homey. It was farther away, but at least you could get to sleep at night without being awakened by sirens or the roar of shuttles landing at all hours at the Arracols GBS. 

She refilled her cup from a kettle the waiter had brought. It was going to be dark soon. She would have to be out of the city by then or she might get a ticket. Her boss, Mr. Thullard, had offered many times to fill out a night pass for her, stating that she was working through the night for him. That way she could see Arrakun at night and enjoy herself a little. He had no ill intent, just a compassion for his employees. She had declined politely. Anyone who saw that would immediately assume she was his mistress, and in Arrakun, the idle rich had nothing better to do than gossip, so rumors traveled faster than anywhere else. Besides, he already had a mistress. 

Lal was a young woman, perhaps twenty five by the Terran clock, and not homely but not exactly attractive, either. Her platinum white hair flowed over her gray business suit like a snowdrift. She had it tied behind her head in a bun all day, giving her an old maid look, but she didn’t mind. One of the little pleasures of getting off work was letting her hair down. It was a symbolic end to the day. She could leave it down all day if she wanted, but it just got in the way while she strained her swirling Sephalon eyes staring at her computer. 

   There was a man walking up the street toward the café. He seemed to be in a hurry. He was an attractive man, roughly her age, wearing a stylish hat as well as a scarf tucked in to his shirt. He was a resident for sure. No worker dressed like that. 

He spied her and gestured. His pace quickened as he looked left, then right. His face was a mask of utter confusion. Finally, he reached her table. “Excuse, me, Miss. Can you tell me how to get to Fraltha Street?” He was like a helpless little boy. Residents were pretty rude when they were in control, but if they really needed something, they suddenly got really polite. She had seen it before. 

“Sure,” she said. “Just take this street here a little further, and it will be your next right.”

He was looking at his watch. “Damn. It doesn’t matter. I’m too late anyway. The Museum’ll be closed. I’ll just have to see it tomorrow. I’ve never actually seen the Pride Diamond in person before,” Trikham sighed. “Thanks, anyway.” He smiled an enchanting smile at her.

He was still being polite. Why? “Can I help you with anything else.”

“No. I guess not. Sorry to have troubled you. Well, yes, one thing. Can you tell me how late this café is open?”

She shrugged. “You know, I’ve been coming here for years, and I don’t know. I’m a worker, so it’s never come up.” Usually, she wouldn’t be so familiar with a resident, but his demeanor was utterly disarming. 

“Hmm. I guess I better play it safe and eat now. I’m so lost, here; I just don’t know where anything is. I better eat while I have a café in my sights.” He smiled again.

She smiled back. She couldn’t help it. It was impossible not to smile back at a man who was smiling all the time, even in the face of adversity. It was too much politeness to bear. She had to ask, “Are you a resident?”

“Yes. Well, somewhat. I don’t have a place to stay, yet. I just got my authorization a little while ago. Are you?”

“Me? Oh, no. No, no. I’m just a lowly worker.”

At some point, he had seated herself at her table. She wasn’t exactly sure when, but he was there, now. “’Lowly’? That’s no way to think of yourself. I’m lowly. I barely made enough last year to qualify, and I don’t know practically anyone in town. Is it true that who you know is everything, here?”

She sipped her Nal. “To a point, yes, I’m afraid. It depends on what you need. If you’re just want to live here, and you don’t do anything government related, it’s not that important. But, if you ever need the help of a Senator or a Minister, you better know somebody.”

“Whew,” he sighed, “I’m no where near important enough to need that kind of help. I’m just a businessman who got a little lucky.”

“Well, good for you,” Lal said.

“Thank you. We’ll see if I’m even here next year, though.”

She smiled. “I’m sure you will be. Say, you said you knew ‘practically nobody’ in town. Who do you know?”

“Senator Threla. Well, his wife, actually. She was my mother’s roommate in college.”

Lal looked at him with some appreciation. “Senator Threla is no easy man to get along with.”

“Well, I wouldn’t know,” Trikham said, looking embarrassed. “I’ve never met him. However, I do get to stay in his mansion for a while, until I get settled in.”

“You’re staying with the Threlas?”

“Well, not as such. They’re on vacation on Beta-Minor right now, so they let me use their house. They took their staff with them, so I’m all alone in that huge place. Have you ever seen it?” He rolled his eyes. “I’m trying to explore one new wing per day.”

“Must be hard for you, no staff, and all.”

Trikham shrugged. “I like it that way. I’ve never had servants before, why should I start now? By the way, I’m Salfrin Rowla.” He put out his hand, palm down, offering a Sephalon handshake.

She put hers under his, palm up, and slid it toward herself. “Lal Thengal, Mr. Rowla. A pleasure.”

“Please, Miss Thengal, call me Salfrin.”

She returned her hand to her lap. “Very well, Salfrin, please call me Lal.”

“Lal, then.” He smiled. Then, he seemed to be uncomfortable. “Lal, uh, well…”

“Hmm?” she raised her brow. 

“I was wondering if you would like to have dinner with me some time. I know it sounds forward, but frankly, I don’t have anyone to talk to in this city, and I could use the company. I’ll be a perfect gentleman, I assure you.” He looked at her, hopefully.

She smiled uneasily. 

He looked crushed. “Oh, never mind. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound that desperate. Forget I asked.”

“No, no,” she said, putting a hand on his arm. “It’s not that. Not at all! It’s that, well, you’re new here, so I guess you don’t know all the ins and outs. I’m a worker, so I can’t be here past dark. So I can’t really have dinner with you, can I?”

He slapped his palm to his forehead. “Of course, of course. Silly of me to forget. I knew that. Well, perhaps lunch? Or, if you prefer, we could get dinner some time in Arracols or some other suburb some time. Perhaps in Mullon. I hear that’s a very lovely suburb.

She laughed a little. “As it happens, I live in Mullon.” Wow! A ‘Kuner that’s willing to leave the city for lunch with a peasant like me? Unheard of! 

“Really? Well, there you have it!” he said. “So what do you say? Dinner tomorrow?”

She smiled shyly at him for a while. “Let’s start with lunch, shall we?”

He looked elated. “Excellent. How about here at five tomorrow?” Five o’clock was the exact middle of the Sephalon ten-hour day.

She nodded. 

“Great! Someone to talk to.”

“Well, don’t get too excited. I’m not terribly interesting. I’m just a researcher.”

He waved her off. “I’m boring, too. We can be boring together. Perhaps we can go to an old building and watch the paint flake.”

She had to laugh at that. “Yes, something thrilling like that. Anything’s better than staring at my computer all day. What business are you in, anyway?”

He smiled, with a glint in his eye. “Diamonds.”

Chapter 4: Trikham Allal

“You fucking bitch!” He yelled, slapping her again.

Blood spurted from her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said, spitting blood, “Please-“

He slapped her again. “Sorry!? Sorry’s not good enough! Don’t you ever talk to me like that again! In front of everyone, too! The party was a complete disaster!”

She fell to her knees, crying. “I won’t! I won’t. I’m sorry.”

“Stop saying that!” he yelled and kneed her face. 

Blood flew in an arc as she fell backward into a heap on the floor. Her breathing was irregular and blood ran freely from her face to the expensive carpet. It pooled there in dangerous quantities. 

“Get up! I’m not done with you!” he yelled. 

She was unconscious. 

“Get up!” he yelled again. His face was red with uncontrolled rage and his swirling eyes were afire.

She did not move.

He kicked her savagely several times. “You can’t pretend to be knocked out! Get the fuck up!” He felt her ribs crack under the force of his blows. They sounded like celery on a warm day. “Ungh!” he yelled incoherently as he kicked her again and again. He didn’t notice when she stopped breathing. He didn’t even notice that her bowels had all released. He beat her corpse for a full twenty minutes before his bodyguard finally heard the noise from across the mansion and ran into the room, his gun drawn. 

“Oh my Gods!” said the bodyguard, putting his gun back in its shoulder holster. “What did you do! Mr. Mayor, what did you do!”

The Mayor stood up, his face a twisted mask of hate. “Take care of it, Balaar.”

“But-“

“Take care of it,” said the Mayor. He walked to the bar and poured himself a drink.

Balaar looked at her body. It was Arael Falaar, the Mayor’s mistress. She had allowed him to beat her time and time again, Balaar knew that, but he had no idea it would come to this. He pondered what to do. The Mayor was obviously in no state to be of any help at all. He would have to coach him through this. He began to plan.

The boy scrubbing down the bar would later be known as Trikham Allal, but at this moment, in his sixteenth year, he was Mar Falaar. 

The year was 2433. The Jaster Conflict had been over for a year, and the various economies and cities of the galaxy were rebuilding. Sephalon and her colonies had been hit hard by the conflict, mostly because they were the last to outlaw the Jaster Cult. Later, historians would note that had Sephalon been the first to outlaw the Cult, the twenty years of bloody conflict that comprised the several wars might never have happened. Mar had lost his father to that conflict in 2431 during the invasion of Prime Prime, and his older brother fell the following year, one of hundreds that all died at the same moment when a Jaster piloted a Monoforce class fighter into his base on the recently reclaimed Exion colony of Pelax. The Terrans had a name for the tactic the Jasters had used there: Kamikaze.

The Jasters were comprised of people from all races and all governments. Their insane cult religion was ignored as being part of the lunatic fringe until it was too late. Even when the war started, nobody took it seriously. But after they founded Prime Prime, their numbers swelled to the point that they were a real fighting force. And, they had the monetary backing of their richer members to finance the war. 

Fortunately for Mar, the planet Malaam was not considered a tactical target by the Jasters and was spared the terrorist suicide attacks that befell so many other worlds. However, Malaam had suffered in the same way every other Sephalon colony had suffered. The same way that every world in the galaxy had suffered: The loss of young men and women in the field of combat. 

Malaam was what could accurately be called a “Back Woods” Sephalon colony. It was a little too close to its star for comfort, was covered from pole to pole with desert land, had no oceans at all, and the local wildlife was harmless but only barely edible. Still, it was one of those one in a million planets where Sephalon life could exist without building large domes to house their cities in, and that made it a jewel in the galaxy. The primary export was Titanium, a vital element in the construction of Ti-Corb, and ninety percent of the population were miners or miners’ families. Mar was in that latter ten percent. 

He worked at Graul’s Bar in the city of Thall. Thall was a mining town, like the other hundred or so cities on the barren world. And, like every other city on the planet, it had been founded by the Sephalon Mining Corporation over a hundred years ago. The SMC still owned the majority of the mines there, but free enterprise had crept in since the discovery of the planet, allowing the miners to work for the highest bidder. 

Thall had a population of twenty thousand, and at any given time, half of the residents were off working in the mines. There were two major shifts: “Night” and “Day”. The names of the shifts had little to no bearing on the actual time of day, because Malaam had about a 4 hour day by the Sephalon clock (About 12 Terran Hours). While 4 hours was completely inappropriate for a day to Sephalons, 8 hours was close enough to their homeworld’s 10 hour day. So, they tended to sleep once every two Malaam days. 

In another half-hour, the night shift would end, and the bar would be swamped with miners catching a quick drink before they headed home. Mar would work like a demon to keep up with all their demands, and within a quarter-hour (25 Sephalon minutes), they would all be gone, and the bar would be a vacant room again, like it was at the moment. 

Mar enjoyed the quiet time. It was the calm before the storm. It was especially pleasant because Old Man Graul, the owner of the bar and Mar’s boss, only came in for the shift-end rushes. He would be limping in soon, scraping his bad leg along behind him, possibly complaining about the heat as he mopped his sweaty brow with his fat little arm. Most of the meat of his leg had been shot off in the war. He easily had enough money to have a new leg grown for him, but he was just too cheap to shell out the money to travel to a planet with a decent hospital and pay for the procedure. Instead, he chose to save his money and be one of the very few cripples in an age where medical science could fix any physical problem other than death. 

Mar had finished with the bar, and began setting up drinks. Srella would want a half-cube of fused diethonal, Hauul would want an Exion Spritz, Blaeth would want her usual Arracolser. The list was long and intricate, and Mar knew it all. He even remembered not to pour the Martini for Toronto Pete, one of the few Terrans in town, because he would probably take the shift off to celebrate the anniversary of his birth, a rather pointless Terran custom. Mar had much more respect for the Exion custom, where a litter of children celebrated their birthday by getting presents for their parents. But, he had the highest respect of all for the proper, Sephalon custom of not taking note of one's birthday at all. 

Soon, Old Man Graul limped in, scraping his bad leg along behind him, complaining about the heat as he mopped his sweaty brow with his fat little arm. “Mar! Dammit! How many times do I have to tell you not to set ‘em up ‘till the customers ask for ‘em? What if one of ‘em doesn’t come today? We’d waste liquor!”

Mar looked at him levelly. “Care to bet that not one of these goes to waste?”

Graul put his hands up in supplication. “Oh, no. Not with you, boy. Never bake a bet with Mar Falaar, that’s been my policy since the day I saw you take Luul Jael for two hundred credits. No bet. No bet,” he grinned. “But, I will tell you this. I ever catch you pourin’ one out, it’ll come outa’ yer pay!” he scowled.

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” smiled Mar, “I’ll just have to make sure you don’t catch me.”

“You got a mouth on you, kid, you know that?”

Soon, the bar was full. Everyone from the night shift came in and toasted each other to a new day. What had been a silent refuge for Mar had now become a frenzied mess of orders, drinks, and the occasional admonishment from Graul. It was like any other morning rush. 

Over the din, Plarein Hauul gulped down his Spritz and said “So, Mar, yer mom still bangin’ the Mayor?”

Caurla Blaeth turned toward the comment to watch for Mar’s response. 

Mar half smiled. “Yes, thank you for asking.”

“Doesn’t that bother you at all?” Hauul grinned back, taking joy in tormenting the young bartender. 

“Does it bother you that half the town’s banged your daughter?” Mar said simply. 

Hauul scowled as Blaeth shot a gulp of her Arracolser through her nose. She cleared her mouth and laughed openly. Hauul’s daughter was the subject of much discussion around town. The rumor was that she intended to have every man between the ages of fifteen and twenty. Rumors tended to exaggerate things, but the gist of it was that she was a little more active than most, to say the least. 

Mar folded his arms. “Not me, of course. Not yet, any way. She’s saving me up so I can be lucky number one thousand.” 

Hauul put his glass on the bar. “You wouldn’t know what to do with a woman unless she came with instructions.”

Mar refilled Hauul’s Spritz. “You’re probably right, luckily your daughter thought of that and has them tattooed on her ass.”

Hauul looked very angry, now. He scowled at Mar and his eyes swirled a little faster than usual. His face began to redden, and the conversation in the bar died down to a murmur to watch what would happen.

Mar stared back, placidly.

Hauul leaned forward, slapping his hands down on the bar, glaring at Mar even harder. His lips were quivering and he was visibly shaking. Then, the left corner of his mouth turned up. Slightly, at first, then more and more. Finally, the smile he was fighting forced its way through and his contained laughter would not wait any longer. 

He filled the room with guffaws that echoed in the bar and were repeated by all present. Mar broke up, too. Even Graul had a good laugh, leaning against his end of the bar. The laughter continued for quite a while. 

Through gasping laughter, Hauul said, “That was good…Hahahaha! Reeeeeal good! Gawd, I can never beat you! I though I had you with the instructions crack, but damn, what a comeback!” He fraternally slapped Mar’s shoulder several times. 

“Keep trying, Hauul,” said Mar. “You’ll get me someday. Ok, who’s next?”

Blaeth raised her hand. “OK, my turn.”

Mar turned to her. “Would you care to pitch or receive?” 

“Pitch.”

“No rules, or basic decency?”

“No rules, like you and Hauul play.”

“OK, shoot,” Mar said, preparing for this next challenge. It wasn’t common for Blaeth to play “No rules”, because she was sensitive about her grizzly looks, but she had had a few this morning, and wanted to roll up her sleeves and get in to it. 

Everyone waited for her opening move.

She giggled briefly and began. “So, according to your mother, who’s a better lay: the Mayor or you?”

There was some genuine laughter at that. Mar kept his poise, and responded immediately: “Oddly, she tells me you’re the best, and the Sephalon National Racquet Team agrees.”

That earned Mar “Ooo”s from the crowd.

“Well,” Blaeth began her rebuttal, “The Racquet Team is kind of like your mother, in a way. They try to beat the spreads, while your mother spreads and gets beaten.”

“Wow!” someone cried out. “Brutal!”

“Ooooo!” Someone else bayed. She was definitely winning at the moment. 

“Ouch,” Mar responded, frowning. “When you said ‘No Rules’, you really meant it.” He kept his arms folded across his chest, and furrowed his brow in thought, looking down. It took him a moment, but he came up with: “It’s better to spread and get beaten than have to beat off rather than be spread. I’m sure you know that, Blaeth. You’re the most desperate person in town, after all.”

Now it was her turn to frown. The crowd was absolutely silent, now. They awaited her response. 

“I guess I am. Hell, I’ve even considered going for you! Now that’s desperate!”

 “Sorry, I prefer women,” he shot at her.

“I’m not sure you’re old enough to know the difference,” she returned

“Not in your case,” he volleyed.

“Umm…” she said.

“Come on!” Mar taunted.

“Uh…” she said.

“Come on, Blaeth!” someone in the crowd yelled. 

She thought for a long time, and finally said, “Fuck you!” and laughed.

“Awwww!” said her fans. 

Mar put his fists in the air. “I am undefeated!”

Blaeth finished her drink and set her glass down. “Well, I better get back home.”

“Me, too,” Said Hauul. 

Other patrons followed suit, and as quickly as it had begun, the party was over. 

Graul counted the cash in the register. The credit bars made little clinking noises as he counted. “All right, that’s 452 credits for the morning. Not bad. You’re pretty quick with the drinks when you’re not playing that stupid game.”

Mar began clearing the tables and wiping them down. “Half of them come in for the game. It’s all part of the business.”

“Hmm. Appealing to my greed, eh?”

“Something like that.”

Graul pulled out his ledger. It was pen and paper, again showing his stinginess. 50 credits would buy him a computer that was smaller then the book he used to keep his records, and had enough memory to easily store all the records his business would ever generate. For an additional ten credits, ten credits, the price of four drinks, he could even get some AI for the thing and it would probably run his business better than he could.

He filled in the ledger for the morning. “I’m heading out. I’ll be back for the evening rush. Don’t take too long at lunch, boy.”

Mar wiped the next table. “Right. Wouldn’t want me to take too much time away from my busy schedule of not serving drinks.”

“You got a mouth on you, kid.”

Mar busied himself with a pen and paper during the dead hours after he had completed the cleaning. The bar was spick and span as he began to write a stream of consciousness. Some of his best ideas came from that. 

Look up some obscure fact and turn the conversation toward it. Something like the population of Noblek, Exion or Tokyo, Terra. Turn the conversation toward that subject somehow and get people arguing about it. Take a “guess” at the population, and if anyone disagrees, offer to bet.

Better yet, make a pool on the spot. Whomever gets closest wins the pot. Do it about ten or twenty minutes into the morning or night rush, so they’ll all be too drunk to know better.

OR: Get everyone talking about what a great guy Graul is. Once they’re drunk, they love everyone. They’ll all fawn over him, and then I take my daily pay out of the register. If he gets wise, just say that I already took my pay for the evening, and is there anything wrong with that? If he doesn’t notice, I get paid twice for the night. Probably not a good plan. Cheap bastard still has the first credit his father ever made.

OR: Fill a glass booze container with water, take the booze and set it aside for personal use. Maneuver Graul into bumping in to me during the rush and drop the container. He’ll probably try to take it out of my pay, but the patrons won’t let him. Double-advantage, there. The rush is a good excuse to be scurrying around so the dropped bottle won’t be that unusual, and the patrons will be there to back me up. At worst he’d make me pay half, meaning a bottle of good stuff either free or at half price. Either way, I win. Worst case scenario, he doesn’t do what the patrons want, or they don’t back me up. That would mean I effectively buy that bottle at cost. No-loss scenario. Small gain, though. 

It was beginning to get dark. The 4 hour day of Malaam was almost over. It would be dark for two hours and then a new day would dawn. Since the inhabitants all stayed awake for two days at a stretch, the midday darkness was the traditional time for lunch. Mar grabbed his lunchpak and headed out to the front of the bar. 

He seated himself at a bus stop there, and looked toward the sunset. He unwrapped his lunchpack and discarded the outer layer of cookpaper. That done, he pulled the covering off the top and turned it over, resealing it. The covering was now on backwards, and the food began to cook. The official scientific name for the material the covering was made of was “Monopolar Heat Pump Foil” but the common name for it was cookpaper. Cookpaper was permeable to heat in only one direction. So, it was absolutely perfect for portable meals. The outer container would be made of cookpaper, all of it allowing heat out but not in. Eventually, the meal would freeze. The inner container was made of ordinary materials, except the top was cookpaper and reversible. The “cook” would simply turn the top over, and wait for the meal to get to a desired temperature. It took longer than an oven to cook, sometimes as long as five minutes, but it was good for anyone who couldn’t afford a portable oven or at least didn’t feel like carrying one. 

The sun fled off the horizon much faster than it did on Sephalon. Or, at least, that was what Mar had been led to believe. He had never been off Malaam in his life. Within one minute of the sun touching the mountaintops in the distance, it had set. Within two more minutes, it was completely dark, and all the lights of the city were on. 

“Malaam – The Land of the Sunset Lunch,” Mar said quietly, quoting his home’s official motto. He opened up his steaming hot lunch and ate. It was pretty bad, but soon enough things would be better. Someday, he would get off Malaam, and follow his dream to join the Sephalon Diplomatic Corps. 

Terrans had their athletes, Exions had their businessmen, and Arsens had their soldiers. Every culture had a different profession it idolized. On Sephalon, it was the diplomat. 

Diplomacy had gotten the Sephalon Empire where it was today. They were horribly overmatched militarily by the Arsens when they first met them, but despite the vast differences in cultures and morality the Sephalon Diplomatic Corps were able to secure key trade agreements and economic co-dependency with the Arsens all those years ago to forestall any chance of hostilities. They were hailed galaxy-wide as the driving force for right in the Jaster Conflict, even though they had been one of the major causes, as well. It had been forgotten that the Arsens provided over half the forces and military know-how into the coalition. In the 150 years since they had met the Arsens, the Sephalon military had grown in tiny increments, under the watchful eye of the Diplomatic Corps, to having second largest Army in the galaxy and the largest Navy. 

Once they had might to back up their words, the Corps did more and more for the cause. Planets were claimed, and settlements started before anyone could argue. The planet Thriton was a perfect example. It was directly between Arsen and Sephalon, and a major supplier of unskilled labor in the form of the Thritons, a tall, pale, Industrial-Era race until the Arsens found them and taught them how to build cutting edge technology. The Exions had stepped in and showed them modern business tactics that tripled their production. But it was the Sephalons who stepped in and claimed the planet. Thriton was a major tactical point, as well. From Thriton, both Arsen and Sephalon were a stone’s throw away, and could be reached with a minimum of fuel and a maximum of speed. Sephalon had always been wary of the Arsens, and wanted that tactical position. If not for plots of attacks against Arsen, then only to make sure that the Arsens wouldn’t have it for possible attacks against Sephalon. 

The did so with a steady diet of tax breaks for colonization, and pretty soon, Sephalons represented the bulk of the people living on the profitable world. Within fifty years, Sephalons went from a ten percent minority to a seventy percent majority in the offworlder community. It took very little time for Thriton to vote itself into being a Sephalon Colony. 

The natives weren’t persecuted at all. They loved their Sephalon leaders. Their old government had been a series of fiefdoms, and the people were filled with joy to learn that they could have a say in their own government. They voted themselves in to being members of the Sephalon Empire as fast as they could get to the polling booths. The Arsens made a bid for the planet, as well. However, their form of government, a Dictatorship, was not as pleasing to the Thritons as Sephalon’s Republic. While the term “Dictatorship” had bad connotations to most of the other races, the psychological profile of the Arsen mind was oriented toward dictatorial rule. Sociologists proved that even a group of four or five Arsens when assembled would quickly establish rank and pecking order in a rigid fashion. The best way to describe their government was “Benevolent Dictatorship” and it had been for hundreds of years, long before they ever discovered other sapient life. It was a happy state of government for them, with no more oppression or injustice than any other world, but it just was not possible for most of the other races to comprehend. The average factory-worker Thriton certainly didn’t. Why take a chance? Vote Sephalon. 

Certainly, there had been some problems since then. There were Thriton factions that wanted Thriton for Thritons. There was a large Arsen population there, and Arsen still claimed certain regions of the planet that Sephalon did not, of course, recognize as Arsen territory. 

But Arsen grumblings and Thriton grumblings aside, it was a diplomatic coup. Many Sephalon children had posters on their walls of Fthall Thurall, the head diplomat in charge of the Thriton Plan. She was a national hero. She even got to touch the Pride Diamond for her work.

Someday, I’ll get out of here. Someday, I’ll join the Corps, and negotiate a deal where we get control of the Arsen homeworld or something. 

After finishing his lunch, he returned to the bar. The lights had come on automatically, and it was a completely different atmosphere in there. Mar was always amazed at how different the bar looked in the day than at night. During the day, it was just a dingy room with six tables and a bar against one wall. At night, it was dark and mysterious. There were lights in the corners, as well as mirrors on the walls, and it had a large, high-class look to it. He much preferred it this way. The joint almost seemed decent. 

He seated himself at one table and continued his scribblings. 

How to get off Malaam:

1) Mom gets me the money to leave from the Mayor. (Unlikely)

2) Rob the bar and hightail it. (Low probability of success. Besides, do I really want to be that much of a shithead?)

3) Get a job on a titanium transport ship, pick a planet I like and take my chances there. (Possible, as a loader.)

4) 

He thought for a long time, but was out of ideas. All of his lists tended to end with one last empty entry. Someday, some archeologist will find one of my notes and the scientific community from Master Citadel to Noblek will ponder what would have been the last item. 

He laughed a little, and crumpled up his paper. If I ever let my notes survive, that is. He deposited it in the trashcan, making sure to bury it under a few layers of garbage. He had long ago learned that in Thall the best way to get a note read was to drop it in the trash where it could be seen. People had very little else to do other than pry in to each other’s lives. 

He returned to the bar and got himself a glass of water. He had no problem with drinking on the job, but he did have a problem with getting caught drinking on the job, so he confined his work-time refreshment to the non-alcoholic variety. 

Officer Kilraa Thulaine entered the bar with his hat in his hand. He was aging, but he still had the muscle that a lifetime of mining had given him. But he was too old to work the mines anymore, so he had taken up the job of keeper of the peace. There was very little crime in Thall, but a small police force was kept handy anyway for the occasional drunken brawl or disturbing the peace. 

Mar smiled at him. “Well, look who finally came by! Haven’t seen you much since your wife passed away, Kilraa. What’ll it be?”

Kilraa looked downtrodden. His face was long and he kept looking toward the floor. “Nothing, Mar. I’m here on business.”

“Oh? Someone complain about the drinks being watered down? Well, I can tell you those drinks are at least ten percent real liquor!” He smiled, trying to elicit some sort of smile in response from the usually mirthful policeman.  

“Mar, it’s about your mother.” He looked up to meet Mar’s eyes. “She-“ he stopped. 

Mar’s expression grew serious. He quickly strode out from behind the bar. “What? What is it?” 

“She tried to kill the Mayor.”

“What!?” Mar put his hand to his forehead in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? What did she do? Hit him?”

“Worse.” Kilraa looked at the floor again. “They got in some sort of argument and she pulled a gun on him. A laser pistol.”

Mar sat at one of the tables. “Oh my god. That’s not like her at all. Did she hurt him?”

Kilraa nodded. “Yeah. She shot him in the arm.”

Mar leaned back in the chair. “Damn. I guess there’s no looking the other way on this one, is there?”

“Mar-“

“I assume she’s at the jail right now?”

“Mar-“

“Crap! What possessed her to do a thing like that? She’ll probably have to serve time. I don’t fucking believe this-“

“Mar!” Kilraa snapped. “There’s more.”

Mar looked up. “What?”

“The mayor had to hit her to disarm her. There was a struggle…”

“Is she OK?”

“She’s – She’s dead, Mar. I’m sorry, son.” Kilraa began to cry. “It was a freak accident. He happened to hit her right in the temple and I guess it just killed her. The coroner’s still trying to figure out how.”

Mar was silent. His face betrayed no emotion. 

Kilraa sniffed. “Can I take you anywhere? Is there anything I can do?”

Mar stood slowly, still holding his blank expression. He seemed to be staring at something very far away. “No,” he said quietly, “I have to finish my shift.”

“Mar, I’ll tell Glaul, we can lock up, or if you don’t have the keys, I’ll watch the place ‘till he shows up– ​”

“No thank you!” Mar said, still emotionless, but louder than was necessary. “I have to get the bar clean for the day shift rush.”

“But Mar-“

“Is there anything else?”

Kilraa looked down again. “No. That’s about it. Her body is at the hospital.”

Mar flinched a little at the word “body”, but otherwise showed no hint of any reaction. “OK, then. Goodbye, Officer.”

Kilraa backed out. He tried to come up with something appropriate to say, but “I’m sorry, Mar. I really am,” was all he could come up with. 

Mar stood alone in the bar. 

The next several days were a blur. First, there was the coroner’s report that showed Arael Falaar died of complications arising from a blow to the head. Then, there was the funeral. She was cremated, as all Sephalons are. Sephalons had no organized religion since the late 1600s, and the custom was for bereaved family members to speak. Mar was the only one who showed up. The others in town shunned the funeral of the woman who had tried to kill the Mayor. 

Then, there were speeches from the Mayor, wearing his arm in a sling like a trophy for days and days. He apologized to the town for his lack of foresight in getting involved with Arael. He swore that he would not have a relationship with “her type” any more.

Through all of this, Mar brooded quietly.

The Night and Day shifts dwindled. 

“Hey, Hauul, were you always that ugly, or did you have special plastic surgery to get that way?” Mar pitched.

Hauul looked uncomfortably around the room. “Yeah, that’s a good one,” he said nervously. “I can’t top that.” He finished his drink in one gulp and left the bar.

Mar frowned after him.

Later, in the general store, Mar was buying some instant meals. He had learned to cook for himself long ago, with his father gone and his mother often with the Mayor. But now, is was not just a talent, it was a necessity. And the long nights in the empty house took him to a point where he could barely convince himself to get out of bed to go to work any more. 

“Hey, Kelle,” Mar said as he brought his groceries to the counter. 

Kelle did not respond, he only said, “That’ll be 13 credits.”

Mar looked down and counted out the money quietly.

In the street, on his way home from Glaul’s bar the next day, he spied Blaeth across the street. “Blaeth!” he called out.

She looked up briefly, and turned away. 

He coughed through his burning throat as he finished his lonely walk home.

Nobody wanted to be around Mar anymore. He was the son of a would-be assassin. 

“It’s nothing personal, Mar,” Glaul said as Mar left the bar for the last time. “But the customers won’t come as long as you’re here. They feel uncomfortable. I’ll give you an extra day’s pay as severance.”

“They’re stupid, uneducated morons who can’t tell the difference between a mother and her son.”

Glaul flinched at the ferocity of Mar’s response. “That’s a little harsh, don’t you think? They’re your friends.”

“Friends!?” Mar shouted. “They might have been my friends once, but now they’re just a bunch of assholes! My mom did something wrong, so they all hate me! What did I do!? Nothing! That’s what!”

“You’re her son. That’s the way it is. You’re expected to be like her. It’s just part of Sephalon nature.”

“It’s bullshit. My father and brother died in the war, and you don’t see them patting me on the back for my family’s sacrifice to the nation. That’s the stupid thing about our whole society! They don’t give you credit for the good things your family does, just the bad things. It’s insane!”

“It’s the way it is, Mar.”

“Fuck the way it is! Fuck it!”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Mar. But you’re not going to change Sephalon culture just because you don’t like part of it. Accept your responsibility as her son.”

“Eat shit, Glaul!” Mar screamed as he stormed off into the noontime night. 

“Fine, leave!” Glaul yelled after him. “I don’t ever want to see you around my bar again, you hear me? You got a real mouth on you, Kid!”

The Miners Fair came again as it did every Malaam year (about 1.4 Sephalon years, which was about 1.8 Terran years.) For the months between Arael Falaar’s death and the fair, Mar had kept to himself. It was to the entire town’s relief that he no longer tried to act like he was one of them, and had accepted his role as pariah. 

The Fair included dancing, drinking, games, drinking, and drinking. The games were all based on mining activities. One was a race to see who could split a rock with a heat inducer fastest. Another was to see who could navigate their way through a maze constructed especially for the occasion to simulate an unfamiliar section of the mine. The list was endless, and the whole town attended. 

Even Mar, eventually.

As the town reveled in the joys of being miners, Mar was left alone in the desolate empty town for a while. It was not at all unusual from his point of view. The town had been empty to him for months. He put the final phases of his plan in to action. The titanium freighter he had signed on with was leaving in just over four hours, and he had work to do. When he was done here, he would go to the fair. From there, he would go directly to the small GBS about 5 kilometers outside of town and take a shuttle to the freighter. 

The freighter, The Ffralt, out of Fasser-2z was run by Zoomers, and therefore exactly what he needed. 

As the evening’s festivities drew to a close, Mar Falaar took center stage on the small band gazebo set up for speeches. The microphone was on, and everyone was dancing. 

As the music drew to a close, Mar began his speech. “May I have your attention?”

The dancers stopped applauding the band and looked up. 

“What are you doin’ up there, boy!” someone yelled. “You got no right-“

“I just wanted you all to know,” Mar began, talking over the man in the crowd with the advantage of amplification, “that I will be leaving Thall tonight, never to return.”

“Good riddance!” Someone yelled.

“About time!” from another.

“But before I go, there’s a few things I’d like to say.”

The crowd listened. He was meeting his part of an tacit bargain by leaving, they would meet their part by listening. 

“First off, I would like to say that all of you have been the best friends I have ever had,” his voice echoed into the night air. “Right up to the point that my mother shot the Mayor. At that point, you became a bunch of mob ruled country-folk imbeciles in regards to me.” He smiled.

There were grumblings in the crowd. “Cry me a river, Falaar.”

“Oh, I did, Sir. I already did. While you were all shunning me because you believe somehow that I should be held accountable for my mother’s actions, I was grieving for the loss of my mother. We were descended from wolves, and we really haven’t changed much. If one member of the pack is wounded, you leave him behind. You are terrible, every one of you. You didn’t give me even a day of time to grieve for the loss of my only remaining family member before scuttling me out of society.

“Now, It’s time for my revenge.”

The crowd fell silent. 

“What can you do to us?” someone yelled. “You’re just one person!”

“It’s not what I’m going to do to you,” Mar smiled. “It’s what you’re going to do to you. I’ve been watching you, all of you, for the past several months, and I have a lot of information about all of you. And you’re all going to sit there quietly and listen to what I have to say. Not because you are being forced to, either. No, certainly not. But because you will want to. The wise decision would be to leave right now, or have several large men escort me out of the fair, but you won’t. Once I begin, you will listen because you can’t help yourselves. You will listen because you are all too stupid to do anything smarter. And, I’m telling you all of this in advance to illustrate that point.”

“I’ve heard enough,” said the Mayor. “You are going to leave this fair at once, young man.”

The crowd began to dissipate, 

“Funny you should mention the word ‘young’, Mayor, because you’ve been fucking Hauuls daughter. And she’s only sixteen.”

The Mayor stopped. The crowd reassembled quickly. 

“You have no proof of that!” the Mayor stammered. “You’re just making it up as some part of your twisted idea of revenge.”

Mar produced a box from under the podium. “I’ve got pictures.”

With that, he overturned the box into the chill nighttime wind, letting the pictures of the Mayor with Hauuls daughter flutter in to the crowd. There were laughs from the crowd and gasps from the more conservative factions. 

The Mayor stepped back. “Well, It’s not illegal. She’s sixteen, now. She’s a consensual adult under Malaam law.”

Mar nodded back. “Certainly not. Not illegal in the slightest. Now, I’m going to continue.” He looked out over the crowd. “I’ve got many more little bits of information about this town, just as juicy as that one, and you’re all going to stay and listen, aren’t you. Because it’s like a drug to all of you. I’m telling you all to your faces that your stupid for doing this and you’re playing right in to my hands, and you still remain. I love it.”

The crowd remained.

“Next item,” Mar said, kicking a pile of illicit pictures of the Mayor and Hauul’s daughter over the edge of the stage. “Blaeth has an appointment for a sex change operation next year. I suppose she didn’t mention it to any of you, did she?”

“That’s a lie!” Blaeth screamed from the crowd. 

From his pocket, Mar produced a sheaf of papers. “All right here. You can all check the evidence after my speech. Why would she do this? Because she’s been having an affair with Kelle’s wife and Kelle’s wife is going to leave him for Blaeth. They plan to have children, you see. Got that conversation in 3d on this crystal, here,” Mar said, placing the crystal on the podium next to the papers. “You all really need to pay more attention to the noises outside your homes. Still listening? Good, wouldn’t want you all to leave now and ruin my chances of destroying this town. Moving right along…”

And they did listen. He spoke for 2 full Sephalon hours. And they listened. The listened and watched his evidence mount on the podium. Fights broke out in the crowd. But not one person made a move to stop him, nor did anyone make any move to leave. The dawn came, furiously in true Malaam fashion, as Mar finished his speech. 

“In conclusion, now that you were all so stupid that you stayed to listen to this, you have all virtually guaranteed that you will never function as an effective town unit again. Thank you, and goodnight.” He bowed and left the stage.

The crowd was silent. Slowly, they dissipated and went to their homes and businesses only to discover one more “gift” from Mar.

While everyone was at the fair, before he arrived, Mar had robbed every store in the marketplace, and stolen expensive items from people’s homes.

“Mar Falaar, right?” the short little Zoomer said, as Mar disembarked the shuttle on to the freighter in orbit around Malaam. 

“Yes. I’m a paying passenger.” 

The feline shrugged, sending ripples through his fur. He was only waist high, but he could make Mar’s day very bad indeed if he refused him passage as they had agreed before. “How will you be paying.”

“I have goods and I have cash.”

“Where’d you get the goods.”

“Stolen from the city of Thall. So, they’ll be illegal on Sephalon holdings.”

“Why do so many races have laws against stealing?” asked the Zoomer, making a note on his clipboard. “Whatever’s in your possession is yours. Simple enough.”

“I couldn’t tell you,” Mar smiled. 

“The trip will run you a thousand credits, and you’ll have to buy your own food.”

“Fair enough. Want cash or will this do?” He held up three platinum rings he had taken from end tables in town.

“Those will do nicely.”

Mar handed them over and walked in to the ship. He breathed a sigh of relief. Sephalons and Zoomers did not get along too well on the whole. They got along only slightly better than Sephalons and Arsens. It all stemmed back to a “diplomatic dispute” between Sephalon and Fasser-2z shortly after the two races met each other. Sephalon law required an act of Parliament to recognize an alien race as sapient. They had dragged their heels on the Zoomers for some time, primarily because the Zoomers looked so much different. Also, there were political reasons. The Sephalons were trying to get Fasser-2z to outlaw theft, and the Zoomers would not be moved. 

That insult alone would have been enough to anger the Zoomers, but the worst was yet to come. In the seven years between first contact and Acknowledgement of Sapience, it was perfectly legal under Sephalon law to hunt Zoomers. Rich Sephalon hunters would travel to Fasser-2z to hunt. It was only after the Zoomer punishment for hunting was increased from life in prison to death by torture that it subsided. Sephalon refused to extradite the hunters who weren’t caught to Fasser-2z even after the Acknowledgement. In the century and a half since then, Sephalon had yet to officially apologize to the government of Fasser-2z for the indiscretion, and the Zoomers never forgot this. 

The problem was one of pride. The Sephalon government was not in the habit of ever admitting it had made a mistake. Also, Fasser-2z had managed to swing every other known race in the galaxy to their side, achieving the very rare feat of beating Sephalon in a diplomatic struggle. Sephalon acknowledged their sapience, giving up on its attempts to change their local laws, but wouldn’t apologize. Fasser-2z was a tiny government, one of the least powerful in the galaxy, and Sephalon was a superpower. They didn’t want to get beaten hands down.

Because of all this, a hundred and fifty years of bad blood had existed between Fasser-2z and Sephalon. It didn’t always filter down to individual Zoomers and Sephalons, but sometimes it did. In this case, Mar was thankful that it did not.

“Oh, Sephalon?” The Zoomer called after him.

Mar turned, “Hmm?”

The Zoomer walked up to Mar and handed him his own wallet. “That one was on the house. Next time, I’ll make you buy it back.”

Mar winced a little. “Oh, uh, thanks.” He took his wallet sheepishly. 

“Be careful. Some of the guys will give you a break ‘cause your not a Zoomer, some won’t.”

“I’m glad you’re one of the ones that will. By the way, do you know where I could get fake identification?”

The Zoomer narrowed his eye slits. “Why? What did you do?”

“Just theft. Nothing morally wrong, I assure you.”

“No real crimes?”

“Not a one.” Mar smiled angelically. 

The Zoomer mulled it over. “Well, I do know some people who help out those persecuted by unfair anti-theft laws. I might be able to hook you up.”

“Thank you. We’ll discuss it more en route.”

“Yes. Find a cabin. Well, be leaving orbit in about two hours and folding to the Minerva system a day after that. We’ll be doing a three-folder, so that’ll all be done in about nine hours, then it’s the slow thrust to Minerva. We should get there in about three weeks.”

“Hours? Sephalon hours?”

“No, that was in standard galactic hours. Terran hours in other words.”

“OK, thanks. I don’t speak Zoomer, so I’m sure glad you speak Sephalon. What’s your name?”

The Zoomer put his paw to his chest. “Rawl Freth. I do a lot of business with the Sephalon Miners down there. It’s easier if you don’t have to use a translator box.”

Mar remembered from his diplomacy fan magazines that a paw to the chest was the Zoomer equivalent to sliding palms. Mar put his hand to his chest and said “A pleasure.”

The next day, the captain of The Ffralt sipped his eh’eh’ milk as he listened to the fold navigators mumbling numbers to each other as they calculated the fold. His first officer, Rawl Freth, stood nearby with his ubiquitous notepad. 

Captain Ssst was feeling calm. The titanium had been bought at a premium price, and he was certain to turn an excellent profit when he sold it to the Minervan Ti-Corb factories. He would turn those credits into Minervan wheat, which would be sold to the Xeenoxians as a delicacy (one worlds staple food was another world’s luxury food). From there he would get Xeenoxian water and sell it to the Arsens, because for some reason they considered it to be better than the water on Arsen. And from Arsen, he would buy cloth which he would in turn sell to the Malaamians. It was a profitable trade route, and he had devised it himself. 

His parents had always wanted him to be a thief, but he was happy where he was. Being a freighter captain wasn’t the most noble or honorable profession like Master Thief, but it paid the bills, and the call of space was in his ears since he was a kitten. 

“Captain Ssst.”

He smoothed out a wrinkle on his black outfit. While everyone else on the bridge wore dark blue, he wore black. It was the universal standard accepted some fifty years ago. That way, when two ships had video conversations, each captain would know who to talk to. “What is it, Mr. Scrawwl?”

“We’re getting a communication from the Malaam Port Authority, Sir. It seems they’re looking for someone by the name of Mar Falaar. They want to know if he is aboard our ship. He is a Sephalon male, 16 years of age, Terran standard years, that is.”

Captain Ssst turned to Rawl. “Mr. Freth? Did we take on any passengers?”

“Yes. We have that boy on board. He told me his only so-called crime was theft.”

“Mr. Scrawwl, find out what he’s wanted for.”

Scrawwl looked at his screen. “Grand Theft, sir. Looks like he cleaned out an entire town of a lot of their money and most of their jewelry.”

“An entire town!” the Captain remarked. “Anything else? Assault? Murder? Something along with the theft, maybe?”

“No, Sir. Just Grand Theft.”

“An entire town,” the Captain mused. “Tell them he’s not aboard,” he then turned to Rawl, “Find him and invite him to eat at my table tonight.” 

“Yes, sir,” Rawl responded. “He also asked me if I could help him get fake Ids from the Theft Persecution League.”

“See what you can do. We’re in the presence of an up and coming thief, gentlemen. Pass the word to show him the respect he deserves,” the Captain ordered.

“Yes, Sir,” they replied. 

Mar spent the next five years of his life on the ship. His best friends were Zoomers, and his worst enemies were everyone else. The Zoomer traders found that he had a natural talent for getting the best deal at the bargaining table. He learned to respect his elders, to respect space, and above all else, to respect his bargaining opponents. 

By the end of that first voyage, his name was Trikham Allal. And by the end of the five years, he was highly skilled in the arts of psychology. He struck out on his own to try his hand at confidence work. While the Zoomers had a fairly low opinion of con-men, they supported Trikham in spirit because confidence work was just another kind of theft, and industry they all supported. So, Trikham left the ship to give scamming a try.

He was surprised at how easy it was.

Chapter 5: High Society

Shanex sat in front of the Galactanet terminal on the third floor guest room of the mansion. Most people had a terminal in their home, but the Senator saw need for at least six that she had seen so far. She was beginning to get restless waiting for Trikham to make his “Big Break” as he called it. He had been dating the young researcher Lal Thengal in the guise of Salfrin Rowla for almost a week, and in the mean time, Shanex had very little to do.

For the first two days, she busied herself exploring the vast mansion. She had the blueprints on file, but there was a certain interest in seeing it all first hand. The novelty of that had worn off quickly. It was then that she decided to get her experience up at shooting the guards in the Pride Diamond room. As it happened, there was no need to make a mock-up of the Pride Vault in real life. The Senator had grandchildren that visited regularly, and had set up a game room on the first floor. It was equipped with the very latest holographic entertainment system. The resolution was a bit grainy, as was the case with all real-time holographic displays, but the simulation abilities were excellent. It took her a day to program in the Pride Vault, but when she was done, she had a blocky representation of the room with the correct dimensions. She had gleaned the dimensions from a book titled Enjoy Arrakun showing a picture of the vault with the Pride Diamond front and center. 

She used the program to simulate a gun from a video game already in the system called “Jasters Attack”. She spent hours after that practicing her shots on the guards from the entrance. The “guards” in her simulation did not move, of course. She lacked the programming knowledge to generate an AI for them. Still, her intent was to stun them before they had a chance to react. So far, she had gotten her time to stun all six of them down to 1.3 seconds. Her goal was to get it under 0.75.

She had seen very little of her cohort in the past week. She slept most of the time, as was her preference, so Trikham would come home, sleep, wake, perform his morning rituals, and depart all hours before she awoke.

She was a solitary woman, but the desire for company was a biological trait in humans, and she was beginning to get bored. That was when she decided to check up on her family.

As a rule, Shanex had little respect for hackers, but they did come in useful from time to time. She had several contacts across the galaxy who could get things done for her, like fake passports, fake bank accounts and fake addresses. Again, she was using the services of a master hacker. Over a year ago, she had bought the signal redirection program from him, and it still worked like a charm. He had gouged her on the price, but she was never a cheap woman. Ten thousand credits was more than fair pay for this particular bit of software. 

Years earlier, she had searched at length for someone that could actually hack into the Galactanet mainframe, but to no avail. The Theta-2s who ran Galactanet claimed that the system was unhackable, and had yet to be proven wrong. However, while the information in Galactanet was secure and immutable by outside sources, the less important details of where the signal came from were not so well guarded. This is where the redirection software came in to play.

The redirection program was a simple one. It would generate all sorts of fake information for Galactanet, so that when she logged on, the service would think she was logging on from a different locale. She could even make the service think she was in a different government, or even aboard a ship in deep space. This time, she chose the planet of Edlerb to be her “location”. It was a Xeenoxian colony, and had no land above water. The aquatic Xeenoxians living there had no tourist economy, and therefore no economic drive to build the very expensive domes to make an air pocket where other races could live. It was practically impossible for her to actually be on Edlerb, thus making the locale all the more ludicrous. Any agency that traced this connection would get a bad surprise indeed.

She checked up in the Terran listings for her parents. The shop was still listed. “Exxel-ent Locksmiths.” The proprietor was now listed as Kax Exxel. She had read this earlier some months ago in her last search. Previous digging had told her that Kax was one of a litter of six children her sister Jax had mothered. He was her nephew. 

She felt a familiar sinking feeling in her chest as she again acknowledged that there were family members of hers that she had not even met. Earlier on, when she was not so widely known, she had considered trying to make a clandestine visit to some of her family members. But, she had rejected the idea, deeming it to dangerous. She regretted that decision deeply. It would have been worth the risk. She no longer had the option, now that she was one of the most wanted criminals in the galaxy. Her Exion upbringing would not go unnoticed by the TSS, and they would be sure to watch her family for any sign of her. 

She continued her search. She knew from her previous family checkup that her parents had retired recently. They were in their late 30s now, and would live out the last ten years or so of their life in much earned vacation. 

When she learned that her parents had retired, she contacted her brother Hexxe, who also served as the family lawyer. She gave him the account numbers of a bank account on Arsen that contained twenty million credits. 

She checked the account balance; her heart beating faster than it had for a long time. 

19,999,999 credits.

She frowned and folded her arms across her chest. 

“Galactanet:” she addressed.

“Galactanet on line,” it responded.

“Execute program Tele.”

When she was working on the theft of the Eggshells of Dictator Aisso, she had set up the program she called “Tele.” 

The program called a vidphone unit Shanex owned. The vidphone and a full service Galactanet terminal resided in an apartment in Arsen’s capital city of Dundle. She paid for the apartment, its electricity, and the vidphone service automatically, drawing funds from an account she used for mundane payments. The vidphone was attached to the Galactanet terminal. The Tele program would call the vidphone and instruct it to bring the Galactanet terminal on line (using a special account she had set up for this), and make the call Shanex wanted. If anyone traced a call she made, they would get no further than her apartment on Arsen. To trace further, they would have to wait by the vidphone in the apartment for her to call. To combat that possibility, she had placed a sizeable amount of security on the apartment. If anyone entered for any reason, the vidphone would shut down, and the Galactanet terminal would cancel all services to the apartment. If that happened, her call to the vidphone would not go through, and the police would have nothing to trace. 

“Tele program activated,” said the computer, changing its voice to match the one Shanex had selected for the Tele program. “Who shall I call?”

“Hexxe.”

“Calling…”

The terminal screen became a vidphone screen, showing the number being called and the time elapsed since the call was placed. While she waited, Shanex drummed her fingers on her chin and bit her lower lip. After ten seconds, the screen changed to the face of Hexxe Exxel.

He was 27 years old, the same as Shanex. She was surprised at how much like their father he looked. He was getting old. In human maturity terms, he was almost 60. He stared at her, his mouth agape for several seconds. “Shanex,” he smiled. “How are you?”

Shanex smiled back. She took a deep, nervous breath and said “I’m good. You?” 

“Fine.” He looked at her quietly for a while. Then, he added. “It’s nice to hear from you.”

“Likewise. How is everyone?”

“They’re all fine. Why did you call?”

She looked down. “Mom and Dad didn’t accept my tithe, Hexxe.” Her eyes began to tear up. 

Hexxe’s mouth became a thin line. “They refused it?”

Shanex nodded, putting a hand over her eyes. 

Hexxe’s face was full of compassion. “They only retired a month ago. All of us tithed at once, you know. Maybe they just haven’t gotten around to using the money you gave them, yet.”

She sobbed quietly. “They could have at least transferred it to another account. Anything to let me know they still-“ She stopped, choked with tears.

“It’s OK, Shanex…” he said softly.
“Do they not love me anymore, Brother?” She asked in Exion. Her fingers too moist, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffed. 

“They will always love all of us.”

“They disapprove.”

“No…no…never. They love you. They worry about you and hope you are well. As do I.”

“They refused my tithe. It is the worst a parent can do.”

“There must have been a mistake, they would never refuse your tithe.”

“There was no mistake. They took one credit. They showed me they could take it so I would know they had refused. They acknowledged and declined. I am a bad child.” She sobbed.

“They took one credit?” Hexxe asked, in Terran.

She sniffed. “Yeah. Just enough for me to know they could take it if they wanted to.”

Hexxe pondered this while Shanex regained her composure. “Well,” he said, “Maybe they took one to say they are accepting the tithe. You don’t refuse part of a tithe. You refuse it all or take it all. You can’t just refuse some of it. I’ll ask them next time I see them, but my guess is that’s their way of telling you they do accept it.”

Shanex pursed her lips and sniffed. “Then why only one credit?”

Hexxe shrugged. “I don’t know. They got a lot of money from us all at once. Maybe they didn’t need it yet. Or, maybe they wanted to say they don’t approve of the source of the money, but still love and accept you. I don’t know. But if they accepted one credit, they accepted your tithe.”

She shrugged. “Ask them when you get a chance.”

“I will.”

They were both quiet for a time. 

“Shanex,” Hexxe began, “Are you ever coming home?”

She shook her head. “I can’t. I’d be arrested and sent up for God knows how long. When my time was done, they’d send me to Arsen or some other planet where I’m wanted. I can’t ever come home.”

“I could probably help. If you offered to turn yourself in, maybe they’d give a reduced sentence, with all the charges served concurrently-“

“Hexxe, you’re a good lawyer, but do you really think you could arrange a surrender and plea bargain involving 4 governments on a high profile case like mine?”

“I could try. You don’t have to risk anything. If you don’t like the deal, just say no and stay on the run.”

“I know. But I don’t want you to. I picked this life after I fled to Exion, and haven’t looked back.”

“Shanex-“

“I have to go, Hexxe. Kennthi, Neth.”

Hexxe sighed. “Kennthi.”

Shanex cut the connection.

She logged off and lay on the bed in the room. For some reason, she remembered a time when she was 11 years old and Hexxe was visiting with Tallex. That was the first time Shanex had met her. Tallex and Hexxe were to be married later that year, and they were dropping by to discuss their new family name. Tallex had taken her aside and told her that of all of Hexxe’s siblings, she was his favorite. Shanex had run to him and hugged him. He was always her favorite, too. By that time, Suth had already moved to Exion, Jax was travelling around writing articles for Galactanet, and Fath had disappeared entirely, not to be heard from until years later. Hexxe was all she had left. 

Thoughts of her family were forced out her head as she wondered what the hell she was doing on Sephalon. She had been there for a week, and still had no plan for getting the Diamond. Trikham had told her nothing. He had uncovered no secrets about the Diamond’s defenses. He had not mentioned anything about the buyer. He had not done anything except date the researcher for the past week. Somehow he had conned the best thief in the galaxy into sitting around and waiting for him to tell her what to do. 

“Damn he’s good at that,” she mumbled.

She peered over at the dresser. There were several items of interest on it including some glass orbs, a hand mirror, and a jewelry box. She picked up the jewelry box and inspected it. It weighed less than a kilogram and was made of fine stained and lacquered wood. She tried to open it. It was locked.

She scrutinized the lock. The box was clearly an antique and the lock was as well. It was a tiny pin-tumbler lock. Shanex had never seen a purely mechanical lock. She had read about them, and her father had mentioned them from time to time, but this was her first view of one up close. She heard they were still in popular usage on colony planets that couldn’t afford better, but she had never bothered to visit any of them. 

The box rattled tantalizingly as she walked over to the bag containing the tools of her trade. Her mood lightened. There was nothing like a pleasant distraction to take her mind off her troubles. Her family and professional concerns melted away when she was learning something new about security systems. First, she pulled out a small metal spike she usually used to punch through lock faces allowing her to squirt corrosives to them. It was too large to fit into the keyway. Next, she took some wire from her electronic code analyzing equipment and bent it into a rudimentary medieval lockpick. She put that into the keyway and could feel the tumblers moving up and down, but had no real effect on the lock. It was going to take some work.

She furrowed her brow. “Later,” she said to herself. She put the box back on the dresser. 

She kicked off her shoes and climbed in to the bed. Another escape from stress was a good nap, and Shanex Exxel was the human champion of napping. She would discuss the matter of what she was doing there with Trikham the next time she saw him. She would just try not to think about her tithe for a while. 

She was more tired that she had anticipated. The emotions she rarely let surface had drained her considerably. She awoke around dusk. She had overslept dramatically, and would have a late night. She groggily trudged down the hall to the stairs. Descending them, she was thinking of what food she might raid from the well-stocked kitchen in the servant’s area when her wrist computer said “Article found: ‘Shanex Exxel’ in content.”

She rubbed her head. “Bring it up on the bedroom terminal,” She turned and walked back to her room. 

She sat down at the terminal, wiped the sleep out of her eyes, and read.

Terran Taxes and Exion families

By: Jax Exxel 

Usually, I don’t do articles related to my personal life, but I managed to run into a topic that bothered me enough to warrant it. 

As many of my loyal readers know, I am an Exion raised on Terra. This means that my upbringing was a mixture of Exion and Terran cultures. My family celebrated Family Day every year, but also made sure to watch World Cup Soccer every chance we got. The problem is that, on a lot of issues, Terran law just doesn’t account for Exion culture. 

I’m not saying that Terra should bend over backwards to meet Exion criteria, but some simple changes could be made to at least account for us. 

For those of you unfamiliar with Exion culture, you should know that when an Exion couple retires, all their children are expected to “tithe” ten percent of their net worth to them on the spot, then ten percent of their income from that point on. You should also know that it is considered unbelievably rude to refuse a tithe from one of your children. You would only do this if you have effectively disowned them. And remember, in Exion culture, disowning a child is a very big thing. In the Exion legal system, you can not legally disown a child without litigation in a court. So, you can understand from that fact alone how important it is to us to have our parents accept our tithes.

The problem showed up when my parents retired. There are five of us kids in the family, and we all tithed our 10 percent. Even my brother Fath, who we rarely see or hear of, managed to get his money in the day they retired. Because we all tithed at once, my parents, under Terran tax laws, will have a huge income for the year 2454 when they do their taxes. This will throw them into the highest tax bracket available, making them lose most of that tithe. But the bulk of their retirement money is supplied by their kids in that one lump sum. In Exion law, that retirement money is averaged over the life expectancy of the couple in question, and taxed as if it were income over that whole period. Terran law has no such proviso. 

So, the only way to protect that money from ungodly taxes is to not touch it. The children put it into accounts that their parents have access to, and the parents only use it when they need it. That way, the parents only get taxed when they take it out. This would be all well and good, except for the fact that not transferring the money can be considered to be a refusal of the tithe and cause bad feelings in an Exion family. This exact situation happened with my family.

I don’t like to mention it too often, but my sister is the galactically famous thief, Shanex Exxel. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not ashamed in any way to be her sister, I just don’t want to be known as “That columnist who’s Shanex Exxel’s sister.” Even she tithed, and hers, as you can imagine, was quite substantial. My parents were forced to leave that money alone or be taxed horribly on it. So, they compromised and took one credit out to “accept” the tithe without exposing themselves to a tax nightmare. The money is probably from illegal gains, but the TSS can’t prove it, so they can’t restrain it. But, leaving the source of the money aside, you can see how any Exion family with a child that has done well financially will have problems around retirement time.  

My point is this: How could it possibly hurt anyone to put that loophole in? It could be restricted to family donations for retirement, and restricted to once per taxpayer’s lifetime. There is no way any corporation or wealthy individuals could use that as a tax shelter. This is a problem every Exion family on Terra has, and there should be a resolution.

That’s my opinion, disagree if you like.

-Jax Exxel 

Shanex breathed out a deep sigh of relief. Now, she understood. 

Hexxe had acted fast. He had found out why they only took one credit, and contacted Jax that same day. She had written her article and sent it up on line all in the time Shanex was having her nap. They probably didn’t know Shanex had a news search for her name running at all times, but they rightly assumed she regularly read Jax’s articles. 

She smiled. Her family couldn’t help her much and couldn’t help her often. But knowing that they were willing to jump through hoops like that warmed her. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by her wrist computer.

“Entry, Front door.”

She had set up her own security around the mansion in her week of boredom. She was a master security specialist, after all. Or “locksmith” as her father would say. 

She looked at her wrist computer screen. “Show,” she commanded.

The screen was a mass of information including the local Arrakun time, results from the continual search for news articles about her, and a variety of other functions her computer was performing. It was quickly replaced with the image of Trikham entering the front door with Lal Thengal in tow. 

She went to the top of the stairs to listen. She briefly considered going downstairs to chat, but changed her mind. She wasn't as talented as Trikham in the fine art of manipulation, but she knew enough to know that Lal seeing a woman in her bathrobe in the house would probably make things more difficult for him. She'd get her chance to talk to him if and when Lal left for the evening. 

Trikham led Lal to the plush sitting room. "I had a wonderful time, Lal. We should really see about going to the races again, soon," he stepped behind the bar, "Care for a drink?"

Lal smiled, seating herself on a couch that must have cost more than her annual salary. "Sure. I'll take a small glass of Arsen wine."

Trikham stared at her in mock disapproval. "What's this? A woman in the employ of a Sephalon Minister preferring an Arsen drink?"

She laughed, "I'll have you know Minister Thullard prefers Arsen wine himself. A bit too much, at times."

"Really?" said Trikham, pouring two glasses of a fine Arsen wine he found in the cupboard. "Takes to liquor?" He strode to the couch and sat beside her.

She shrugged while accepting her glass of wine. "Sometimes, in social situations, he has a few too many."

"Interesting. So, is he a good man to work for?"

She sipped her wine. "Well, yes, I guess. He's pleasant. Not like a lot of other government types. And he doesn't try to get me into bed, which I appreciate."

"How could he not? I don't understand?"

Lal laughed. "You're too kind. But seriously, he doesn't need to. He has that 'Professional Travel Consultant' if you know what I mean. And others."

"Plays the field, does he? Well, so long as the ladies in his life aren't under the impression they're the only ones, there's nothing wrong with that."

Lal took another sip. "That's the problem. His wife certainly thinks she's the only one. He'd be in it pretty deep if he got caught."

Trikham laughed. "Well, that's really none of our business, is it?" He had known the Calle Thullard was married, of course. He had amassed as much information on Minister as he could over the week via Galactanet. It was next to impossible for any Minister to keep any routine information about his or herself secret when the mighty weight of the Sephalon press and the Galactanet news agency were bearing down upon them. Still, Trikham was surprised that there were no articles implying he was having any kind of an affair. He wrote it off to a lack of interest. People didn't care enough about the Minister of Parks to warrant more media attention than some basic family history and an announcement when he attained his office. 

"Odd that she doesn't know, though," Trikham mused.

"Hmm?"

"Well, usually wives are a lot more perceptive than their husbands give them credit for. This is especially so with political wives. Odd that she wouldn't have picked up on it yet. Perhaps she has, and is just looking the other way."

Lal shook her head. "No way. I've met her a few times, and she is one mean lady. If she knew about his affairs, she'd divorce him on the spot. Simple as that."

"Really?"

"Really. And then he'd have all sorts of problems."

"I guess we shouldn't nose around in that area," Trikham said. "Like I said. None of my business."

Lal smiled. "You really aren't like other 'Kuners, are you?" 

Trikham looked surprised. "Oh? I'm trying so hard to fit in."

Lal put her wine down and placed her hand on his knee. "Don't. I mean, you're not like them in the bad ways. You don't seem to want to gossip or amass information. You just aren't interested."

He shrugged. "Why should I be?"

She just smiled more. "I mentioned twice that he'd be in real trouble if his wife left and you didn't even ask why."

"I assumed it was because any time a politician gets divorced, it can affect his career."

"There's more to it than that. Do you want to hear?"

He thought for a moment, looking forward. "No." He turned toward her. "No, I don't. What's the point of wasting the little time I get to spend with you by talking about people I've never met?"

She looked away. "Wow." Then, she turned back and hugged him. "I wish they were all kind like you." 

He hugged her back. I wish they were all gullible like you, he mused to himself. He felt a small pang of guilt, but it quickly subsided. 

He already knew why the Minister would be in trouble. His family had practically no money. It was his wife who had it all. If they got a divorce, he would be ruined. "Well, I don't know what I did to deserve this, but thanks."

She retracted. "Sorry. I've just never met anyone like you in Arrakun before." She took another sip of wine.

He flashed his winningest smile. "Well, I've never really met anyone in Arrakun. Maybe that works to my credit. Still, I'd like to."

"My god," she said, almost snorting her drink through her nose. "Meeting people in Arrakun is no problem. You just have a party."

"Me? Who would come to my party?"

"Anyone who wants to get in good with Senator Threla."

"I've never even met the man. I told you, his wife is a distant friend of my mother's."

"That doesn't matter at all. All anyone knows about you is that you're close enough with the Threlas that they'll let you stay in their house."

"How do they even know that?"

"They're not all like you. They gossip. If someone is staying as a guest of Senator Threla, they talk about it. Everyone in town knows about you. They're a little fuzzy on what you do, though. Diamond mining, right?"

He thought for a moment. "Well, is it right to throw a party in someone else's house?"

"Why not?"

"Good point. How do I go about doing that."

"Didn't you say you had a personal assistant. Ms. Yale?"

"Yes. I suppose she could find out the essentials for me."

"There you go."

"But who do I invite?"

"In Arrakun, you just throw the party. Everyone's invited automatically. It's the norm. Every resident, that is."

"Well, I want you to be there for certain."

She smiled. "That's easy. I'll make sure to let Minister Thullard know, and he'll attend and bring me along."

Trikham rubbed his temples. "Complicated."

Lal looked at her watch. "Oh, god! It's almost dark. I have to go!"

Trikham looked sincerely upset. "Do you really have to?"

"Yeah," she stood.

"You could…stay here. We have lots of rooms."

She was already headed for the main foyer. "No, I think I better go. I don't want to be…a guest of yours just yet."

"OK," he said, somewhat half-heartedly. "Can I walk you to your hovercraft."

"I'll be fine," she said at the door, turning to him. "I had a great time, Salfrin," she was looking at his nose. 

He took the initiative. He took her in his arms and looked in her swirling eyes. With some slight hesitation, she looked back to meet his rainbow gaze. They stood for several seconds that way, putting each other under light hypnosis. He felt himself start to go under a little too far and concentrated more on himself to rectify it. Her eyes were a furious storm, now. Trikham had no idea she would be such a passionate gazer. He took a more conservative approach, looking not quite at the center of her pupils, and only allowing his eyes a small amount of activity. 

Soon, the embrace ended, both of them looking away. She said "Good night, Salfrin," and walked away with a smile on her face.

Even though she had gone, Trikham could not wipe his own smile away. That was one hell of a gaze. He could feel a tingle of warmth in his throat.  

He closed the door and turned around to walk back to the sitting room and was face to face with Shanex. He flinched a bit, but otherwise kept his composure. 

She was wearing a robe. She had been sleeping again recently, one of her more unusual habits. It was a conservative cut, probably belonging to the Senator's wife, but it looked quite fetching on her. Still, Trikham was beginning to think Lal was better looking. For starters, Shanex was glaring at him.

He glared back, disapprovingly. "You know, sneaking up on people is a bad habit-"

"I couldn't help but overhear your good-byes," she interrupted.

"As is eavesdropping," he continued, resuming his walk to the sitting room. 

Shanex followed in tow. "You are really using her, aren't you?"

He sat down in the couch that moments ago he had been on with Lal. "Hm?" he said.

She stood in front of him like a disappointed schoolteacher. "You're just going to use her? That's it? Like she was some piece of equipment? Disposable equipment?" 

He made a shooing gesture at her. "Oh spare me."

"Spare you what?" she scowled. "This is how you plan to get the Pride Diamond?"

"A little louder, please. They can't quite hear you at police headquarters."

"Answer me," she snapped, sitting in a chair opposite the couch. 

He looked her straight in the eye. Looking her in the eye was not so pleasant as looking Lal in the eye, but he had long ago learned that when dealing with humans, looking them in the eye tended to make them uncomfortable, not arouse them. "Yes. That is my plan. I need to use her, like a piece of disposable equipment as you so eloquently put it, to get to Calle Thullard, her boss. He is the Minister of the Museum Department in the Ministry of Parks and Sephalon Beautification. If I can get him to trust me, It might get us valuable information about the defenses around the Diamond that we don't already know."

She leaned back in her chair, straightening her robe over her knees. "So you manipulated her into suggesting the party?"

"Of course."

"I can't say I approve of your methods, Trikham."

He snorted. "Oh, please. I would expect something like that from a small-time second-storywoman, but not from a big leaguer like you. What we do is illegal, Shanex. Highly illegal. It's illegal for a reason. It hurts people. You think that you're any better?"

"I don't manipulate people just to get what I want, then leave them high and dry when I'm done with them. I've been on the receiving end of that, and let me tell you-"

"No!" Trikham snarled. His pleasant demeanor was gone, and Shanex could see from his body language that he was truly angry. Possibly for the first time since they had met. "Let me tell you!" he jabbed a finger at her, "You're no better than me at all. Not one bit. I may hurt people's feelings, yes, but eventually, they'll get over it. You, on the other hand, take national treasures away from entire societies. What do you think its going to do to the Sephalon people when their one beloved national artifact disappears? It's going to crush their spirit. The entire Sephalon culture is so wrapped up in itself that the failure to protect its most prized possession is going to really upset everyone. Had you considered that? Have you ever considered how many museum guards and curators have lost their jobs because of you? Have you?"

She looked away. "That's different. Those people knew their jobs and didn't do them well enough. Lal is just a person who likes you."

"And the Arsens are just a proud and noble race who were so moved by the theft of the Eggshells of Dictator Aisso that a day of mourning was declared."

She did not respond. 

Trikham was composed again. "So don't tell me anything is wrong with my methods until you closely examine yours." He picked up his half-full glass of wine from before and drained it in one gulp. 

After a long, uncomfortable silence, Shanex said, "You're right. We're not in this to make everyone happy. It just touched a nerve. But do you mind if I ask you something?"

"What?" he said.

"What did Sephalon ever do to you. You obviously hate Sephalon and everyone on it. Why?"

"Care to tell me the story about how you were on the receiving end of someone like me?”

"I don't think so, no."

"Then I'll keep mine to myself, too."

There was another awkward silence. "You know, you've got some deep-seeded problems," Shanex said with a smile.

Trikham laughed. "Possibly, but I wouldn't consider you an expert in Human Psychology, much less Sephalon."

"Oh, you can say that again."

"Shall we talk business?" Trikham said, the discomfort of the conversation ebbing away.

"Sure," she said. "What's our next step?"

"Well, how is your work progressing?"

"I've got my time to stun all the guards down to just over a second. I'm pretty sure I can get through all the security except two parts." She stood, and started pacing. "Firstly, I still don't have any idea how to get through the Ti-Corb vault. From what I read, it's two meters thick and is on a timer lock. Secondly, the randomized laser pattern around the glass canister holding the Diamond is a top of the line model, and I'll need to get a good look at it to counteract it."

Trikham followed her pacing with his eyes. "Couldn't you deal with that once you got in?"

She shook her head. "No. It's a little more complicated than that. I'll need to scan it with a little device I invented a while back, and then I'll need to sit at a table for an hour or so and actually make a laser emitter that can counteract it."

"There's no other way?"

"No other way," she confirmed. "They got only the best stuff for their precious diamond. They're not stupid, you know. If I was setting up the security for it, I would have done pretty much the same thing."

"Have you actually gone on the tour, yet, and had a look in person?"

"No. I didn't want to be seen there unless I have to. I can get all the information I need from Galactanet. It's safer."

Trikham thought for a moment. "Any chance you could go on the tour and do your scan? Would it be worth it to you to go for that?"

His deferential treatment to her on the subject of theft warmed her a little. She knew it was all a mind game to lighten the mood from the previous subject, but she was willing to go along with it. She didn't want to have a confrontation with him any more than he wanted one with her. "Yes, it would be worth it, but I already thought of that. The canister’s on a podium that projects the laser beams, and that podium is roped off in about a two-meter radius circle. I'd have to be a lot closer than that to scan it. I'd have to be within centimeters. And, I'd have to be there for a while. There's no way I could do it and not get caught."

"I realize I'm a novice at this, but why did they use lasers? Wouldn't a Rydinger's field be more secure?"

"Not really," she seated herself again, "A Rydinger's field doesn't have any gaps, that's true, but the lasers around the Diamond have a grid size of about a millimeter, so that's good enough. And, a Rydinger's field can be reshaped and pushed around easily. Lasers can't. They have to be reflected, and that's a lot harder."

"But you can do it," he confirmed.

"I can do it if I get the pattern. It's not truly random. It's mechanically random, meaning there's a pattern to it, and it just appears random."

"Hm."

"So, I need to get close to it. But if I could get that close, I could just steal it. It might be impossible. I might just have to grab it through the lasers and make a run for it or something like that. If that was the case, all the planning would be based on the escape route."

"Hang on a minute. Don't discount getting up close to it. We have a hidden advantage there. All the security around the Diamond, both physical and procedural, is based on the presumption that someone would want to take it. You just want to look at it very closely for a while. That's got to work to our advantage somehow."

"Well, if you can get me close enough to it to scan it, then I'll just have the one more hurdle to beat, and that's the Ti-Corb."

"Working on it…” Trikham said, closing his eyes. "Almost there…" He was silent for a moment. "Got it."

She gave him a befuddled look. "Really."

"Yes, really."

"I doubt it."

"Really. I can get you there."

"I don't believe you."

"Bet ten credits?"

"You're on."

He leaned forward conspiratorially. She followed suit, closing her robe more over her chest and tightening the belt as she did so. 

Over the course of the next several minutes, he told her his plan. It was intricate. It was complicated. It had some chances to fail. But on the whole, it sounded like it could work. 

Shanex let out a low whistle. "I can't believe you thought of all that on the spot."

Trikham bowed. "It's what I do."

"So we'll put it in to action starting at the party?"

"That is my intention. Do you disagree?"

"No, no. The party sounds like a good setting. We're going to have to hire caterers and the like. You'll handle that."

"But you're my personal assistant," he prodded.

"Kiss my ass."

"I rather suspected I'd be setting it up. I've already got a catering company in mind. You'll have to foot the bill, of course."

Shanex hesitated. She was going to complain that she had already bought the tickets to Sephalon, as well as their hovercraft, but then she remembered that he had supplied two hundred and fifty thousand credits to get them their Arrakun passes. "OK. But once I reach a quarter million total for this operation, we're splitting the rest from there on out."

"Fair enough," Trikham conceded. He refilled his wine. "Oh, yes. That reminds me. That will be ten credits, please."

 She held up a restraining finger. "No, no. Payment only if the plan works."

Trikham nodded his assent. "Very well. Would you like to push the bet to twenty credits?"

She thought for a moment. "No. I don't think so."

"I'm glad you have such confidence in my abilities. It touches me right here," he pointed to his throat.

"In your throat?"

He waved her off. "It's a Sephalon saying. Like you Humans used to think the soul resided in your hearts, Sephalons used to think it resided in their necks. Basically, it's because when Sephalons get excited, they feel a burning in their throats." 

She peered at him, her head to one side. "'Their necks,' 'their throats'. Interesting that you'd refer to your own race in the third person. Not that I'm any sort of authority on Sephalon psychology."

"Oh, do shut up."

"Salfrin Rowla, this is Minister Call Thullard," said Lal, holding her drink in one hand, and Trikham's arm in the other.

The party was in full swing. The house was alive with guests. There were at least a hundred. Trikham had hired the best caterers in town (and in Arrakun, that was really saying something.) There was music, some slow dancing, lots of alcohol for everyone, and plenty of stimulating conversation. 

It was almost a sensory overload for the seasoned con man. It was second nature for him to listen in to conversations of important people. But today, there were so many important people and so many conversations, he just couldn't keep track of all the idle chatter going on.

Trikham extended his hand, palm up. "A pleasure to meet you, Minister Thullard," he said with a smile.

Books could be written on the Sephalon custom of sliding palms. When sliding palms in polite society, the Sephalon holding a lower perceived social rank held his palm face up, while the "superior" Sephalon held his palm down. This was an obvious case where he would be putting his palm upward; in as much as he was meeting a Minister of the Sephalon government. When he had met Lal, however, it was not so obvious. Custom would ordinarily dictate that the person offering the slide would put his own palm face up, as a matter of courtesy. He had been trying to present an image of one who was not bound by the normal social conventions of Arrakun, so he had considered going that way. In the end, however, he decided it might seem "over the top" to both be polite to a green card worker while he was a resident and offer his hand from an inferior stance. So he had extended his hand to her palm down. 

Minister Thullard was somewhat overweight, but it was hard to see that because of his imposing stature. Trikham had learned from his research that Thullard had been an Army grunt during the Jaster Conflict. Now, he could see why. The man was at least twenty years older than Trikham, but was still in the prime of health. It was refreshing to see that the Minister wore a smile.

Thullard slapped his palm down on Trikham's and slid it firmly. "So, you're the one whose been making Lal daydream at the office."

This earned the Minister a round of healthy laughter from all nearby. Trikham joined in with a very genuine sounding laugh at the absolutely trite comment.

"Well, Minister, if you don't think she's doing good enough work on your staff, I would be more than happy to hire her away!"

The Minister laughed as Lal slapped Trikham playfully on the arm. "Oh, stop, Salfrin."

"I wouldn't give her up for all the money in Arrakun!"

"Sir, for all the money in Arrakun, you could have ten of her, or me, for that matter, constructed."

"Ha ha ha ha!" Thullard laughed openly. "Come on, Rowla, there's someone I'd like you to meet." He put a fraternal arm across Trikham's shoulders, leading him through to the main hall, leaving Lal behind. 

Lal shrugged as Trikham looked apologetically back to her. 

Upstairs, in one of the guest bedrooms, Shanex laid in bed with a whore.

"-So you have to stay in the bed, and it'd be best if you were facing this way." Shanex was demonstrating by laying face up on the left side of the bed. 

The prostitute climbed in to the right side, and matched Shanex's pose. "Like this?" she asked.

She was an Exion woman of perhaps ten years, making her as physically mature as a human twenty-year-old. She had a beautiful body, her smooth olive skin tracing perfect curves that accented her surprisingly conservative evening dress. Topping off the picture, her hair was long, lustrous, and immaculately cared for. Her real name was unimportant; for the duration of the evening, it was decided her alias would be Fethex. 

"Fethex" was a "high class" prostitute that charged an average of ten thousand credits for a night of passion with whomever wanted her. The price varied on the situation. Because of the unusual circumstances of the evening, her price was twice that. Shanex had paid her in advance. 

"I've paid for a lot of things in my life," Shanex had mused while doling out the cash, "But this is the first time I've ever hired a hooker."

Fethex had shrugged. "Is not first time I am hired by woman. But is first time I am hired by woman for someone else. Strange."

Trikham had located Fethex through means that Shanex neither knew nor cared to know. The important facts were that she was a first class professional, discreet, Exion, and from a city on the other side of the planet, ensuring she wouldn't be recognized at the party.  

Her thick Exion accent when speaking Sephalon and Shanex having only recently learned it caused a problem at first. After a few moments of weighing the risks, Shanex had decided to let on that she could speak Exion, and the conversation went much more smoothly. She didn't like letting personal information like that out, because her ability to speak perfect Exion was one of her identifying traits on every police profile of her. But in this case, it was worth the risk.

"Make sure he faces the ceiling for at least a few seconds," Shanex said.

"You told me that before. I'm a whore, not a stupid whore."

"Sorry. It's just that this is important," Shanex apologized, getting out of the bed. 

In contrast to the prostitute's attire, Shanex was dressed in a much more racy fashion. She wore a short black dress that showed off her curves, and her hair was in a new style she had picked out the previous night. She realized that she was dressed to look cheaper than the whore was, but it didn't matter. The attention was supposed to go to the young Exion tonight, and a more conservative cut was what Fethex had said was called for. Shanex would not argue the point with her any more than she would argue about how to con someone with Trikham.

"Looks like we’re all set. Remember. It has to be this-"

"Yes, yes. It has to be this room. I understand. Don't worry. I'm a professional, honey."

"Please don't call me honey. One other thing: try not to be too talented. Remember, he's going to think you're just a friend of mine, not a pro."

"I understand," Fethex nodded. "I'll give him the amateur treatment. Relax. I know what I'm doing. Mind if I ask you something?"

 Shanex narrowed her eyes. "And that would be?"

"How come you speak Exion so well. I've never met a human without at least a little Terran accent in their Exion."

"I did a lot of business on Exion after college."

"But no accent at all?"

"I'm a fast learner."

"You didn't learn Sephalon so fast, and you work here, now."

"I'm still learning. Mind if I ask you a question?"

"You paid me twenty thousand credits. I'm yours for the evening. You could have me right now if you wanted."

"Uh…Sorry. I don't go that way."

"Suit yourself. What's your question?"

"How can you do it? You're an Exion. You can't like it too much, at least when you're not in heat."

Fethex shrugged. "It's a job. Like digging a ditch. It's hard physical labor, mildly unpleasant, but when it's over, you get paid. I'm good at it, if nothing else. Any more girl talk, or shall we get this show on the road?"

"Right this way," Shanex gestured toward the door. After Fethex stepped out, Shanex looked over to the nightstand. The unopened jewelry box sat in its place, quietly taunting her. So far, she had put about five hours of work into trying to open it. Thus far, she had discovered that 1) There were six tumblers in the lock, 2) They all had to be lined up just right to make the core turn, and 3) It was a pain in the ass to do, and she had failed in every attempt so far. She scowled at the box and followed Fethex out. 

Of all the distinguished guests at the party, certainly the most popular was Undersecretary Ula of the Sephalon Diplomatic Corps. He was a high ranking individual in the most popular and widely respected Sephalon agency. His demeanor was calm and collected. He gave no impression of the power he wielded in his speech or attitude. He was a dyed in the wool diplomat, and making those around him comfortable was second nature to him.

Thullard had introduced Trikham to Ula, and the three were now engrossed in a discussion of political diplomacy. Both Thullard and Trikham had a fair understanding of the subject for different reasons. Thullard had gone to the finest schools on Sephalon, as was the custom for the privileged class, and had been tutored by some of the best as part of his general education. Trikham had read magazine after magazine on the subject in his youth. 

"Ahh, the Arsen situation," Ula was saying, "I get in more conversations about them than any other topic." He took a big swig of wine and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Somehow, he made it look like the proper thing to do. "Well, let's see. Relations between us are, to say the least, on the cool side. We sill have that sticky issue of Thriton. In the corps, we call it Thurall's legacy."

Trikham did not have to pretend to be enthralled in the conversation. The man standing before him represented the only thing Trikham considered respectable in Sephalon culture: Words as weapons. And this man was no ordinary diplomat. He was one of the best. Still, Trikham had to clarify a point. "Thurall? You mean Fthall Thurall? I thought she was one of the best ever?"

Ula looked to the ceiling. "How do I put this politely, Mr. Rowla…?" He thought for a moment, then returned his gaze to Trikham and Thullard. "I can't. While I give credit to Thurall for accomplishing her goal, namely the political conquest of Thriton, I can't say I admire her work."

Trikham took a sip of his wine. He had been drinking about half as much as Thullard for the evening, and was already feeling a little tipsy. Ordinarily, he would be wondering where Shanex and Fethex were, but the conversation was just too interesting.

Ula continued. "You see, you can fleece and animal many times, but you can only skin it once. That is the valuable lesson Thurall did not understand in her aggressive Thriton policy. You see, here on Sephalon we look at the Arsens with some disdain. They are reptiles. They have a rigid military society. They are all, without exception, in the Arsen military. There is no Arsen word for 'civilian'. So, we have a tendency to think of them as mindless drones incapable of lateral thinking. This is a dangerous trap."

Thullard spoke up. "But certainly we are superior to the Arsens when it comes to thinking."

Ula cocked an eyebrow at Thullard. "I wish you could understand how many battles, political and military, have been lost by the presumption of superiority." He looked to Trikham. "Mr. Rowla. Do you know what that deal did to us?"

Trikham shrugged. "It got us Thriton."

Ula nodded. "Yes, but think of the big picture. In exchange for Thriton, we have antagonized the Arsens. They are now aware of how we operate, and are wary of out methods. They may not be burning Sephalons in the streets, but they certainly don't like us. This is an acceptable situation if what we get in exchange is worth it. I don't see Thriton as worth it."

"Not worth it?" Trikham said. "It's very close to Arsen. I'm not a military man, but doesn't that represent some sort of tactical advantage."

Ula shook his head. "Not really. Yes, we have it. Yes, we can fold ships to Arsen cheaper and faster than they can fold ships to Sephalon, but from a military standpoint, it's worthless. What many people fail to understand is that in a straight up war between Sephalon and Arsen, Sephalon - would - lose." He punctuated the last three syllables with fierce finger jabs at the ground. 

"But we have the biggest navy in the galaxy!" Thullard pointed out.

"True, but the Arsens have the best navy. We have more ships then they, but theirs are better in battle, and have better trained crews. Military life is their whole culture. We're talking about the homeworld plus around 80 colonies all fiercely loyal to the Dictator. Our best estimate is they could field a billion, a billion, combat ready soldiers within a year. That means trained, equipped, mobilized, and ready for combat. And that's a conservative estimate. We, on the other hand, with about the same population, have nowhere near the colonial loyalty, and could probably only generate about 50 million. That's a twenty to one ratio of armies in their favor. And they have a better fleet. 

"Why?" Ula looked to his rapt audience. Several more partygoers had joined in to listen. "Because of cultural differences. First off, we're the only government in the galaxy that doesn't draft women into our army in times of war. Certainly, women can join our armed forces, but in time of war, conscription is necessary. Even though the rule is meant with the most noble of intentions, we cut our available troops in half by it. The Arsens are hermaphrodites. They don't even have women. Second off, they have a military society from birth to death.

"Also, while our resolve may falter during elections, and our colonies may take their chances toward becoming independent during such a war, the Arsens would have no such problems. I tell you, it would be over before it could really begin. They'd be playing catch with the Pride Diamond before we knew it."

"Not if I have anything to do with it," Trikham said. 

Thullard slapped him on the back. "That's the spirit, Rowla! We could stand up to them. Really, Undersecretary, If they're that powerful, why don't they just take us over?" 

"Because they're not like that. They aren't aggressive. But they're starting to get very irritated at the Thriton situation. Think of it from their point of view: There are over thirty million Arsens living on Thriton, and if they want to stay where they grew up, they have to live on a planet that is officially under Sephalon rule. This isn't some imperialistic game to the Arsens, this is a genuine desire to protect their own citizens. They still claim a whole continent on Thriton, and aren't showing any signs of backing down. So I ask you both. Is this worth it? Is our Thriton policy worth the risk of war with Arsen? A military force so powerful that they have the combined destructive force of a small star?"

"Well, not when you put it like that," Trikham said with a smile. He couldn't help it. The concept of Sephalon and all of its feelings of superiority being wiped out like an insect by the Arsens was a pleasant one. Then, his smile fell. While he liked the idea in concept, the thought of a lot of people dying did not appeal to him. 

"You almost sound like you admire them," Thullard said.

Ula eyed him. "Perhaps you underestimate them. I will say this as clearly as I can: First, if we get into a war with Arsen, we will lose every colony we own and our homeworld within a year. Second, it is my opinion that we will be at war with Arsen within three years if we don't radically change our Thriton policy. That is all I have to say on the subject."

"Well, I-" Thullard began.

Ula held up a restraining hand. "No, please. The subject is tiring. People just don't understand that we need to win in our diplomatic efforts, but not win by enough to aggravate our adversaries. Let’s move on to another subject.”

Trikham cleared his throat. Remembering his days on the Ffralt merchant ship, he asked, “What about Fasser-2z? What’s your opinion?”

“Fasser-2z. There’s an interesting thing. Zoomers hate Sephalons and Sephalons aren’t fond of Zoomers. Yet the governments have never gone to war, nor have they had any major diplomatic disputes save one. The hunters of the Discovery Era. They’re still mad about that.”

“It was a hundred and fifty years ago,” Thullard said. “They should be over it by now.”

Ula shook his head. “You’d think that, wouldn’t you. But they aren’t. Remember their lifespan is much greater than ours. Some of them were alive back then. We still haven’t apologized. Officially, I mean. Actually, things are getting sticky with Fasser-2z at the moment. The colony world of Frawl is becoming an issue.”

“Frawl?” asked Trikham. He had never heard of it.

“It’s a small colony. Only about two or three thousand people living there. It’s jointly ruled by Sephalon and Fasser-2z. I think the Corps has it in mind to annex it completely for Sephalon eventually. It has some diamond deposits on it, and you know how we love those diamonds.”

“What’s the diplomatic problem there?” Someone asked.

“Nothing much. We own the mining rights, and the Zoomers want a piece of the action. We’ll work it out.”

Further discussion on the topic was abandoned when Shanex and Fethex showed up. All male eyes turned to at least one of them. There was a moment of silence as the two lovely ladies approached. 

"Ah, Minister Thullard, Undersecretary Ula, may I present Ms. Yale, my personal assistant, and her friend, Ms. Fethex ." He gestured at the women grandly.

"A pleasure, ladies," Thullard said, unable to keep his eyes off them. 

"Ladies." Ula half-bowed. 

"So, Ms. Fethex, I take it you're from Exion?" Thullard said. 

His attention had so instantly gone to Fethex that it almost irritated Shanex. Yet, this was the plan, so she quietly stepped away from her and toward Trikham. 

"Ms. Yale," said Trikham, eager to isolate Thullard and Fethex, "Undersecretary Ula and I were just talking some politics. Care to join in?"

"No, no," said Shanex. "I'll just listen for a while." Her machine accented Sephalon showed through despite her speaking only Sephalon since landing on the planet. 

Ula chuckled quietly. "There's a change. Someone at an Arrakun party who doesn't want to voice their opinion."

Shanex smiled briefly at the comment and surveyed the room. Crowds made her nervous. There had been no pictures of her after age 16. She had changed somewhat physically since then, but from DNA left behind at various crime scenes, the police were able to get a picture of what she looked like. However, they had assumed she would have dyed her hair black, and also assumed it would be cut short. Still, their DNA analysis generated a frighteningly accurate image of her face, and that was published in a few articles. If anyone recognized her, however remote the possibility, things could get very sticky. 

"So, how did you end up with an Exion friend, Ms. Yale?" Ula was asking.

She turned back to him. "I knew her when I worked on Exion."

"Interesting. In my line of work, when I hear of Terran-Exion friendship, the Terran-Exion Treaty always comes to mind. It's the longest lasting treaty in history, you know."

"Yes, I learned that in school."

"There simply are no two races that get along so well as Terrans and Exions. My theory is that it's because they look so much alike. If only you had shifting-pattern irises, perhaps Sephalons would be that close with you."

"But Sephalon-Terran and Sephalon-Exion relations are fine, I thought," Trikham said.

"On the surface, but there's a lot of distrust of us. Not without merit, I might add."

"Interesting thought, Undersecretary:" Trikham began. "If Sephalon is in good with Terra and Exion, then wouldn't a war between Sephalon and Arsen end up involving Exion and Terra, as well."

"That's one theory, but we can hardly count on it. If either Exion or Terra go to war, the other is treaty-bound to join in. So they're a package deal. If it came down to war, they might both just step back to maintain their relationship with each other."

Shanex furrowed her brow. Obviously, she had missed the beginning of this conversation. She wanted to stay out of it, but had to ask. "I don't understand. They'd stay out of it for each other's sake?"

"Yes. Imagine you're Terra. If you declare war on Arsen, Exion has to follow suit or break the treaty. This puts enormous political stress on Exion. Better for you to stay out of it and keep your closest ally happy."

"Ah, but if Arsen did something to Terra or Exion, there's be no choice."

"That's a possibility, but remote. I really don't want to talk about such depressing subjects as intergalactic war. It is not polite conversation. I lost my sister in the Jaster Conflict."

Trikham nodded. "My dad and my brother."

Ula made a shooing gesture to end the topic. "Let's talk about something else. Ms. Yale. Where were you on Exion?"

"Noblek," Shanex responded. Trikham had coached her to answer Noblek because she had actually been there. If the subject came up, she would have an intimate knowledge of the city.

"Ah, Noblek. What a beautiful city. I've been there twice, and it always left me wanting more."

"You live in Arrakun."

"Yes, of course. But that doesn't mean I can't appreciate the beauty of other cities as well."

She shrugged. "Mr. Rowla, a word?"

"Certainly," Trikham said. 

They walked to the edge of the room. Trikham waved at guests along the way, while Shanex stared straight ahead. 

"Your brother and your dad?" Shanex said. "A little over the top, wasn't it?" 

He tensed for a moment, then was back to normal. "Things are going well," he hissed through his teeth in Terran, giving the appearance of not talking.

She looked to the wall. "Think she'll get him upstairs?" She asked, also in Terran.

"Already has."

Shanex spun around to see Fethex and Thullard trekking upstairs. "Jesus," she said. 

"What is a 'Jesus'?" Trikham asked, showing some confusion.

"Terran religious figure. What did that take her? Five minutes?"

"Less, I think."

"She's good. What about his wife? Where is she?"

"Cols, visiting relatives."

"Any correlation between her vacation and your party timing?" Shanex asked.

"Of course. Lal happened to mention Ms. Thullard was leaving, and I planned accordingly."

"Evil."

"Thank you," Trikham said.

They continued to stare at the staircase long after the Minister and the prostitute were gone. 

"Amazing. She's really good at that," Shanex said, almost with awe. She was no slouch herself when it came to interesting men, but she had never had a pressing need to do it that fast. 

"Well, we paid her twenty thousand credits. She should be. Besides, she's an Exion."

"So, it's really true, then," Shanex said. "Sephalon men love the concept of sex with Exions."

"Human men like the idea, too. And Exion men, naturally."

"That's not just a stereotype?"

"Not one bit."

"Why is that?"

"Because Exions are the hardest to seduce. When they're not in heat, Exion women are the least sexually active beings in the galaxy. Except the races that don't have sexual reproduction, of course."

"So that's it? The challenge?"

"What can I say, my dear? Men are shallow. By the way, did I mention you're looking ravishing tonight?"

"Hmf."

"See what I mean? We can't help it."

Shanex shook her head.

“You know what’s really wonderful about this evening?” Trikham said.

“Hmm?”

“We are in a house surrounded by some of the most perceptive experts in psychology in the galaxy, and not one of them noticed that we’re pulling a relatively old con on Thullard right under their noses. I feel absolutely giddy.”

Chapter 6: The Vault

Trikham had to wait outside Lal's office for almost an hour before she finally emerged to go to lunch. He had begged off of their usual lunch date citing "business reasons" and left it at that. She did not question him at all, nor did she suspect anything. One of her more endearing qualities was a general trust of others. 

She came out of the tall white building and headed left toward the center of town. Trikham knew she would go to the café she often frequented and would be gone for at least an hour. He had positioned himself inside the lobby of the building across the street and the bright daylight reflecting off the windows made it difficult to see in, yet easy to see out. It gave him an unfamiliar but pleasant feeling when he saw her. Writing it off to excitement at progress in his plans, he admired her form until she was safely away, then strode confidently out of the lobby and across the street.

Lal's office was imposing, to say the least. All Arrakun government buildings were architectural marvels, and all exuded authority. It was at least ten stories tall and bore words in black marble across the entrance stating: "Ministry of Parks and Sephalon Beautification."

 The lobby secretary, a young male intern perhaps twenty years old, looked up and said "Oh, Mr. Rowla! I'm sorry, but you just missed her. You're here for Lal, right?"

Trikham had picked her up for lunch almost every day, and step one was always to tell the intern that he was downstairs waiting for her. He made a frustrated face. "Shoot. Mind if I pop up and leave her a note?"

"Oh, I'll be happy to take a message, Mr. Rowla."

"It's rather personal, if you know what I mean."

The intern smiled. "I understand. Go on up."

"Thank you," Trikham smiled and headed for the elevator. 

He ordered the elevator to the eighth floor and waited patiently as he ascended. He was never an impatient man, and it gave him time to finalize what he was going to say. When the doors opened, he stepped out into the hall, turned left, and walked to suite 18. In much more modest lettering than out front, a simply elegant sign read "Museum Department." 

He entered without knocking. Several of the office workers greeted him with smiles and waves as he headed for Lal's desk. 

"She's not here," one of them said. 

Trikham got a notepad out of Lal's desk and began scribbling. "Yes, I know, thank you. I thought I'd leave her a note."

Dearest Lal - 

I wriggled out of my business meeting, but you had already left. Perhaps we could meet tonight for a late dinner? I know you don't like the implication of being in the city after dark, but it would be quite an honor to me if you would consider it. Call me at the Senator's house if you're interested.
That completed, he looked toward Thullard's office. Pointing toward it, he looked to the receptionist, "Mind if I pop in and say 'Hi'?"

She smiled at him. "Go ahead, Mr. Rowla. He's been raving all day about what a great party it was."

Trikham thanked her and knocked on the door.

"Come," came the response.

Trikham entered with poise and a smile. "Minister Thullard."

Thullard was busily at work at his computer. His mood brightened at Trikham's arrival. "Salfrin! Glad to see you? You taking Lal to lunch?"

Trikham closed the door and walked over, palm extended. "Not this time. Seems I've missed her. Thought I'd drop in to say hello to you though."

"Any time, Salfrin. Any time." Thullard half stood to slide Trikham's palm, then seated himself again. "That was some party you threw last night! I haven't had such a good time in … well, I can't remember ever having such a good time. Usually Arrakun parties are so tame. It was a nice change."

 "Why, thank you, Minister. I aim to please. I was so hoping to get in the good social graces of Arrakun society."

"I would say without reservation that you succeeded in your goal," Thullard smiled.

Trikham seated himself. "So, I guess things went well with Fethex."

Thullard leaned back in his chair. "Well, not bad, not bad at all." He could not repress his smile.

Trikham eyed him. "Not bad is right, Sir. And an Exion no less. How do you do it?"

Thullard laughed. "You're one to talk. You're dating Lal, and I presume that Yale woman's only duties aren't assistant related."

"Well, we can't kiss and tell, now can we." Trikham got a chill from the concept of he and Shanex together. From a purely physical standpoint, there was no doubt in his mind it would be enjoyable, but it just seemed wrong. Was Lal somehow related to that feeling? He wasn't sure and didn't have time to speculate. He had work to do. 

"You left quite an impression on Fethex, you know, Minister. Or should I call you 'Master of All'."

Thullard sat bolt upright.

Trikham laughed. "I'm sorry. It's just that I thought it was a funny nickname."

"How did you-?"

"Oh, that? Fethex and Ms. Yale are quite close friends, you know. And Ms. Yale and I are, as well. You know how information travels. It's no big thing, really."

Thullard blushed. "Well, I guess not. Let's just not let my wife hear about that little nickname, shall we."

Trikham leaned forward onto the desk. "Come now, Minister. I thought we were friends! I'd never do a thing like that!"

Thullard exhaled deeply. "Well, that's just as well. Thank you."

"I didn't think you'd take it so seriously. I apologize if the comment offended you."

"It's quite all right. It's just that I wouldn't want any problems on the home front, now would I?" He managed a smile.

Trikham got a sudden look of concern. "Oh, dear. Then I don't think you're going to like what I have to tell you."

He furrowed his brow. "Eh?"

"Well," Trikham looked sheepish. "Having the party and all, I had all the security cameras on. It turns out your little escapade with Fethex is now digitally stored in the security computer. I'll make sure to destroy the record as soon as I get home."

"It's on record?" the Minister asked, his face filling with horror.

"Not to worry," Trikham put his hands up in a placating gesture. "Not to worry at all. I'll destroy it when I get home. I should have thought of it earlier. By the way, would you like a copy?"

"What? No!"

Trikham shrugged. "Some people are in to that, you know. I was just trying to be helpful. Fethex made a copy before she left, for instance."

 "She what!" Thullard stood so fast his char shot out from underneath him, slamming dangerously hard into the window. "My gods!"

Trikham stood, also. "What is it, Sir? What's wrong?"

"She has a copy!?"

"Well, yes. It was none of my business."

"No, no, no…" Thullard mumbled, leaning forward with a hand over his eyes. 

"What is the matter, Sir?" Trikham asked, a look of (fake) genuine concern crossing his face. 

"I can't have a copy of that floating around!"

"Oh, yes, that. Of course." Trikham assumed a thoughtful pose. "Well, perhaps I could get it back from her."

Thullard looked up with hope in his eyes. "You could?"

Trikham shrugged. "Certainly! Ms. Yale is her best friend, and I'm Ms. Yale's boss. I'm sure I can get it. I'll even buy it back from her if I have to. Anything for you, Sir."

"Oh, Salfrin! If you could do that for me, I'd be eternally grateful."

"May I use your vid?"

"By all means!"

Trikham activated the vid and called Shanex at the mansion. She let it ring several times before answering. Her face appeared. "Senator Threla's residence. This is Mr. Rowla's assistant speak-, Oh, good afternoon, Sir. How can I help you?" She looked pert, businesslike, and professional. Trikham was impressed at her acting capabilities.

"Ms. Yale, is Fethex still in town?"

"She's at her hotel in Arracols as far as I know, Sir."

"Still on planet, then. Excellent. Could you do me a big favor? Could you run out to Arracols and pick up that copy of her … experience with the Minister? I would be ever so grateful."

"Shall I make a copy of it for you, Sir? We still have it in the security computer-"

"No, please, Ms. Yale," Trikham shot the Minister a knowledgeable glance. "Just get her copy, if you can get her to part with it. If she doesn't want to, offer her money or whatever else she wants. Oh, and delete the records of the evening, all of them, from the security computer. It's important not to have any copies of it in existence."

"Consider it done, Sir. She'll do it as a favor to me, I'm sure."

"Thanks, Ms. Yale. I owe you one."

"Part of my job, Sir."

Trikham terminated the connection. "It'll be done within the hour, Sir."

"Oh, thank you. If there's anything I can ever do for you, just let me know."

Trikham looked up, pensively. "Actually, there might be, now that you mention it."

"Eh?" The Minister raised his brow, eager to prove his words. 

"Well, I would just love- Oh, never mind. It would never work."

"No, go on. Anything I can do."

"Well," Trikham began, seating himself again. Thullard did as well, listening attentively. 

"As you know, I'm in the diamond business. And, I'm sure you also know that I am only recently successful. I would like to capitalize on my success by expanding Rowla Enterprises. For this, I'll need seed money. For that, I'll need investors."

"Well, I'd be happy to introduce you to any number of-"

"That's not exactly what I wanted. I'm here in Arrakun to meet people and ultimately try to get investment money from them. I mean, let's be honest. I have no real reason to be in Arrakun. My mines are all off planet, and I'm not on site to keep things running smoothly. The only reason I'm here is to gather investment credits. What would really make things easier is if I had a good promotional Tri-D. Something I could show prospective investors that would knock them out of their seats. I have a professional promotion team working on it on Exion right now, but you can help me in one way they never could."

"How's that?"

"Well, I don't know how to phrase it, so I'll just come right out with it. Is there any way I could film part of it in the Pride Vault?"

"In the vault?" Thullard's face fell. "Hmm…"

"I would be happy to pay whatever fees would be required by the Ministry, and all that. But I'm sure it would get stuck in red tape forever without help from you. You are the Minister of Museums, after all."

"Why in the vault?"

Trikham had expected unconditional acceptance of the idea. The question threw him somewhat. "Well, it's the Pride Diamond, after all. It's the symbol of our government, as well as an excellent symbol of my trade. It would really be a boost. Just having a segment of the Tri-D take place there would imply that I have government connections. That should sway some of the more timid investors to my side."

"I don't know if I can help you, Salfrin. The Pride Diamond is, well, you know, the single greatest treasure in the galaxy. I can't risk the security of it. Not for anything."

"Well, just a moment, Sir. I'm not saying I get to touch it or anything. I'll just be filmed in the vault giving my spiel next to the pedestal. I'd be happy to do it right after closing time, or right at the opening time of the museum. Any way you want to do it. I wouldn't even mind having those Sephalon Honor guardsmen pointing guns at my head. Hell, they could even be on camera. It would look better."

"Hmm. So you'd just be standing next to the pedestal?"

"Wouldn't even touch it."

"There's a rope line 2 meters out."

"Really? Well, I'd like that gone, if possible. It would really make me and my company look good if I appeared to have 'special' access to the Diamond."

"And all you do is talk?"

"Right."

"There would be security implications…"

"Whatever you want. Just get me that shot."

Thullard mulled it over. "OK. You can have one half hour in there to film whatever you want. If you're not done by then, too bad. No rope line, but you absolutely do not touch the pedestal, the glass cylinder, or anything else in the room. The Honor Guard will be there, guns ready. No offense, but I can't take any chances where the Pride Diamond is involved. Give me a week to get everything set up. We'll do it in the morning, before the museum opens. The vault unlocks itself at 2:50, just about dawn. That gives you 50 minutes until the museum opens at 3:00. One half hour. You film, and then maybe you and I go have some breakfast. After that we're even, right?"

Trikham jumped up and offered his palm. "Absolutely, sir! I really appreciate it!"

Thullard slid Trikham's palm and said, "I really hope you get the investors you need." 

"Well, without you I might not have. You have no idea how much money your decision on this matter will eventually make me."

Shanex flipped Trikham a ten credit bar after he told her the news. "You've earned it."

Trikham caught it. "Thank you, milady."

"If you don't mind, I have a couple of questions about your technique." She seated herself opposite him in the study. The mansion was so large they could rarely find each other when they needed to. It was an unspoken agreement that they would meet in the study to discuss developments.

"Questioning my technique?" Trikham wore a face of mock indignation.

Shanex smirked. "Well, let's say clarifying. Why didn't you just tell him you had the record of him with Fethex and threaten to use it if he didn't give you what you wanted?"

"That is so frustrating. You see, people don't really understand the intricacies of my profession. If I had done it your way, he would not like me very much. As it is, I did him a favor, he did me one, and we're on good terms. Never make an enemy if you don't have to. The best way to con someone is such that they never find out they've been conned."

"Hmm. I'll bear that in mind."

"As well you should. So it's in your court, now. You're going to have to make sure that little device of yours is discreet."

She waved him off. "Please, Trikham. I know what I'm doing." She pulled a black bag off the floor and began rummaging through it. 

"Silly of me. Sorry."

"Here." She pulled out a tiny device. It was a small square patch. "I made this while you were out." She handed it to him.

He took it and inspected it. It appeared to be a designer label from "Allor Dalamor", the most famous fashion designer on Sephalon. "Dalamor, eh? Stylish."

"You'll have to go buy some Dalamor pants. Probably a whole suit would be best. Dalamor labels go on the right hip. We'll tear the old label off, and sew this one on."

"And the purpose of this?" Trikham asked, handing back the label. 

"The scanner is inside the label. It'll read the pattern automatically if you get within about ten centimeters of the pedestal and stay there for about ten seconds."

"You put the scanner in that?" He was genuinely impressed.

She imitated his voice and gave a half bow. "It's what I do."

"So, I'm to be the one doing the scan."

"Yep. Remember, It'll be on your right hip, so you'll have to stand to the left of the pedestal. I'll be there, too, as your assistant. I'll get a chance to really scope out the room while you do your bullshit presentation. I won't have a better opportunity than this to get a good look around. The guards will be dividing their attention between you and the Diamond. Nobody's going to watch me." She smiled.

"Excellent."

"How about a buyer. We're going to need one of those, you know."

"I know. It’s all arranged."

"Care to tell me who it is?" Shanex said, putting the label back in the bag.

"Not yet. I wouldn't want to spoil the surprise."

"Believe me, Trikham. I could find a buyer if I looked hard enough. I do have connections in that area."

"But could you get one hundred million credits for it?"

She hesitated. "No. Honestly, no. You really think-"

"I'm sure of it. I'm also sure you could take the Diamond and run. You’d probably get twenty million for it. But if you stick with me, you'd get fifty million. You have to balance your mistrust of me with your greed, I fear."

"I'll find a way," she said. 

"I won't speculate on what that means." He stood. "Well, it's almost time for my date with Lal. We're having a late dinner."

"Aren't you done with her?" Shanex said with no small amount of acid in her voice. "I mean, you got what you needed."

He glared at her. "Got to keep up appearances."

"Sure," she said. "Have fun. I'm going to bed." 

"Women," Trikham muttered to himself. 

The shuttle fired its retro-thrusters one last time before touching down at pad 33. After a few moments of post-flight checks, the airlock opened, giving birth to a flight of folding stairs leading to the tarmac. The passengers strode in the tired, semi-confused way all travelers have ended their journeys with for thousands of years. 

Waiting at the base of the stairs were three uniformed Arracols policemen. They ignored all the passengers going by until they saw the man they were looking for. He was a large human, but not stocky. He wore disheveled clothing with a large black trenchcoat to  keep the chill Arracols wind at bay. He was light skinned with short black hair. He had only one bag, and had the look of a man who didn’t believe in checking luggage. 

When he reached the base of the stairs, the lead policeman said “Colonel Jackson?”

Colonel Dan Jackson of the Terran Secret Service nodded. “That’s me.”

“Lieutenant  Arla, Arracols Metropolitan Police,” he extended his hand, palm down. 

Dan reached out, grabbed the hand, and gave it two quick pumps. “Glad to meet you, Lieutenant. Where do we go from here?”

“We could take you to your hotel if you like-“

“It was a rhetorical question,” interrupted Dan. “Take me to Nelson Chiles.”

The Lieutenant hesitated. “Certainly, Colonel Jackson. Right this way.”

The trip to the police station was short. There had been a lot of crime in and around the GBS. So much so at one point that it became necessary for the city to build a police station adjacent to the GBS land. The idea worked. Crime was lower than ever in the area, unless one counted corrupt policemen. But that was just the way things worked on Sephalon. 

As Lieutenant Arla led Dan through the hallways of the police station, he asked “So I’m a little confused, Colonel.”

“How so?” said Dan in a vaguely uninterested way. 

“Why would the TSS be interested in this guy? He’s nothing more than a Hovercraft thief.”

“That’s what you picked him up for? Grand theft?”

“Does that surprise you?”

Dan snorted with a half-smile. “Not at all. You’d be surprised at how much that doesn’t surprise me.”

“What’s he wanted for on Terra?”

“Grand Theft.”

“What did he steal?”

“Hovercrafts.”

“I see. And why does this warrant the attention of the TSS? And coming here on a five folder. That must have cost, what, fifty thousand?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Arla led him the rest of the way in silence. Humans could be so crass, sometimes. 

Finally, they reached the holding cells. “Cell three, Colonel.”

“Thanks,” was all Dan said as he walked to the cell.

Arla sighed and left.

Nelson Chiles sat on the bench in the small holding cell. He chewed his thumbnail vigorously while jiggling his leg as if to be giving a horsey ride to an invisible child practicing for the rodeo. He was a small man by human standards, and wore clothes more fitting in a garage than a jail. He had Asian features and a slightly olive complexion. His face was a mask of nervous energy.

“Nelson, Nelson, Nelson,” Dan said punitively through the bars. 

Nelson jerked his head up. “Danny! Hey, great to see you!” He gave Dan an elated smile.

“Don’t call me ‘Danny’, Nelson.”

Nelson strode quickly to the bars. “OK, OK, whatever you say. You come to get me?”

“Nelson, what were you thinking?”

“What?” Nelson said, looking hurt.

Dan rolled his eyes, and spoke in exhausted tones. “You could have gone to South America. Asia. Europe. Hell, you could have gone to the Moon, Mars, Minerva, anywhere. The New York police wouldn’t have cared enough to track you down. But instead, you fled Terran territory. Not to just anywhere, mind you, but to the Sephalon homeworld. The Sephalon homeworld!”

“Yeah? So?”

“Fleeing Terran territory when you’ve got a felony wrap means it gets kicked up to the TSS. And we have to care. Not only that, but you come to the one planet in the galaxy with better police than Terra! You are such an idiot!”

Nelson pointed at Dan. “Now wait a minute! That’s not true. Arsen has much better police than here.”

Dan pondered this for a moment. “All right. I’ll grant you that.”

“So what’s the plan? Huh?”

Dan looked up in thought. “Well, Arracols has overcrowded jails. And the way things work over here, you have a right to be jailed in your own community.”

“So…?” Nelson prompted.

Dan looked at him, rubbing his chin. “So, they don’t want you. They ran your DNA through the computer, came up with your Terran arrest warrant, and called the TSS. I’m here to extradite you back to Terra.”

“You came all this way for me?”

“Shut-up, Nelson.”

“Dan, I don’t know what to say. You were always there for me when we were kids, too, remember?”

“Shut-up, Nelson.”

“How’s your brother?”

Dan rolled his eyes. He had to answer that one. Mark and Nelson had been best friends in the old neighborhood. Dan used to be the annoying little brother who tagged along on everything. As they grew older, with all three of the Jackson children entering some form of law-enforcement, they more or less took turns trying to keep Nelson from going to jail for life. 

“Mark’s fine.”

“Did he get promoted to detective, yet?”

“Not yet.”

“I never understood how he could end up in the NYPD while you and April went on to the TSS. Of course, you’re a detective, and she’s a foreign operative, but still both TSS.”

“It’s what he wanted, Nelson.”

“Yeah, but he’s so much smarter than you- uh…”

Dan scowled briefly. “That’s true. Always was.”

“But, hey, Danny-Dan, I mean, you’re a Major in the TSS, now!”

“Colonel.”

“Right, right. That.”

Dan turned around and leaned against the bars, speaking over his shoulder. “Nelson, what with your unstoppable drive to commit really stupid, stupid crimes, I can’t understand why you hang around a family full of cops all the time.”

Nelson shrugged. “You gotta’ go with what you know. You were all friends of mine way before I was a lowlife. So, what happens now?”

“We leave for Terra on a five-folder in a few days.”

“And then it’s back to jail for me, I suppose?”

“Yes, Nelson. Probably for a couple of years this time. The courts don’t really smile on nine-time offenders.”

“Nine already?”

“Yes.”

Nelson sighed. “I’m sorry I’m such a screw-up, Dan. I’m just a born loser. Come and visit me in jail?”

“From time to time, I suppose.”

“Think Mark will?”

“I’m sure he will.”

“What about April? Does she ever talk about me?”

“Not funny, Nelson.”

“Hey, I’m just asking.”

“I still have no idea why a bright girl like her ended up going out with you.”

“Well, she dumped me after a month.”

“That was about a month and a half too long.”

“I know,” Nelson said. The cheeriness from his voice had gone.

Dan winced. Nelson was one of those people who had a happy-go-lucky approach to life up to a certain point, then sank into deep depressions. 

“Well, I guess I can do one thing for you,” Dan offered.

“Yeah?” moped Nelson.

“I suppose I can officially collect you now, and you and I can get a drink, maybe talk things over. See Arracols, you know, before I take you back. My hotel room will have two beds. They always do for some reason.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“Why not?”

“Thanks, Dan!” The cheerfulness was back.

“Sure, sure.” Dan gestured to the guard at the end of the hall. “When we get back to Terra, I’ll give them all the usual stuff about cooperating with arrest and all that.”

“Thanks. You’re a pretty nice guy to get arrested by.”

“Better than Mark?”

“Well, you have a certain novelty. Mark’s arrested me six times.”

"I usually don't do that," Lal said, curling up to Trikham in bed. "Really, I'm not that easy." Her eyes were closed as she reached out to stroke his chest.

Trikham pulled her close and held her. His bedroom was completely dark, but her warmth felt good against him. "Nor do I."

"Oh, Salfrin. There's just something about you. Something mysterious and different. I never thought I'd do that with a 'Kuner."

"I never thought I do that with any Sephalon."

She was silent for a moment. "You got some sort of alien fetish or something?"

"No, don't misunderstand. It's just that Sephalons… Oh, never mind."

"What? You can talk to me."

"It's nothing. Let it suffice to say that I have kind of a problem with Sephalon women. That didn't come out right." He gave up trying to explain.  "It's complicated."

"I think I can understand. You come from some mining colony, and now you're here in the middle of Sephalon high society. You don't like the social structure here."

Trikham was silent while Lal could hear his heart beating more and more rapidly. "What?" was all he could say.

"Well, you have that diamond mine on some mining world, right? That's where you came from, and now you're here in Arrakun. It's probably a big change."

"No. Believe me. It's not a big change. That's the problem."

"Social situations as bad there as they are here?"

"Worse."

"God, I hate that. Our whole society is one giant pecking order," Lal said with audible frustration. "Sometimes it makes me want to scream. My parents were Arrakun workers, so I'm expected to be one, too. It's enough to drive you insane."

Trikham held her very tightly then. "I think you really do understand."

She snuggled. "Believe me, I do. I'm amazed you do, too. I guess it's because you weren't born rich."

"Not at all. You are fantastic."

"What? Well, thanks. Where did that come from?"

"You just are."

She was quiet again. Then, "You are, too. You're the only man I've ever met who understood how I feel on the subject."

"What about the other people in Arracols and Mullon? Don't they feel the same way?"

"No, that's the frustrating part. They just grin and bear it. Everyone feels like it's their lot in life. I thought I was the only one who felt different. I always stood out that way." She sighed. "Sometimes, I just wish I could leave. Go off to Terra. Or Exion. Some other place not too different from Sephalon, but different enough."

"I know how you feel," Trikham said.

"I think you do. Turn on the light."

"Why?"

"I want to do it again, and I want to gaze while we do."

"Certainly. My pleasure."

"Mine, too."

While Trikham had been wooing Lal, getting information, and generating influence among Arrakun's elite, Shanex had been researching, eliminating, fine-tuning, and practicing possible plans of entry into the Arrakun Museum. She had memorized the layout of the entire complex (no small feat) down to the individual displays. She had also looked up all the information on the structure and its history that was public (and some that was not), and had evaluated every opening in the building large enough for her to wriggle through. But, in all the time she had been in Arrakun, she had never set foot within a kilometer of the actual Museum itself. 

Now, in the early morning, she, Trikham, and a single cameraman ascended the ornate white steps to the museum's main entrance. While she had seen the architectural plans for the building, several computer tours, and countless pictures of it, she was still impressed by its splendor. 

The cameraman, Glaun Hellero, was eager to begin. He had waited at the city entrance for the mysterious Ms. Yale for over an hour before she presented the city guardsman with a certificate, signed by Salfrin Rowla, allowing Glaun daytime entry. 

He was thrilled when he had been contacted by Rowla's beautiful assistant about an opportunity to film the Pride Diamond in person. While it was legal and even encouraged to take pictures in the Pride Vault during tours, he would never again get a chance to film it for so long in his life. He planned to keep a copy of this film as a memento if Rowla would let him. Professionalism dictated that he ask first.

Trikham strode confidently to the front doors and rapped on them with a knuckle. "They should be ready for us."

"Mr. Rowla, I just wanted to thank you again for this great opportunity," said Glaun. 

"Think nothing of it, my boy. You can thank me by getting the best lighting and angle for my pitch tri-D."

"Oh, you can count on that, Sir."

"Excellent. Ms. Yale, have you settled payment with Mr. Hellero?"

"Yes, Mr. Rowla. He's been paid." Shanex glared at Trikham in such a way as to make it clear not to abuse his pretend authority over her. 

Through the glass doors, the trio could see one of the museum guards approaching. He unlocked the door and opened it. "Mr. Rowla and party?"

"That is us," Trikham responded.

"Can I see some ID, please?" The guard asked. He was very pleasant in his mannerisms, obviously used to dealing with residents. 

"Certainly," said Trikham, as he presented his residency card. Shanex showed her worker permit. Glaun had to make do with his entry papers and his Hovercraft license, but the guard seemed satisfied. 

"Right this way, folks," he stretched out an arm, politely gesturing for them to walk ahead of him. They entered the large entry hall and were assaulted by the emptiness of the huge chamber. 

The guard re-locked the doors, the locking servo of the door echoing in the vast entryway. "Straight ahead." He waited for all three visitors to begin walking, then followed. He ignored his surroundings and concentrated only on the trio. 

The museum was enormous and eerie without any patrons inside. There weren't even and Guards in evidence, Shanex noted. Most of this section, she knew, was watched with hidden cameras by guards in the security control room. She spotted a couple of the more obvious cameras, but knew she was seeing perhaps one in ten. The setup harkened her back to her days working with her parents. The security system specialist in her was genuinely impressed with the setup. She couldn't think of a better way than what had been done here. 

Eventually, walking in silence, they reached the center atrium of the history wing. The atrium was even larger than the entryway and had displays from various eras of Sephalon history all along the wall. In the middle stood the imposing dome of the Pride Vault. 

There was a long series of rope lines shaking their way around the dome several times, intended to organize the throngs of people who came to see the Diamond every day. The dome was a perfect half-sphere of pure Ti-Corb. It bore intricate patterns and designs placed there over a century ago by one of Sephalon's greatest artists. In large black marble lettering spanning around the whole dome about halfway to the top were the words "Sra Lao raulau pellal Kethul yaul." 

Shanex had spoken Sephalon since her arrival, but had never learned how to read it. She leaned to Trikham. "What does that say?"

"Sra Lao raulau pellal Kethul yaul," Trikham read.

Saying it out loud in Sephalon was all Shanex needed to understand it. The translation was "The Gem shall be the throat."

"There's that throat thing again. Do you realize how odd that sounds to me?" she asked.

Trikham shrugged. "It's not intended for you."

"We have an expression in Terran," she whispered. "'Going for the throat'. It means to attack brutally."

"Interesting," Trikham said. Then he added, "Poignant." 

The vault looked very strange to Trikham, Shanex and Glaun. In all the times that any of them had been to the museum and all of the pictures that any of them had seen of it, none of them had ever seen the vault closed. 

It was never pictured that way for the simple reason that there was never any visitor to take a picture when it was wasn't open. It opened before the museum and closed after it. While Trikham and Shanex merely pondered this individually, Glaun activated his camera and got a wide-angle shot. He was more than just a cameraman. In his own opinion, he was an artist. And this was a shot nobody else could get. 

The guard looked at his watch. "The vault should be opening in about a minute. We'll need to change the honor guard, and then it's all yours."

"Did you hear that, Ms. Yale?" Trikham said, turning to Shanex. "He said we could have the Pride Diamond. Awfully sporting of him, isn't it?"

"Yes, Sir."

The guard laughed. "Maybe I could have phrased that a little better."

Trikham laughed with him. "If you're ever interested in selling, let me know. I'll give you ten whole credits for that little curio."

"I'm sorry sir. I just can't take less than fifteen."

They laughed together. 

"You are a funny man, Sir-" Trikham began.

Just then, the sound of marching boots could be heard from behind them. The guard led them out of the way as a contingent of six honor guardsmen marched in formation towards the vault door. While the guard escorting the trio wore a modern uniform, the honor guards wore traditional robes with sashes and patches from a bygone era. Each looked directly ahead, ignoring everything around them. Their faces were expressionless, their demeanor robotic. Along with this image, however, was the seemingly anachronistic weapons the guardsmen were carrying. They were top of the line Exion Products pulse rifles. It would seem that the honor guard had a practical, as well as ceremonial, purpose.

Once they reached the door, they stood at attention and waited.

After half a minute or so, a hissing sound permeated the atrium. Then, the large vault door of the dome opened outward silently. It swung in its arc, just missing the two front honor guards. Clearly, this was all part of the ritual.

From within, six honor guards exited the vault in formation. The captain of the exiting group crisply saluted and the captain of the other group returned it. The new shift entered the vault and formed a circle around the pedestal, alternating their facings toward and away from it. The three that faced inward stared directly at the Pride Diamond with such intensity that they gave Shanex the impression they were statues. The three that faced out stared directly ahead.

The exiting group had marched almost out of the atrium in this time, and soon, their bootsteps receded to inaudibility. 

Glaun still had his camera pointed at the exiting honor guard when the regular guard said, "Right this way, please."

The four of them entered the vault. 

"So, how do we do this?" Trikham asked, clapping his hands together and rubbing.

The guard walked past the honor guardsmen and began removing the rope line. "That's more or less up to you, sir. I've been instructed to remove the rope line for your presentation. You can be fairly close to the pedestal, but don't get too close, because you might set off the proximity alarm. There's a laser array in the base of the pedestal that activates the alarm, so just make sure you don't wave your hand over it or anything as you gesticulate. Other than that, it's all up to you."

Shanex surveyed the room. It was smaller than the pictures implied. But, it was enough to give a double-file walking path around the rope line for people to get a good look at their national treasure. In the center stood the pedestal she knew more about than most people in the galaxy. On top of that was the glass cylinder she knew to be full of nerve gas, and inside that the Pride Diamond stood in all its glory on a small stand. 

Like countless others, Shanex was amazed at the size of it. She knew it was big. She even knew it's exact mass and dimensions from her studies. But knowing it mathematically and seeing it for real were two entirely different things. It was astounding that any diamond could be that big. "It's beautiful," She whispered to herself.

"And what about these gentlemen?" Trikham said, gesturing around. 

The guard took up a position just inside the door. "The honor guard? Well, they won't move, so you'll have to work around them. You can talk to them if you like, but they won't respond. Don't try to nudge them out of the way or anything. You really don't want to do that."

"Last thing on my mind," Trikham said. 

Glaun positioned himself between two of the honor guardsmen and pulled the tripod legs out of the camera. He focused in on the Diamond and checked the light levels. The room was well lit, so there would be no need to activate the spotlight on the top of the camera. All and all, a very filmable room. As an afterthought, he looked to his left and right. The honor guardsmen, less than half a meter away, were ignoring him. 

"Uh, is this ok?" he asked, craning his neck to address the museum guard. 

"You're fine. Just don't touch them."

"Ok."

Trikham walked to the pedestal and stared at the Diamond from a range few people ever got to see it from. "Hello, darling." He was quiet enough that no one could hear. His voice was filled with rancor. 

"Want to see?" Glaun said to Shanex. 

She had positioned herself behind Glaun and was surveying the vault in the vane hope that there would be some visible weakness in the walls. "Hmm?" She asked.

 "The shot. Want to make sure it's all right?" Glaun knew the shot was good, but any excuse to talk to the cute little human should be capitalized on. 

Shanex shrugged and peered through the eyepiece. This afforded Glaun a view of her bent over to look. It was an old trick of his. Harmless, yet effective.

She got a very close up view of the Diamond indeed. Glaun was talented, she could tell, for he had picked his position perfectly so as to minimize glare from the glass cylinder. "Good shot," she approved. "I think…" She halted her speech to peer closer. 

"Something wrong, Ms. Yale?" Glaun asked. 

"Can you zoom in closer?"

"Sure." He led her hand to the zoom control. "Press forward to zoom in, pull back to zoom out.

"Ok," she said. She zoomed in to maximum. "Hmm…"

"Everything all right?"

She zoomed back to the original setting and turned to him. "Just fine. I just wanted to get a closer look."

Glaun took the controls, peering through the eyepiece with practiced experience. "Any time you're ready, Mr. Rowla."

"Ah. Yes. Now?"

"Sure thing. If you make a mistake, just go back a sentence or two and start from there. We can edit all we want later, but as I understand it, we've only got a half hour to actually film."

"Just so," Trikham said, clearing his throat. He stood to the side of the pedestal, and folded his arms. "Ladies and gentlemen, This," he said with a gesture toward the Diamond, "is the one and only Pride Diamond. While I can not guarantee that Rowla Enterprises would unearth a gem of this size, I can tell you that we unearthed enough diamonds of one half karat or more last fiscal year alone to make twenty two Pride Diamonds. Why am I here in the Pride Vault? And, by the way, this is no computer re-enactment. This is the real thing. I am here to remind you that diamond mining is what made Sephalon the most powerful financial force in the galaxy. It was diamond mining that paid for our exploration efforts a century ago, and diamond mining that has made us the only government with a trade surplus every year since the Discovery Era. In short, ladies and gentlemen: If you want diamond mining done right, go to a Sephalon…"

While Trikham rambled on with his imaginary financing pitch, Shanex stood quietly behind Glaun with her hand on her chin and an expression of deep thought. "Hmm…" she said quietly. She looked to the Diamond with intense interest, now, rather than awe. She met Trikham's eyes and made a circular motion with her hand. 

Without breaking his speech, Trikham walked a loop around the pedestal, returning to his original position. Continuing his dissertation, he shot her glance with raised eyebrows. She nodded in response, and he returned to addressing the camera. 

When the half hour was up, Trikham had finished a rather good financing pitch, and Shanex had formed an exciting idea. 

“You mind me asking a question, Dan?” Nelson queried before finishing his beer. Finding a Terran bar in Arracols was no small task. Arracols bars were not the style the two New Yorkers had grown accustomed to. Mostly, they served Nal and other Sephalon concoctions that didn’t sit well on the human palette. 

“You can ask,” said Dan, signaling the bartender for another round.

“Um, well, uh,” Nelson fidgeted. “When we get back to Terra, you’ll probably just, you know, hand me over, and I’ll probably go to jail for a while. So before I go, there’s something I always wanted to ask you.”

“Hm?”

“What, exactly, was the deal with your dad?”

Dan tensed for a fraction of a second. It would have gone unnoticed by most, but Nelson knew better.

Nelson looked down. “I didn’t mean to touch a nerve. It’s just that, well, I remember you had a dad when you were 12, then didn't when you were 13. You never talked about it, Mark didn’t either. I asked April once, and she yelled at me. And your mom, well, your mom’s, uh…”

“Crazy,” supplied Dan.

“I wasn’t going to say that!” said Nelson quickly. “She’s just… had too much stress in her life is all.”

“Nice way of putting it.”

“Well, anyway, I remember he died or left or something, but none of you would ever talk about it. It’s weird, really.”

“Hm. Weird.”

The bartender brought another round. They both grabbed their glasses. 

Dan nodded a thank-you and took a swig while Nelson eagerly awaited an answer.

“The only thing you need to know about Pop,” Dan said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve, “is that we weren’t sorry to see him go.”

“You were in Africa on vacation, weren’t you? When you came back-“

“He stayed,” Dan interrupted.

“Yeah, well, I know that. What I don’t know was why. Was there another woman or something?”

“Something.”

“Was it-?”

“Shut-up, Nelson.”

“Ok, ok. Sorry.”

Dan didn’t say another word until they got to the hotel.

Shanex had been up in her room for several hours, foregoing her abnormal sleeping habits. When she and Trikham had gotten home, she merely said "Got some work to do," and went straight upstairs. 

Trikham busied himself with some minor research on his cover story. He activated a Galactanet terminal in the downstairs parlor and had a brief conversation with it.

"I need you to search all news articles originating from Beta-Minor within the past three months," Trikham said.

"What dating system is to be used to determine the definition of 'month'? The default is Terran Dating System," the terminal said in a pleasant female voice.

"TDS will do." 

"What shall I search for?" 

"Search for any reference to Elder Senator Threla."

"This operation will cost-"

"Set all operation cost queries to automatic acceptance."

"All cost queries set to auto-accept," Said the terminal. "There are four articles."

"Read their headlines."

"Article one: 'Senator From Sephalon visiting Balis Forest'. Article two: 'Sephalon Dignitaries Visit Commander P'rth'. Article three: 'Senator Threla of Sephalon to Give Dedication Speech at New Sephalon Embassy in Knar'th.' Article four: 'Sephalon Embassy in Knar'th Officially Opened'."

"Scan the text of those articles for any reference to when Senator Threla is to return to Sephalon."

"Article one, 'Senator From Sephalon visiting Balis Forest', contains the sentence: 'The Senator is due to stay on planet until the third moon crosses the gas giant.'"

"New query: when will Beta Minor's third moon cross the so-called 'gas giant'?"

"June 3, 2454, TDS."

"Offline."

"Thank you for using Galactanet." The machine annunciated the word "Galactanet" in the commercial inflection of the word: "Ga-LAC-tanet ".

"You're WEL-come."

"This Galactanet terminal is currently offline. To issue a query, please order it online."

Trikham sighed and seated himself on the couch. He hated to admit it, but he was eagerly awaiting Shanex's report on the laser grid. He felt a burning in the back of his throat that was becoming all to common during this adventure. He settled himself down with some wine. It was never good to get too excited.

Shanex finally made her appearance over an hour later. She looked fatigued but in good spirits as she descended the stairs. She held a cup of Nal in one hand and a stack of papers in the other. 

Despite himself, Trikham stood excitedly. "Well?"

She smiled. "It's a little more complicated than we thought but I think we just made a big break."

"Did you get the pattern?" He reached to his side and rubbed the spot on his pants where the patch had been earlier that day. 

"Well, yes, but that's not the interesting part."

"Do tell."

She walked over to the couch, seated herself, and began spreading out the papers while sipping her Nal. Trikham sat down beside her. 

"Take a look at this," She said between sips, indicating a printout of a frame from the video. 

Trikham did. It was a close up shot of the Diamond. "It's the Pride Diamond."

"Look closer."

He peered at the image. "I don't see what you're trying to show me. What am I missing?"

She pointed to a spot on the Diamond. "Right there."

Trikham looked where she indicated. All he could see was a slight smudge in the picture. "This smudge, here?"

"That's no smudge," she said, pulling up another piece of paper. "This is an enhanced version of that area."

Trikham looked at the new picture. It was zoomed in to the 'smudge' and enhanced to show…"A Fingerprint?" Trikham asked. "Is this accurate?"

She nodded. "Yes. There's a fingerprint on the Pride Diamond."

He tossed both pictures on to the coffee table. "I fail to see the significance. You do realize that people touch it from time to time as a reward for great services to Sephalon, don't you?"

"I know that, of course," she said, somewhat irritated. "But I looked up the ritual. The Prime Minister holds is with soft gloves while the person who did whatever great deed touches it on the top facet. Then, the Prime Minister wipes off that facet and returns it to the display. With some more digging, I found out that they replace the nerve gas and reseal the cylinder right after the cameras leave. I'd like you to notice that the fingerprint isn't even on the top facet. It's on the side there. That's actually facet number eighteen."

"Interesting, but how does that help us?"

"A lot, Trikham. A whole lot."

"How?"

"Well, ask yourself this, I did: Why would there be a fingerprint on the Pride Diamond?"

"I haven't the foggiest."

"Well, I do. It's not the real Pride Diamond."

"What?"

"They would never let a fingerprint sit on the real Pride Diamond. Bodily oil is corrosive. Not much, but it could leave a small mark. Considering how important the diamond in question is, and how well they take care of it, this one has to be a fake."

Shanex gave Trikham a moment for this to sink in. After a few seconds, Trikham started to speak, then was silent again. Finally, after a few more seconds, he said, "Can you be sure?"

"Yes." She pulled out some more papers. These were printouts of a conversation she had had with Galactanet. She shuffled through them for a moment, muttering, "No…no…Here we are."

She handed him a paper. "Remember when I had you walk around the pedestal? That wasn't just for fun. I used Galactanet imaging software to analyze the frames just before, just after, and during the time your body was directly behind the Diamond. Using that, and having a mathematical model of the Diamond, I was able to get its index of refraction. You know what that is?"

"I know it has something to do with light, but that's all, I'm afraid." He was only mildly frustrated at having to admit he didn't know something. But, this was business, and there was no room for egos on a job this big.  

"It has to do with how light changes course when going through a clear object, like water, glass, or diamond. For any given clear material, there is an index of refraction. It's one of the tricks jewelers use to verify the authenticity of gems. I just did the same thing. The index of refraction of the thing in the Pride Vault was 1.828. That's the same as leaded glass. Crystal, that is."

"Maybe the Pride Diamond just happens to have the same index of refraction as high grade glass?" Trikham hazarded. 

 "I thought of that," Shanex said, shaking her head. "Luckily for us, all the information on the Pride Diamond is really public. People all over Sephalon are big fans of that thing. That's how I got the mathematical model. And it's also," she thrust another sheet of paper at him, "how I got its index of refraction. I had to look up the impurity count and use a formula…well, let's just say I got it."

"And what is it?" 

"2.417. Diamond has a dramatically different effect on light than glass. That’s why diamonds sparkle."

"So that's it, eh," Trikham looked almost crestfallen. "It's a fake?"

"Definitely."

Trikham slumped back into the seat and sighed. "So why do you seem so happy?"

She smiled. "Don't you get it?"

"No, I don't."

She placed her Nal and the rest of her papers on the coffee table. Turning to face him, she pulled her legs up under her and leaned against the backing of the couch with an arm. "They move it if they think there's any threat to it."

"And we don't know where. This seems bad to me," he said.

She smiled wider as she shook her head. "Not at all. I don't know where they move it, but I know one thing for sure."

"Yes?"

"Wherever they moved it to, it'll be less protected than in the Pride Vault."

"Hmm…"

"See? If we find out where they move it to, it'll be a whole new ball game. Whatever the defenses are, they're sure to be weaker than the museum. They're counting on nobody knowing that it's not there to be the defense. Now that we do know, we've beaten that."

Trikham held up a hand. "Wait. How do you know that the one on display isn't always a fake, and they have the real one buried somewhere?"

She shook her head and leaned forward for more papers. "I did the same image analysis on these films, too. I got some of them from Galactanet News archives, and others from tourism promotional videos online. Almost all of them show an index of refraction of 2.417. The real Diamond. But these two," she found and displayed two pictures, "are glass. And, I checked the dates. One was during the Jaster Conflict about three days after the firebombing of the museum, and the other was the day after a crazy guy threw rocks at a display of Haul Era antiquities in a different part of the History Wing. I'm sure they change it out whenever they think there's a threat to it in any way, these just happen to be two times when the fake one was caught on camera."

"So why was it fake this time?"

"Because we created an unusual situation for them. Bringing three people into the vault before the museum's opening time, taking down the rope line, having you stand right next to it, those are all things that make security specialists cringe. Odd situations are the best times to take advantage of. So, they played it safe, and switched it out before we got there. I guess they had to have switched it the night before, because they couldn't have after the vault opened, we were there the whole time…Anyway, it doesn't matter. They change it out from time to time. That's the important thing."

"Well, you say this is good, so I'll defer to your expertise. But it seems to me this throws a wrench in our plans. How do we find out where they put it? I can't even think of a con that will get us that. I'll see what I can come up with…"

Shanex finished off her Nal. "I've got this one. I've got a plan that will get us that location for sure. After that, we'll have to plan and act quickly, but I think we can pull it off."

"You mean to tell me you can find out where they hide the real one?"

"Yes."

"How?"

"What's the matter, you don't believe me?"

"Well, gathering information is usually my forte, not yours."

She wrinkled her nose at him. "Bet ten credits?"

"You're on."

It was the first time in a long time that Trikham lost a bet.

Chapter 7: The Plot Thickens

"Next group!" called out the guard.

 Shanex filed in to the Pride Vault with the rest of the tourists. There was a young Sephalon couple in front of her oohing and aahing before they even saw the inside of the vault, much less the Diamond. Behind her was a family consisting of a mother haggardly trying to find her camera, a father taking a business call, a daughter in her prettiest dress on her tippy toes trying to get a glimpse of the Diamond, and a young son holding on to his mothers pant leg and showing much more interest in his own nose than in the biggest national treasure of his world. 

Shanex was wearing typical human tourist clothes and had dyed her hair red. It was a water-soluble dye that would come out next time she showered. She gave the impression of an eager Terran catching her first real view of the biggest diamond in the galaxy. Like the girl behind her, she was on her tippy toes. She craned her head over the shoulder of the girl in front of her to get a better view. 

This was all for show, of course. Shanex was not prone to giddy excitement more than any other true professional on the job. She was just trying to blend in. A bored tourist would stand out. She had even used a new alias to get a day pass and join a tour group to complete the tourist identity. The new alias was merely a name she invented on the spot when they asked her at the Arracols travel company where she signed up. They didn't bother to check ids. 

She had spent the day in a tour bus covering all of the major points of interest of Arrakun. While she was expecting this to be eight hours of sheer boredom, she was pleasantly surprised to find that it was actually quite an interesting tour. First they went to the balcony of the Parliament hall and watched the Senators on the floor discussing some matter pertaining to agricultural subsidies to a Sephalon colony Shanex had never even heard of. After that, the tour group went to Arrakun-1, the residence of the Prime Minister, and took a tour. Then, they all had lunch at one of the finer restaurants of Arrakun, the price of which was included in the sizeable fee for the tour package. Then, they went to the Arrakun Museum to see all manor of exhibits ranging from prehistoric Sephalon relics to spacesuits used in the Pride Diamond 8 space mission. Naturally, the last item on the museum tour would be the most exciting. The Pride Diamond would be the last thing they saw in the museum before leaving and heading back to the city gates. 

The group walked into the Vault. Some got right up to the ropes and leaned as far forward as they felt was safe. Others merely looked at the Diamond without stopping. Still others peered at the blank faces of the honor guardsmen, who, of course, betrayed no sign of even seeing the tourists. 

Shanex fiddled with her camera as she leaned over the rope line for a good shot. Then, she pointed and focused until the indicator stating that the Tri-D image was ready to be taken lit up. At least that was what it looked like to any passers-by. Naturally it was no normal camera. It had taken Shanex hours to make it, and it was to be used only once.

Shanex zoomed the camera up to a resolution no normal camera zoomed to or would have need to zoom to. The Diamond occupied the entire picture, and she paid particular attention to facet eighteen. There was no fingerprint. She had been worried about that. All this time would have been wasted if it was still a fake diamond on the stand. But, apparently, they didn't like to display the fake any more than they had to. 

Satisfied, she pressed the button. The camera clicked in a fairly normal way while it performed a very abnormal sequence of mechanical events. First, a small hole opened up just below the lens. Then, a high powered compressed air cylinder released its cargo through a chamber of microscopically small glass beads. Then, the beads were run past a small ionized Rydinger's Field to give them a static charge before they were expelled toward their target. 

Inside each bead was a mercury-based tracking beacon. Mercury communication was instantaneous to all points at once, and thus had no range. It was one of the greatest inventions of all time. Without it, there would be no easy way to talk between solar systems. With it, there was lag-free communication. 

In this case, the beads Shanex was using were actually intended for tracking the migratory habits of animals. They would be placed in food, and the food would be left out in the wild for various animals to eat. The beads were small enough to be absorbed into the bloodstream of the animal, and having an outer shell of glass made most species' immune systems take no notice. They would transmit their location continually with a lifetime of about one month. After that, they would remain harmlessly in the animals blood. Shanex smiled a bit when she realized they would still be performing their intended purpose. Only the "animal" she was tracking would be different. 

It was not hard for Shanex to locate them. A wildlife research facility just 100 kilometers away had them in stock, and she barely had to break stride to defeat the defenses on the building. 

 The statically charged beads were so small as to be carried by air currents, and were so light, they barely fell at all. The compressed shot of air forced them toward the pedestal. She had practiced that shot for six hours the previous day, and was satisfied that at least some of the beads would find their way to the cylinder containing the Diamond. Being statically charged, they would stick to it. Also, they were far too small to set off the laser defenses around the cylinder. If the defenses were that sensitive, every mote of dust in the room would set them off. It was that tolerance requirement Shanex was counting on. 

She put her camera away and folded her arms, looking at the gem. She realized this was the first time she had actually seen the real Pride Diamond in person. It filled her with a strange feeling creeping toward excitement. If all went according to plan, she would have it in her possession in under a week. 

She filed out of the vault with the rest of the tourists, all of them tired after a long day. 

 “Welcome to the Bank of Shaka. How may I assist you?” said the Galactanet terminal in the Senator’s wife’s bedroom. 

Shanex took off her shirt. “I need to transfer some funds.”

“What account?”

“My account. I’m Mary Chesterfield, account number 32985690283. Password: Mona Lisa.”

“Your code number, voiceprint, and password are accepted.”

“Transfer fifty thousand credits to the Bank of Arracols, account name: Mary Chesterfield, code number: 6593740389-N, Password: Eggshells.” She took off her pants.

The computer’s voice suddenly changed to the standard pleasant female voice of the Galactanet mainframe. “Ms. Yale. Resident Program ‘Watchdog’ instituted by you on 15 May, 2452 has interrupted this process. Accept the interruption?”

“Interrupt accepted.”

The voice again changed, this time to a burly male voice. “Watchdog program activated. Warning: You are transferring funds from an account you have tagged as being known about by the Terran Secret Service. You are using an alias you have tagged as being known about by the Terran Secret Service. End of warning. Continue with current computer operation? Watchdog recommendation: No.”

 “Continue with current operation.”

“Mandatory five second delay to change your mind. Say ‘cancel’ or ‘stop’ to pause… five… four… three… two… one… operation will proceed.” The voice changed back to the Bank of Shaka. “Transferring funds…Transfer complete.”

“Offline,” said Shanex.

The voice changed back to the Galactanet mainframe. “Thank you for using Ga-LAC-tanet.”

She walked over to the jewelry box. The lock now had scratches and scoring on it from her repeated attempts to open it. She shook the box and listened to it rattle. “This is ridiculous,” she said to herself. “I’m the best-“ she stopped herself, tossing the box back on the dresser. “I’m going to get you eventually,” she warned it. 

She climbed into bed. “Lights off,” Shanex ordered.

The room fell dark.

Dan finished packing his bag. All he ever took on these extradition trips was two changes of clothes and some bathroom supplies. He felt naked without his trusty 10KW laser pistol, but he wasn’t a cop here. He was just like any other traveler as far as Sephalon laws were concerned, and that meant no weapons.

Nelson sat on the edge of his bed watching the tri-D. “Got everything, Danny?”

“That’s Dan.”

“Right, right, sorry.”

Dan took a final look around the room. He always had the feeling he was forgetting something. But nothing obvious was in sight.

“This is really weird,” Nelson piped in.

“What?” Dan said, not really paying attention as he glanced left and right.

“Sephalon news.”

Dan peered under the bed. His whole professional competence counted on him noticing details in rooms. Especially hotel rooms, where more homicides take place than anywhere else. 

Nelson continued, peering at the tri-D. “I mean, it all makes Sephalon and the Sephalon government look good. Anything they do is golden. Not like back home, eh?”

“Mm,” Dan grunted.

“I mean, it’s not like the government has control over the press here, either. You’d expect that sort of news from somewhere like that. But here, they’re just so in to themselves that everything they do is considered perfect.”

“Mm.”

“And another thing. They openly refer to all the other races in the galaxy as ‘Lesser Races’. What’s up with that?”

“Mm.”

The rather one-sided conversation was interrupted by the vidphone ringing. 

Dan walked over to it, gesturing to the tri-D. 

As Nelson obediently muted the tri-D, Dan pressed the receive button on the vidphone. “Jackson.”

A friendly face showed up on the screen. “Yo, Dan. How’s tricks with the great ones?”

“Hey, Hotch.” 

“Hiya, Hotch!” Nelson chimed from across the room. 

“I see you collected Nelson, partner.”

“Yeah. We’re scheduled to five-fold back to Terra today. We should be at TSP-3 in five or six days.”

“Not so, amigo.”

Dan hesitated. “What?”

“Brigadier Orstivitch would like a word.”

“Oh, please don’t tell me I’ve got to stay here.”

“Looking that way,” Hotch smiled back. “What’s your problem? Sephalon is the most beautiful planet in the galaxy. Just ask them. They’ll tell you.”

“But it’s full of Sephalons,” Dan complained.

“That’s true. I bet they walk around like they own the place.”

“What does Orstivitch want?”

“I’ll let him tell you.” Hotch stepped to the side.

There was silence for a moment. Nelson felt compelled to fill it. “How long you and Hotch been partners?”

Dan shrugged. “Something like ten years.”

Brigadier Don Orstivitch’s harsh features filled the screen. “Dan. How’s Sephalon?”

“It’s better from farther away. What’s going on? Chiles and I are scheduled to-“

“Your trip home has been delayed, Jackson.”

“What? Why?”

Orstivitch smiled. “We have something a little more important for you to work on.”

“On Sephalon?”

“We have reason to believe that Shanex Exxel is on planet.”

Dan sat down on the edge of the bed. “Shanex Exxel? How did you find that out?”

“Money was transferred from an account known to be hers to an account in the Bank of Arracols. That particular bank does not have galaxy-wide branches. Not even planet-wide.  They only serve the Arrakun metropolitan area.”

“What a dumb way to run a bank.”

“Ninety percent of the Sephalon Empire’s wealth resides in the residents of Arrakun and the surrounding cities. Not so dumb. Anyway, Since Exxel is the only one with access to the account, and she moved money over to a local Arracols bank, our guess is that she’s somewhere in the area.”

“Where did the transaction come from? Galactanet?”

“Yes. Naturally, we traced it. We came up with Edlerb. Our guess is that she’s not there. Unless she had a particular interest in boating.”

“Hmm. So how do I fit in to this?”

“You’re there.”

Dan raised his brow. “You want me to check it out?”

“That’s the general idea.”

“Why not tell the police here?”

Orstivitch shrugged. “We told them, of course. They just don’t give a shit. The Arracols PD said they’d get right on it, but I know they won’t. She’s never committed a crime on Sephalon soil. Sure, interpol regulations say they would have to look for her, but they won’t. Sephalons suck.”

“And the Triple-S? What about them?”

“Ah, our allied crime-fighting counterparts the Sephalon Secret Service. They disagreed with our conclusions. Said she wasn’t on planet, because if she was, they’d know. Sephalons suck.”

“But I don’t have any authority here, I’m just another foreigner.”

“I’m sure you’ll do your best.”

“What about Nelson- I mean Mr. Chiles?”

“Put him back in jail until you’re ready to leave.”

“Awww!” complained Nelson.

“Shh!” Dan hissed at him. Jerking his head back to the vidphone, he said, “I can’t even legally arrest her. TSS jurisdiction doesn’t cover foreign governments.”

“Don’t be a smart-ass. You’re a clever man, Jackson. I’m sure you can work it all out.”

“But Brigadier, I’m not even on the Exxel taskforce-“

“Hotch will forward all the relevant information to your company Galactanet account. Good hunting, Colonel. Orstivitch out.” The screen went blank.

Dan brooded over this new development.

Nelson clasped a hand on the detective’s shoulder. “So, is what he said for real? Are we really going to catch Shanex Exxel?”

Dan looked up, scowling. “We’re not doing anything. You’re going back to the holding cell while I check this out.”

“Come on! This could be my big chance to… uh… well… make a difference.”

“No, Nelson. This is official. I can pull strings to make sure I’m the one who extradites you, but the Exxel case is high profile.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Neither is having your car stolen.”

“Low blow, Jackson. Low blow. Fine, then. You’re just going to drop me off at the police station again?”

“Yes. I’m sure they’ll help out.”

“Sorry, Colonel. I just can’t help you out,” said Lieutenant Arla from behind the counter.

Dan and Nelson gaped side by side. “What do you mean?” Dan asked.

Arla stood, brandishing a piece of paper. “You signed for him. He’s in the hands of Terran law enforcement now. He’s extradited. We can’t touch him.”

“You must be kidding.”

“I can’t help you. Again, I’m sorry.”

“How hard would it be to hold him in a cell for a few days?”

Arla shrugged. “Real easy, but it’s against procedure. It would be a violation of Sephalon’s extradition treaty with Terra.”

Nelson started edging away. “Look at me! I’m escaping! Better catch me!”

Dan didn’t look back. “Knock it off, Nelson.”

“No. Uh… forget you, copper, uh… you’ll never catch me…uh…”

Finally, Dan turned to him. “What the hell are you doing? We don’t have time for this.”

Nelson shrugged, still edging away. “I’m escaping. Now the Sephalon police have to help you catch me. Clever plan, huh?”

“Nelson, get back over here,” Dan commanded.

Nelson hung his head and obediently returned. “I was only trying to help. Seemed like a good idea to me.”

Dan put a hand on his shoulder, grimacing at setting off Nelson’s hair-trigger depression. “It was, it was. But if we go that route, you’ll have extra years on your sentence for attempting to escape.”

Arla looked at the two of them, momentarily stunned. “What the hell is the deal with you two?”

Dan waved him off. “That’s not important. Look, I need a place to keep him. Is there anything you can do?”

Arla shrugged. “Not a thing. Sorry.”

Dan furrowed his brow. “Thanks, anyway. Come on, Nelson.”

The two humans turned and began to depart.

“You’ll have to stay in the hotel room until this is over.”

“No problem, Dan. You know I’d never run out on you. Once, Mark left me in his patrol car for an hour while he dealt with a domestic disturbance call-“

“Excuse me,” Arla called after them.

They turned.

“According to the rules, if he is more than 500 meters from you, Colonel Jackson, he is ‘escaped’.”

Jackson shrugged. “He’ll just be in the hotel room. Won’t hurt anyone.”

“Still against the law,” said Arla, stiffly.

“How will you even know? Are you going to send officers to the hotel to check or something?”

“Yes.”

Dan paused.

“What an asshole!” Nelson commented.

Dan paced angrily back to the counter. “You mean to tell me you’d go out of your way to make things inconvenient for me?”

Arla stood his ground. “Ever since you got here, you have been nothing but rude to me and my men. I thought I’d return the favor. Typical for your species, I might add.”

Dan’s temper snapped. Despite his size, when Dan lost his temper, he never got violent or loud. He had his own way of distributing his wrath. “Well, you’re being incredibly petty. Typical for your species, I might add.”

Arla was unmoved. “You’re not on Terra. You’re in my back yard, and you have no authority here. So say what you will. Nothing you can say will worry me in any way.” He grinned down at Dan from the raised platform behind the counter.

Dan shook momentarily, then steadied himself. “I see. Well, Nelson and I will be on our way, then. I have a little investigating to do. You see, Shanex Exxel, AKA ‘The Cat’ is in the Arrakun Metropolitan area. I’m sure you’ve heard of her. Anyway, we’re off to try and find her. She’s incognito and under a presumed name. The only reason she would be here that I can think of would be to steal the Pride Diamond. Not that that would worry you in any way.”

Dan turned and left with Nelson trailing behind, looking back at the horrified expression on Arla’s face. As Dan powered through the door, he grabbed Nelson, who had stopped to point and laugh, and pulled him through with him. 

Shanex and Trikham peered into the vacuum chamber at the clear cube contained within. 

Shanex had turned one of the many guest rooms of the mansion into a lab of sorts. In addition to being the galaxy’s best thief, she was also quite a craftsman. Years of inventing her own tools for theft and burglary had honed her skills to the point that she could make a good career as an inventor if she cared to apply her talents in that direction. 

Trikham was in formal dress, having just returned from fine dining with Lal. Shanex wore baggy overalls and work gloves. She had spent several hours setting this up. 

The vacuum tube was evacuated at the moment, and the clear cube, perhaps one centimeter on a side, rested in the center. 

“So, it works with Hydrogen, eh?”

“Uh-huh,” affirmed Shanex. “So I hear.”

“Wherever did you find this stuff?”

Shanex opened a tiny airlock on the side of the vacuum tube. “From a model factory in Arracols. They use this stuff to make molds.”

“I imagine it would be perfect for that,” Trikham noted.  “Lucky for us it’s clear as glass.” 

Shanex shrugged as she put a small metal cylinder in the airlock. “If it wasn’t, I’d find some other way.” She closed the airlock and depressurized it. The process took only a second, as it was a very small volume to empty. Then, she manipulated a lever to slide the metal cylinder next to the clear cube.

“What’s it called, again?” Trikham asked.

“Sublimite,” Shanex answered, keeping her attention focused on the metal rod.

“Like sublimate. Good marketing.”

“Suppose so.” She picked up a small remote control device and poised her thumb over the sole button it contained. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

She pressed the button. 

The top of the metal tube opened up, loosing a cloud of hydrogen gas. The chamber filled with fog momentarily due to the frigid temperature the gas had obtained from decompression. Soon, the fog cleared and the chamber was filled with one atmosphere of Hydrogen.

The cube started to smoke. Tiny tendrils curled in the eddies and whirlpools of the hydrogen atmosphere and faded away to nothing. The cube grew smaller. The air in the chamber turned a very pale yellow as the cube smoked and shrank, smoked and shrank, and finally whittled itself away to nothing. 

“Works,” said Shanex.

“Fantastic. This is really going to work!”

“They haven’t moved the Diamond, yet. We’ll see.”

“So what’s our next step, oh mistress of theft?”

She put down the remote. “Next step, some tourist trap gift shop. We need a replica of the Pride Diamond cylinder.”

“Let me get my scarf,” he paused. “You know, you really are spectacularly good at this. This whole plan of yours is brilliant.”

She took off her gloves. “Save the compliments for when we have the Diamond.”

Dan strode confidently across an intersection to the Bank of Arracols. Nelson followed in tow.

“Do I get a gun?” Nelson asked excitedly.

“No!” Dan said with feeling.

“Just asking. You gonna’ lean on them for information?”

“No, I’m just going to ask them.”

“What if they don’t answer?”

“I’ll beat on them with a stick until they do.”

“Really?”

“No! Not really, you idiot!”

The reached the bank doors. Dan stopped and faced Nelson. “Look. Just let me do the talking, ok?”

“Sure thing.”

“I mean it, Nelson.”

“My lips are sealed. No problemo!”

“Nelson. No talking. Not a word, do you understand?”

“Gotcha.”

Dan looked unconvinced, but pushed open the door and walked into the bank anyway. Nelson followed with his lips firmly pressed together. Ignoring the banking counters and the desks for new accounts, Dan walked directly to the manager’s office and knocked on the door.

The door swung open to reveal a corpulent Sephalon with a friendly expression. “Yes?” he said with a smile.

Dan pulled out his badge. “Colonel Jackson, TSS. This is my associate, Mr. Chiles. I was wondering if I could have a word?”

The manager offered his hand, palm sideways in the typical Terran handshake pose. 

“Woul Slaker,” he said as Dan shook his hand, “at your service. Come in.” He stood aside to let Dan and Nelson enter and then closed the door. He moved his impressive bulk around to his desk and sat in a chair that appeared to be at least two sizes too small. 

Dan and Nelson sat down in the two chairs opposite Slaker. 

“So, Colonel, Mr. Chiles, you’re a little out of your jurisdiction, aren’t you?” There was no malice or rudeness in the voice. It was more of a question.

“To be honest, yes,” said Dan. “I’ve got no authority here, but I am working on an interpol case. I hope to track down a criminal wanted on several planets. Before you refuse me, at least listen to my questions, they’re reasonable enough-”

“Relax, Colonel,” said Slaker, holding up his hand. “I was just making conversation. How can I help you?”

“You’re being awfully considerate,” noted Dan suspiciously.

Slaker shrugged. “You might be surprised to learn that the Terran view of Sephalons doesn’t apply to us all. What would you like to know?”

Dan leaned forward on his chair. “I have a question about…” He pulled a sheaf of papers out of his overcoat’s inside pocket and flipped through them. “Mary Chesterfield, account number 6593740389-N. The password is ‘Eggshells’.”

“What would you like to know?”

“There was a money transfer of fifty thousand credits to that account from a known criminal. Mary Chesterfield is one of the aliases she uses. I was wondering if there had been any activity since then.”

Slaker addressed his computer. “Computer: Bring up the file on Mary Chesterfield.” Then peered at his screen. “No, nothing since the transfer.”

“Thank you. Do you have any contact information on Ms. Chesterfield?”

“Let’s see…her address is on Shaka, would you like it?”

“No thanks. That won’t do me any good. But I would appreciate it if you put a hold on the account. And, any activity on that account should be immediately reported to the local police.”

“Mind if I ask why?”

“Are you unwilling to do it?”

“Maybe. Information I don’t have a problem with. But putting a hold on someone’s account, That’s a bigger deal. Could really inconvenience her. I would really like to hear a reason.”

Dan leaned back. “Fair enough. We have reason to believe that Mary Chesterfield is Shanex Exxel, alias ‘The Cat.’”

“She’s a thief, right? Robs museums? Famous, right? Stole the Zoomer Crest, the Mona Lisa, the Eggshells of Dictator Aisso. I remember her from the news.”

“Right,” said Dan. “Note what her password is.”

Slaker checked his screen. “Huh. Eggshells.”

“So, would you mind?”

“I think I can arrange that.”

“Thank you.”

Nelson smiled and nodded. 

“He doesn’t say much, does he?” noted Slaker, pointing.

Dan looked at Nelson. “Him? No. Against his religion.”

“Ah.”

Dan stood. “Well, thanks for the help. Mind if I ask you something?”

“Go right ahead,” said Slaker as Nelson stood.

“Why didn’t you check my ID? Anyone could have flashed a badge.”

“Your code chip. I knew there was a legitimate TSS agent in the bank the moment you stepped through the main doors.”

“Mm,” Dan said. He was surprised that the bank had detectors for police code chips. His code chip, nestled inside his badge, allowed him access to TSS buildings, crime scenes, and identified him to other officers. It was a fairly new practice to have detectors in banks. The theory was that if there was trouble, the manager would know who was a policeman and the bank robbers wouldn’t. This branch struck Dan as too small to warrant that kind of proactive security.

As Nelson and Dan left the bank, Dan wore a frown as he read more of the papers he had printed out from the Shanex Exxel file.

“That was cool!” said Nelson. “You just talked him into everything. You kick ass!”

“Mm.”

“Why aren’t you happy, Dan?”

“What?” Dan looked up. “Oh, It’s just this file.” He and Nelson walked down the sidewalk with no clear destination. Sometimes, when Dan walked, the journey was more mental than physical. “This just doesn’t make any sense. The whole fund transfer business.”

“Way I see it, it makes perfect sense. She used an account you guys knew about, now you’re tracking her down.”

“I don’t know. She’s had an entire TSS taskforce looking for her for years. She doesn’t make stupid mistakes. She’s never used an account we’ve caught on to. Never. Why now? Why here? Why would she have such a perfect record of avoiding us, then make one gigantic amateurish blunder like that. Something doesn’t add up right.”

“Got any theories?”

Dan looked up. “You sounded just like Hotch when you said that.”

“Wassa’ matter Dan? Separation anxiety?”

Dan shrugged and looked back to his papers. “Just used to having him around. That’s all.”

“Well, any theories?”

“Only two. One: Someone else got a hold of her account information, or maybe she gave that account entirely to someone as payment for some service.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Nelson commented.

Dan shook his head. “Not really. If that was the case, why would this beneficiary transfer the funds to another Mary Chesterfield account. It’s possible she gave someone the whole alias, but it’s not really her style. According to her file she usually does cash transactions quietly and anonymously.”

“OK. So what’s your other theory?”

“That she wants us to know she’s here. Or wants us to think she’s here for some reason. Maybe she has something going on somewhere else and wants us concentrating on Arrakun.”

“That makes sense, too,” Nelson conceded. “So what’s our next step?”

“Our next step?” Dan scolded.

“Yeah, our next step. I’ve gotta be within 500 meters of you, remember?”

Dan scowled at him. 

Nelson looked hurt. “Don’t give me that look. I’m in this, like it or not!”

“Fine,” Dan groused.

“So…?”

Dan thought for some time. “Hmm…”

Nelson waited patiently for an answer. 

“Let’s look at this another way,” Dan said, “If she’s not in the Arrakun area, and this is all just a trick to get us looking the wrong way, then this isn’t my problem. So all I have to do is work on the assumption that she is in Arrakun or thereabouts and see where that takes me. So let’s assume she actually is here. Arrakun, Arracols, Mullon, or one of the other suburbs. Where do we go from that?”

“So we’re pretending that we know she’s here for a fact, because if she isn’t it’s somebody else’s problem.”

“Yes.”

“I like that logic.”

Dan shrugged. “OK, so we would need to find out where she is. Or what her alias is.” He thought for some more time. Then looked at her paperwork. “It seems she always has the best hotels wherever she goes. All the places she’s ever been that we found out about have been penthouse suites or some other high-class rooms at major hotels. So, how many 5 star hotels are there in this area? Probably not that many. That would be a start.”

“We’d just go from hotel to hotel? This is the capital of one of the biggest governments in the galaxy. There’s probably dozens of them all over the place. It would take days to check them all.”

 “I know. I’m just thinking. What else do we have?” He shuffled at the papers some more. “She would have probably come through Arracols GBS. We could try to get a look at their security cameras.”

“They’ve got hundreds of those things. And she could have been here for months beforehand,” Nelson said.

“True. And all we really know is her facial structure from DNA reconstruction. We don’t know anything about what color her hair is, what style it’s in, or what kind of clothes she’d be wearing. Nothing. So that’s another dead end.”

 They walked in silence for a while. 

Dan shuffled through his papers. “I don’t suppose she’s left handed…no. Too bad.”

“What if she was?”

“Might make noticing her easier on surveillance cameras. Maybe she would have used her left thumb for ID somewhere. It’s rare, you know. Only about ten percent of humans. Doesn’t matter, though. She’s right-handed. At least, her DNA shows a strong leaning toward being right-handed. So she probably is.”

“What made you think of that?”

“Just letting my mind wander. When I signed for you, I used my left thumbprint out of habit.”

“Why?” 

“Because I’m left handed.”

Nelson snapped his fingers. “That’s right. I knew that.”

Again, they walked in silence. 

Nelson spotted a hoverbus stop and pointed to the bench. “Mind if we take a break? I’m getting kind of tired.”

“Mm? Oh, sure.” Dan absently sat on the bench.

Nelson joined him. 

“Why would she even come here?” Dan mused to the world in general.

Nelson shrugged. “To steal the Pride Diamond. Isn’t that what you told that cop?”

Dan waved him off. “I just said that to get under his skin. Sephalons worship that thing and I knew it would push his buttons.”

“Could be true, though.”

Dan shook his head. “No way. That thing is just too well guarded. There’s no way-“ He froze.

“What?” said Nelson. 

“Imagine this, Nelson. You’re the best thief in the galaxy. You’ve stolen all sorts of great works of art. You’ve stolen national treasure after national treasure.”

“OK.”

“And now you’re here in Arrakun. At least that’s what we’re assuming.”

“OK.”

“Wouldn’t you want to get a look at the Pride Diamond?”

“Yeah, I suppose I would! That museum has to have cameras all over it-wait. That’s no good. That’s the same problem as the airport. Probably as many people go through whatever museum it’s in-“

“The Arrakun Museum,” Dan supplied.

“Yeah, whatever. Probably as many people go through there in a day as through the airport.”

“But,” Dan said, holding up a finger, “I read somewhere that the Arrakun Museum has actual live guards watching the camera readouts. And a brain, even if it is a Sephalon brain, is much better at remembering a face than a computer. Especially a bunch of people who are specifically trained to remember faces.”

“So what’s your plan?”

“We’re going to Arrakun. If she went to the museum, maybe one of the guards will remember her.”

“Time to kick some ass!” Nelson said, leaping to his feet.

“Easy, Nelson.”

“Tomorrow, then?” said Lal. 

“Tomorrow. Sleep well,” said Trikham as Lal walked out to her car.

He closed the door and leaned against it. “My gods. How could I have ever allowed myself to-“ He cut himself off. “Not time for this. I-“ He cut himself off again. His face took on a strained look, then relaxed as he sighed. 

He shook it off and walked to the parlor where Shanex was staring at a jewelry box with grizzly determination. What appeared to be her entire arsenal of theft tools was laid out on the table, couch, nearby chairs, and the floor. 

“What are you doing?” Trikham said as he looked for a place to sit. Finding none, he stood behind the couch and leaned forward.

“Trying to open this damn jewelry box,” Shanex grumbled. She put her head in one hand, messing up her hair. 

“Shouldn’t be a problem for you of all people.”

“I know, Trikham.” There was an edge of danger in her voice.

“You mean you can’t?” He started to laugh.

“Not yet, no.” The edge of danger was sharper, now.

“You mean to tell me that Shanex Exxel, the greatest thief of all time, currently engaged in a plot to steal the Pride Diamond, can not open a locked jewelry box? This is fantastic! Where’s my camera?”

“Be quiet, Trikham,” she seethed. “It’s a pin tumbler lock. Nobody’s used them for centuries. Almost nobody.”

“And you can’t get through it?”

She snapped her head toward him. “It’s a skill I never had to learn, ok?”

“Well, I sure hope they don’t lock that diamond in a tiny jewelry box! We’d never get it!”

“I could get in easily,” Shanex snapped. “I could core the lock. Or break the wood. Or saw a hole in it. Or cut the lock completely out.”

“So why don’t you?”

“You just don’t understand, Trikham. I want to defeat the lock? Get it?”

“I think I do,” Trikham said, still smiling. “You’re obsessive.”

“I am not. I just don’t like giving up. On anything.”

“Perhaps Galactanet could-“

“I already looked it up. It’s all there. The skills you need to use. How to do it. Everything.”

“You just haven’t done it right, eh?”

She gave him a million watt glare. “Yet.”

He walked over to the bar. “I know the feeling. Earlier in my career, I would occasionally lose a mark. He or she would figure it out, or get too suspicious. It always left me feeling empty.”

“That reminds me,” said Shanex, looking into the lock, “What’s your con going to be at the end of this?”

“Eh?” Trikham stopped in mid drink. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“What trick are you pulling on me? There must be something.”

“Why would I do that?”

“To get my half of the money, maybe?”

Trikham shook his head. “Let me ask you this. Am I a murderer?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Honestly, Shanex. Am I the type to kill someone?”

“No. I guess not, no.

“So, if I swindled you out of your half of the money, it wouldn’t involve killing you, right?”

“I guess not.”

“So, if I did that, you would be able to use your immense wealth to track me down and do horrible things to me. Even though you’re not the killing type, either, I’m sure you could make my life miserable. So I ask you: Why would I set myself up for that?” He pointed at the jewelry box, “Especially seeing how unlikely it would be for you to give up tracking me down.”

“You do make a point. But I still get the feeling there’s something you’re up to.”

“Well, you shall have to wait and see, shan’t you?”

She returned to working on the lock.

Trikham cleared his throat. “Not to impede on your busy schedule, but the Sublimite…?” 

“All done. It’s curing now.”

“Excellent.”

Dan and Nelson were led by a guard to the security office of the museum. 

It had taken all day to get there. First, they had to rent a hovercraft. Then, they had to get day passes to the city. Then, they had to find their way to the museum. All and all, they had put a lot of time and effort into seeing the Chief of Museum Security, so Dan had it in mind to make the best of it. Annoyed though he was, he was grateful that the city police let he and Nelson travel without an escort. Arrakun would make exceptions in the case of law officers. 

They waited for several minutes until the Chief arrived. 

Dan had expected a large, stocky man, perhaps in his fifties. Maybe he would be chewing on an unlit cigar and wearing a uniform as disheveled as Dan’s own clothes. He couldn’t have been further from the truth. 

The Chief was, in fact, one of the shortest Sephalons Dan had ever seen. His uniform hung on his wiry frame and was immaculately clean. He had a small computer in his hands that he was looking at. “Mr. Jackson, is it?” he mumbled without looking up.

“Yes, Chief…I didn’t catch your name.”

“Tslao. What do you want?”

“I’d like to ask, or have you ask your guards if anyone has seen this woman.” Dan threw dozens of computer-generated pictures of Shanex on the desk.  Some had her hair black, some blond, some long, some short. There were also variations on the length and style of the hair, as well as the skin tone. 

“And why would that be?”

“We have reason to believe that Shanex Exxel,” he pointed to the pictures, “is in the Arrakun area. We just wanted to see if she stopped to admire your museum.”

Chief Tslao picked up the sheaf of pictures. “I hope not. I’ll send them around to everyone on shift right now. It will take a while. You’re welcome to wait here, or see the museum.”

“Can we look at the museum, Dan? Can we? Huh?”

“I thought we’d agreed you were going to be quiet, Nelson.”

“Sorry.”

Dan turned to the Chief. “We’ll check out the displays.”

The Chief strode out of the office, saying, “We’ll page you when we’re done.”

Dan and Nelson looked at his retreating figure. “I like him,” Nelson said. “No nonsense. Straight to the point, and straight to work. I would have thought he’d be like that cop.”

Dan shrugged. “Lieutenant Arla is an Arracols metro cop. The Chief is in charge of museum security. Arla might not like the idea of the Pride Diamond being stolen, but the Chief has nightmares about it, I bet. He’s not going to play power games at this point.”

“I guess you’re right. I want to see the Diamond, first.”

“There’s a whole museum here. Why go straight to the Diamond?”

“She might steal it before we get there.” 

They did see the Diamond, as well as many other exhibits in the history wing. They were about to move to the space wing when the overhead speakers paged them to the Chief’s office. The mere size of the museum caused them to take fifteen minutes just to get there.

The Chief stood at his desk, holding the sheaf of pictures, as well as a recent printout. Next to him stood another uniformed guard.

“Colonel, Mr. Chiles, this is Lieutenant Jorre, morning shift leader,” said the Chief without preamble. “Lieutenant, go ahead.”

Jorre stood at attention. “I’m not sure, but the faces in the pictures look similar to a woman I escorted into the Pride Vault before opening hours. She was the personal assistant to a Salfrin Rowla, who was there to do a commercial for his diamond mining company. I can’t say for sure. Just that there is a resemblance.”

“Nor can I say for sure,” said the Chief. “Here is a picture of Ms. Ellen Yale, Colonel. As you can see her hair is nothing like any of the pictures you have. And her face is fairly nondescript. No offense meant, Colonel, but humans all look alike to us.”

Dan took the picture. It was taken from above, right at the main entrance. It showed a human woman, a Sephalon man, a man with a holocamera, and Lieutenant Jorre standing together. He glared at it intensely while putting a finger over her hair to get a look at just her face. “I’ll be a son of a bitch…”

Nelson peered over his shoulder. “Is it her? It looks like her.”

“This can’t possibly be this easy,” Dan mumbled. “Just like that?”

“Well, you made a lot of good conclusions just to guess she would have come here, right?” Nelson said.

“Maybe,” Dan conceded. “Something still isn’t right. She wants us to know she’s here. That’s the only explanation. Hmm…”

“Colonel. Is it her?” Asked the Chief, patiently.

Dan shrugged. “Can’t be too sure, but it looks that way.”

“If you’ll excuse me then, Colonel, I have to make some calls.”

“Of course,” said Dan. “Mind me asking where she is?”

The Chief looked at another piece of paper. “We have it, yes, but I’m afraid I can’t give it to you. The Arrakun police will take care of this.”

“No offense, Chief, but the Arrakun police-“

“I know, Colonel. No crime, so we have incompetent policemen. All the best policemen are in Arracols, and they aren’t allowed in to the city. A deplorable state of affairs.”

“I wouldn’t have put it like that-“ Dan began.

“I would,” interrupted the Chief. “If she is who we think she is, they won’t catch her. Arrakun policemen are more used to arranging times for arrest with insider traders. They can’t handle someone like her. But, nothing can be done, I suppose.” He peered up at Dan. “Not that I would for a moment recommend that you go there. That would be well out of your jurisdiction. So, I’ll bid you good day, Colonel. We must do things by procedure, you know.”

Dan sighed. “Best of luck.”

“Don’t worry, Colonel. She’s probably still at her listed address on Pell street. She won’t suspect anyone’s on the way. So, she’ll probably sit safe and sound in Threla Manor on Pell Street. Interesting mansion. Occupies the whole block, Threla Manor does. On Pell Street. Big sign out front, too. ‘Threla Manor’ it says, in big letters. Can’t miss it. Anyway, I know you have to be leaving, now, Colonel. Thank you for the information.”

Dan spoke cautiously. “Well, I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it anyway. I would need to spend some time getting equipment. A stunner, for instance. I’d never get there adequately prepared before the police did.”

“You see,” said the Chief. “There you have it. So it’s no use you even trying to go get a stunner and then going to Threla Manor on Pell Street. Even though the Zoomer Embassy is on the way and it would only take ten minutes to completely legally buy a non lethal firearm from them, you still would probably not get to the mansion in time. Because I plan to call the police immediately after our staff meeting.”

Dan stepped back through the door. “Come on, Nelson.” He nodded with a glint in his eye to Chief Tslao. 

The Chief eyed him back, then walked forward and closed his door on Dan and Nelson.

“Think Jackson will catch her?” asked Lieutenant Jorre.

“He’s our best shot, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

“What about the Arrakun police?”

“They couldn’t catch a cold.”

“Any orders for me?”

“Yes. Tonight we move the Diamond.”

“I concur.”

“Set it up.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The doorbell rang. After a short time, Trikham answered it. He was in the parlor, watching Shanex becoming more and more infuriated with the jewelry box. After the bell rang, he gave her time to hastily pack up her tools. 

Two humans were at the door. One was a stocky man wearing a black overcoat, the other had vaguely rat-like features and a clipboard.

“Can I help you gentlemen?” asked Trikham.

“What’s the name again?” said Dan to Nelson.

Nelson made a big show of looking at the clipboard. “Yale. Ellen Yale.”

“Is there an Ellen Yale in the employ of a-“ he turned to Nelson.

Nelson flipped up a page. “Salfrin Rowla.”

“-in the employ of a Salfrin Rowla here?”

Trikham raised his brow. “I’m Salfrin Rowla. How can I help you?”

Dan pulled out a pocket computer and took a note. “Yes, Mr. Rowla, do you have an Ellen Yale in your employ?”

Keep to cover at all costs, Trikham thought. “Yes. She’s my personal assistant. And you are…?”

Dan looked up from his computer. “Oh. Sorry. My name is Franklyn Pask, Terran attaché to the Sephalon Labor Ministry. This is my assistant, Mr. Slimple.”

“And what seems to be the problem?” asked Trikham.

“May we come in?” asked Dan. 

Trikham hesitated only a moment. “I suppose.” He stood aside, allowing Dan and Nelson entry. Leading them to the parlor, he said, “Would you care for a drink?”

“We’re on duty, Sir,” said Dan.

Shanex had left the parlor in the time Trikham was at the door. The three of them sat down. “So, how can I help you gentlemen?”

“Well, Sir,” Dan said, looking at his pocket computer, “We are here to talk to Ms. Yale. You see, she is working on Sephalon without valid immigration papers.”

“She has an Arrakun workers permit,” Trikham said.

“Yes. That authorizes her to work in Arrakun, but she still has not filled out the appropriate forms to legitimately work on Sephalon. She is a foreign citizen, and therefore can not work in Sephalon territory without proper papers.”

Trikham leaned forward. “How would we go about doing that?”

“It’s no trouble, Sir. She just needs to fill out some forms, you need to sign for her, and we’ll be on our way.”

Trikham smiled. “Will there be any surcharge?”

Dan frowned. “Are you offering me a bribe, Sir? That is punishable by a fine of-” he looked to Nelson.

“Five thousand credits,” Nelson said

“-and incarceration for not more than six months, as well as ejection from Arrakun residency.”

“Don’t misunderstand!” Trikham hastily said. “Not at all. I was just curious.”

“There is no surcharge, Sir. This is a simple procedural matter.”

“I’ll just fetch her.” He leaned to the coffee table and pressed the page button. “Ms. Yale,” his voice boomed throughout the house. “Could you come to the parlor for a moment? It seems you have some immigration paperwork to fill out.” Then, to Dan and Nelson, he added, “She’ll be here shortly.”

After a few moments, Shanex appeared at the top of the stairs. She had changed her clothes from her comfortable baggy work outfit to an appropriately businesslike ensemble.

Dan scrutinized her face. It was her. There was no doubt about it. She was beautiful, he had to admit. Even if she got away now, he would be able to work with a sketch artist to make a much more accurate picture of her. With most sketch artists being Theta-2s, the process was alarmingly easy. The artist initiates a mind-link with the witness, the witness thinks about what he saw, and the artist draws it. 

He looked to Nelson and scratched his nose twice. 

Nelson nodded.

Shanex entered the parlor, her hands clasped behind her back. “Yes, Mr. Rowla.”

“These two gentlemen would-“

Quick as a flash, Shanex pulled her trusty stunner pistol from behind her back and shot Dan. Nelson was next just a fraction of a second later. The report from the discharge was a loud whoosh of ionized air and thick ozone odor. Dan fell limp onto his seat while Nelson fell forward onto the coffee table.

Trikham stood like a shot. “What the hell are you doing!? They’re with the Sephalon Labor Ministry! They just wanted you to fill out some paperwork! You could have done it, and they’d have left!”

Shanex walked around to Nelson, dropping the stunner on the coffee table. She searched him and found nothing.

“Answer me!” Trikham demanded. Shanex had never seen him this mad.

She walked over to Dan and searched him. First, she pulled out his stunner. Turning to Trikham, she said, “How many Sephalon Labor Ministry workers carry one of these? This guy’s TSS.” She threw the gun to Trikham.

Trikham caught the gun and inspected it. He was silent for a moment, his righteous anger fleeing. “How did you know?” he said, somewhat abashed.

Shanex continued to search Dan. She found his TSS badge. “Idiot had his badge with him. They have ID transponders in them. High security stuff. Lets them enter TSS headquarters, lets high security offices know when there’s a cop around just in case there’s an emergency. I set up some ID scanners here just in case something like this happened.”

Trikham looked at her with renewed respect. “Well, I guess I owe you an apology for my outburst.”

“Apologize later. We have to get out of here. Our covers are blown.”

“Damn. What about Lal?” Trikham blurted. 

Shanex eyed him. “You do care about her.”

“Nonsense. Pack your things. I’m always ready to leave. What do we do with these gentlemen?”

Shanex raced toward the stairs. “Leave them here. Why not?”

“I have two questions for you, Shanex,” Trikham called after her.

She stopped at the base of the stairs. “Make ‘em quick!”

“How did you shoot them so quickly and accurately, and why would any TSS agent wear his badge on an undercover assignment?”

“I’ve had a lot of target practice lately. I don’t know why he wore his badge. Maybe he’s new at this.”

“I had to be sure it was you, Ms. Exxel,” Dan called to her.

Trikham and Shanex spun to face him. He was up, unfazed, and armed with the pistol Shanex had carelessly left on the table. 

Nelson was up and unharmed, as well. “Geez, Dan! How did you know she’d use a stunner?”

“It what she’s used every single time she needed a museum guard out of the way.”

“Damn!” said Nelson, pulling a small box out of the lining of his jacket. “These anti-stunner fields really work. Those Zoomers. They have everything!”

“Now, I’d rather not carry you out,” Dan said to Trikham, “so If you would be so kind as to give my associate my stunner, Mr. Rowla or whatever your name is. I’m pretty good at this, so I wouldn’t try to outgun me.”

“As for you, Ms. Exxel. If you try to run, I’ll shoot you down. I don’t want you hurting yourself on the stairs, so don’t try.”

“Looks like I underestimated you,” Shanex said.

“Then your lesson for today is not to underestimate law enforcement.” To Trikham, he repeated “Your gun, Sir.”

“Wait, Trikham,” said Shanex.

Trikham looked at the stunner in his hands. “I’m open to suggestions. But he does have a point. I’m not very good at this end of things.”

“Mr. TSS agent,” Shanex said. “Interesting thing about Zoomer anti-stunner fields: They only work once.”

“That’s all we needed, cutie!” Nelson chimed in.

She ignored Nelson and continued talking to Dan. “You’re aware that I am a security specialist, right?”

“Of a sort,” Dan said.

“Then your lesson for today is not to arm yourself with a security specialist’s gun. Shoot him Trikham!”

Dan leapt over a nearby couch, dragging Nelson with him as Trikham clumsily fired at him. Shanex fled up the stairs.

Trikham began running across the room to get a firing angle behind the couch. 

“Why didn’t you shoot him?” Nelson hissed.

“Her gun’s probably fingerprint activated,” He said quickly, trying to fire it in the air. It did not fire. “Yup. Here’s the plan. We rush him, me in front. He stuns me, you beat him up and get the stunner.”

“I can’t beat anyone up!” Nelson whined.

“Fine. You go first. He stuns you, I’ll beat him up.”

“I don’t think I like that much, either,” Nelson said.

Trikham rounded the corner and fired. The shot missed, but Trikham had steadied himself and the next shot was likely to be far more accurate. 

“Dammit, Nelson! Run!”

Nelson ran for it. Dan waited long enough for him to get ahead a few meters, then ran himself. Trikham fired wildly at them, attempting to give chase at the same time.

“I don’t suppose you two would like to stand still for a moment!?” He called out between shots. 

“Get away, you freak!” Nelson shouted back as he and Dan rounded a corner.

Their flight had taken them away from the front door; they had no choice but to run deeper into the mansion.

Nelson puffed “Why are we runnin’, Dan? We’re the good guys, ain’t we?”

“He’s got the gun, Nelson,” Dan said curtly. 

They ran almost the length of the hall before Trikham rounded the corner and fired. The shot went horribly amiss. 

“Damn thing!” Trikham tsked. “Left handed grip.”

Nelson and Dan dove around the next corner. 

Meanwhile, Shanex had finished packing her equipment and was heading down the stairs. When on the job, she didn’t approve of using a 4D briefcase. While it was extremely useful to simply put your things into a thin disk of dimensional anomaly when you needed to cart them around, you still had to carry the weight, and most major museums and other high security sites had detectors for those very devices. Still, when not on the job, it was her preferred method of transport. 

Trikham would know where to meet her. They had planned for this eventuality over a week ago. She would simply leave and hope to see him again. After all, he was the only one who knew the buyer. She was just about to head for the garages when she heard the front doorbell. 

“Doorbell?” She said to herself. “What the hell?”

Through the front doors, she heard “Hello? This is the Arrakun police. Open up, please.”

Her first thought was to ignore them. Then, another plan crept into her mind, she checked her outfit. She had put it on to look the part of Ellen Yale for the guests before the alarm on her watch told her one was a TSS agent. Her 4D briefcase looked like a normal briefcase from the outside. For all intents and purposes, she looked just like any business woman on any planet in the galaxy. 

Reaching in to the 4D briefcase, she extracted her emergency stunner. It didn’t have any fingerprint security on it, wasn’t loaded at the moment, and didn’t always fire when it was loaded. But it would do. 

She pulled open the door, her gun aimed up and at the ready. “Quickly, they’re getting away. Two humans. Male.”

There were two policemen at the door. Three police hovercraft were parked out on the street. Officers were milling around near the cars, not sure what to do.

The taller policeman said. “Um, I don’t suppose you’re Shanex Exxel, are you?”

Shanex shook her head impatiently. “No,” She pulled out Dan’s TSS identification, flashing it quickly, then reading the name on the backstroke. “TSS. Agent Dan Jackson. Hurry up, they’ll get away.”

The shorter policeman said “I didn’t see the picture, could I-“

The taller one pointed to his wrist computer. “The code chip ID checks out.”

“But I thought Dan was a name for human men, not women.”

“And what do you know about Terra?” the taller one said, scowling.

“Do I look like a man?” Shanex said irritably. “We don’t have time for this. Two humans. They’re being chased by a Sephalon undercover policeman. Hurry. I think they headed that way!”

“Come on!” said the taller one, running into the house while drawing his weapon.

The shorter one followed. Shanex heard him ask the taller one “Do you think we’ll be famous?” as they receded from earshot. 

“Arrakun’s finest,” she mumbled as she walked briskly out the front door and down the long path to the front gates. She walked out and over to the three police cars. 

There were four policemen on the sidewalk. They paid her no heed at first. They had seen her talking with the two officers who went to the door. She cleared her throat. “I’m Agent Jackson with the TSS. Shanex Exxel got away but two of her accomplices are inside. Two human males, being chased by a Sephalon undercover agent.”

The officers looked at each other and then back at Shanex. 

“Since I don’t have any jurisdiction here, I guess I’ll have to leave it up to you,” Shanex volunteered.

“We can handle it,” one of them said. “Nobody’s getting out of here tonight.”

“Great. I’ll stick around for the extradition hearing,” she said. “I guess I should get back to my hotel so I can call my superiors in Moscow.”

One of the policemen, a fairly small, timid looking man, approached. “Well, Agent Jackson, if you like, you can give us your hotel name, and we’ll call you with a report.”

Shanex nodded. She could not name a single appropriate hotel in the area. Certainly she could have named a few elegant hotels in Arrakun she had noticed, but it wouldn’t have made sense for a TSS agent abroad to stay in one. She needed the name of an Arracols hotel, and only one came to mind. However, this was the hotel where she and Trikham had agreed to meet if something went wrong, and would probably be her next stop. “I can’t divulge that,” she said authoritatively. “I’ll call the station later tonight.”

“Um, ok,” said the timid cop.

She looked back to the manor. Her sports car, which she had grown quite fond of, was resting in the garages. There was no convenient way to get it. “I took a cab here. Could any of you give me a ride back?”

“I will!” the timid cop quickly piped in, gesturing to a car.

Perfect. He likes me. “Great.” She got in the passenger side. 

And so it was that Shanex Exxel, the most wanted thief in the galaxy, made her getaway by being chauffeured out of town in a police car.  

Dan and Nelson ran into the large bank of garages.

“Now, where are we?” Dan asked. “Lights!” he ordered.

As the lights came on, fifteen beautiful hovercraft were revealed. Each one was the top of the line for its model. Each one was immaculately clean. Each one was worth a fortune.

“I’m in heaven!” Nelson gasped.

“We’re in a garage,” Dan corrected. 

Nelson ran up to the nearest hovercraft. “Look at this beauty.” It was candy apple red and brand new. It was, in fact, Shanex’s hovercraft. He was unable to control himself. He quickly opened the unlocked door and set to work on the control panel.

“Nelson, you idiot!” Dan hissed. “We have to set up an ambush. Pay attention!”

“This is the greatest day of my life!” He lay across the front seats, poking his head under the dashboard to do what he did best.

“Nelson!”

Trikham came to the doorway. He fired just as Dan dove behind the Hovercraft. 

“Come on!” said Trikham. “It will only tickle! I promise I’ll just leave you unconscious. I won’t do anything to you after that. I just need to have time to escape. Reasonable, I think.”

“You’re under arrest,” Dan called out from behind the hovercraft.

“I don’t think you’re in a position to-“

Trikham was interrupted by two Arrakun policemen flying through the door. “Freeze!” the taller one yelled, pointing his stunner into the room.

Trikham winced as he put his hands up, allowing the stunner to rotate on his thumb into a harmless position. 

Dan stood. Nelson peeked up from inside the hovercraft.

“Hey, Arrakun PD did something right!” Nelson said, elated.

“I guess so,” said Dan.

The officers seemed to be pointing their guns at Dan and Nelson.

 “Uh,” said Dan. “Shouldn’t you be pointing your guns that way?” he pointed to Trikham.

“You’re both under arrest,” said the taller officer to Dan and Nelson. “For aiding and abetting a known fugitive, namely one Shanex Exxel.”

“What!?” said Dan and Nelson, almost in unison. 

“He’s the criminal!” Dan pointed to Trikham again, this time more emphatically. 

The taller officer did not avert his gaze. “No. He is an undercover police officer.”

“Good work, men,” said Trikham without hesitation, slinging the stunner around to bear on Dan and Nelson.

“He’s the criminal! I’m Colonel Dan Jackson, TSS!”

“Nice try, pal,” said the officer. “But we already met Agent Jackson. She told us where to find you.”

“She!?” Dan gasped, his mouth agape. “Blond woman? Attractive?”

“So you know her,” said the officer.

“She’s Shanex Exxel! I’m Dan Jackson! Dan’s not even a woman’s name. She took my badge! My picture is on the damn thing! Did you look?”

“Hey, I told you-“ said the smaller officer. 

 “What should I do, Sir?” The officer asked Trikham.

“You idiots!” said Dan, fuming. “He’s working with her!”

“Are you implying Sephalon policemen can be bought that easily? You should be ashamed,” Trikham said.

“You’re not a cop!” Dan growled.

Nelson finished hot-wiring the car. “Wanna make a run for it?” he whispered.

“No!” Dan snapped.

The officers looked at Trikham suspiciously. 

“Hey, they’re humans. I’m a Sephalon. Who are you going to believe?” Said Trikham.

“You’re under arrest,” said the taller officer to Dan.

Dan thought for a moment. “OK, where did you go to police academy?” he shot to Trikham.

Trikham froze. 

“Just answer that question, and I’ll go quietly.”

“Wassa’ matter, pretty-boy?” Nelson taunted. “Don’t you know where a single Sephalon police academy is? I bet they do!” He pointed to the real officers.

“Of course I know,” Trikham said conversationally, “I went to-“ Dan and Nelson had been running and dodging, eluding Trikham’s every shot. The two officers were standing rigidly still with their pistols aimed away from Trikham. He quickly shot both officers. 

They were still falling to the floor when Nelson started up the car. “Get in, Dan!”

“We can’t just-“ a shot from Trikham hit the car next to him. Dan jumped in.

Nelson floored the accelerator and the car sprinted through the decorative garage door. It was made of wood, a rarity in Arrakun’s mainly stone, metal, and plastic architecture. It had been worth thousands of credits. It was now kindling.

A police hovercraft was blocking the exit.

They stopped.

“I hate it when this happens,” Nelson complained.

Dan put his head in his hands as three of Arrakun’s finest pointed their guns at the windows. 

Trikham was long gone before they were done arresting Dan and Nelson.

Chapter 8: Final Preparations 

Shanex watched the monitor of her portable Galactanet terminal. So far, no activity.

It was just five hours after her narrow escape from the TSS agent, and she had already switched aliases, dyed her hair white, and put in a pair of special contact lenses to make her eyes swirl like a Sephalon’s. While she did not have the ability to hypnotize, she could pass for a Sephalon woman unless someone got a close up look at her eyes or touched her nose. Sephalon noses have no bone or cartilage in them, and will flatten completely if pushed in. 

She did not approve of the room at all. It was in a truly sleazy part of Arracols, one of fifteen rooms in a hotel that routinely rented by the hour. According to the plan she and Trikham had devised for emergencies, she was to come to the hotel, dressed as a low-class prostitute, take a room, and leave a message at the front desk that she was expecting a Mr. Prowla Jull. She did not follow the plan directly, but her version would work just as well. 

She was not, in fact, dressed like a low-class Sephalon prostitute. She was dressed like a high class Sephalon lady. She made it clear to the bellman that she was expecting Mr. Prowla Jull, professional gigolo. Let Trikham be the whore this time. 

The bed was low slung and squeaky. There was no Galactanet terminal in the room save her portable unit. The faucets in the bathroom did not work. All and all, for a woman used to invariably staying at the highest-class hotels the galaxy had to offer, she was quite displeased with her surroundings. Still, Trikham had made a good point when they formulated the plan that the major police agencies probably knew she preferred the best, and would take steps to watch the five star hotels. In a place like this, people could simply disappear.

She checked her watch. It was still twenty minutes until the museum closed, so there was really no point to watching the monitor. She vaguely wondered if Trikham had made it out at all. It was not terribly important. After all, if she couldn’t count on his buyer, she could find one. It would just make things a little more dangerous, and a little less profitable.

She thought again about the 100 million credits Trikham claimed his buyer was willing to pay.  It was just too much. The Pride Diamond was not an easily saleable item. Very few people would have an interest in it. An art collector with too much money would be one type, but none of the ones she knew would be willing to pay that much. Another possibility would be someone planning to buy it to hold it for ransom. Again, it was too much to pay. The risk of failure was too great. She heaved a sigh, relegating the topic to the back of her mind. There was nothing she could do about it now.

She produced her 4D briefcase from under the bed and pulled out the jewelry box and some of her tools. She had spent some more time on Galactanet, and was pretty sure she could get it this time. 

First, she placed a small, flat wire into the lock. It had a ninety-degree bend in it. When the tumblers were all in place, it would be used to turn the lock core. Then, she took a small pick to the tumblers. According to Galactanet, in an antique six tumbler lock, unless it was exceptionally well designed and built, only one tumbler at a time was preventing the core from turning. The trick was to find that tumbler, and push it while applying torque on the core with the flat wire, until it fell into position. When it did, the core would turn very slightly until the next tumbler was in the way. The process was then repeated until they were all in position, the core would turn, and the lock would open.

She took her time. The first two tumblers went easily. The third and fourth took a bit more work. She accidentally pushed the fifth up too high and had to begin again. Again, the first two gave easily. The third and fourth were easier this time. The fifth fell into position shortly thereafter.

She was excited, for the first time in a long time. She had robbed museums, infiltrated corporate headquarters buildings, and broken into places where they shoot to kill, but this was more exciting than that. If she succeeded in this, she would have the beginnings of a skill that perhaps ten other people in the whole galaxy had. 

The door to the room opened, and Trikham walked in. “Very funny. Hilarious,” he said, closing the door. “I’m the gigolo. If you had a problem with the plan you should have-“

“Shh!”

He looked at her. “I shot two policemen, you know. Nice hair and eyes, by the way.”

“Quiet,” she ordered, not looking up.

“Nice to see you, too. No, really, don’t worry. Escaping was easy. After all, they had the house surrounded and were-“

“Would you be quiet,” she snapped.

“Fine.” He was holding a suitcase which he dropped on the floor as he walked to the window. 

The sixth tumbler gave. The core turned. The lock opened.

It took all of Shanex’s will power not the yelp in glee. But resist the temptation she did as she opened the jewelry box. 

“Finally got it, eh?”

She shrugged. “No big deal,” she said, looking inside. 

“Sure, sure.” He looked over her shoulder into the box.

Inside rested nothing but a small wooden cylinder usually used to place rings on. It was devoid of rings. Apparently, the Elder Senator’s wife had taken all her jewelry to Beta-Minor, or at least the set from this box. 

“Well,” said Trikham sarcastically, “That was certainly worth the effort.”

Shanex closed the jewelry box and returned it to her briefcase. “What was inside wasn’t the point.” She closed her briefcase and stowed it under the bed. “So where were you?”

“Well, after my daring escape, I got to thinking about our next step. By the way, any motion, yet?”

She pointed to the screen. It showed a map of Arrakun with a red dot in the middle of the Arrakun museum. “They haven’t moved it yet. The museum doesn’t close for a few more minutes, anyway.”

“Ah. Anyway, I tried to think of all the places they would move it to, and couldn’t narrow it down much. You?”

She shook her head. “Probably some government building or something, maybe to a different part of the museum. But that’s about all I can come up with. We’ll know when they do it.”

“Of course we will. But, I made the same conclusions you made, and took steps to make the next leg of our mission a little easier.” He pulled out some papers and a badge and handed them to her.

The papers were blank work orders and the badge identified Trikham as Prowla Jull, federal building inspector. 

“Not bad,” said Shanex. “Not bad at all for five hours work.”

“Thank you, Milady.” Trikham bowed. “With that, I should be able to get in to any government building. Or, at least get the plans for it. Of course, I have all the other pertinent things, too. A passport, hovercraft license, a modest bank account with regular activity for the past ten years, a few credit chips, the usual. I see you’re a Sephalon, now. No problems with your alias, I trust?”

“No,” she replied, “I keep about ten aliases on me at all times for emergencies. Right now, I’m Shalo Methel, wealthy sophisticate from Merlamo-Cols.”

“I’ll remember that,” Trikham said, committing the name to memory. 

“How did you get the building inspector’s badge so quickly?”

“Forged. An associate of mine, who shall remain nameless, was recently judged fit to return to society. She has quite a lot of talent in that area. She also has an associate who is, shall we say, skilled at computer usage?”

“A hacker,” Shanex supplied. 

“More of a briber. He has someone in a federal building on the take. Anyway, the end result is that Prowla Jull is in the system, and any verification of his credentials will turn out just fine.”

“You’ll have to set me up with this forger some time. After the job, I mean. I could always use another good forger.”

“For a small fee, of course.”

“Of course.”

“No problem. I’ll set it up.”

 Shanex stretched out like, well, like a cat, and reclined on the bed. “So now we wait.”

“Yes.”

At precisely 7:00 by the Sephalon clock the Museum closed its doors. Shanex and Trikham had amused themselves by playing several hands of Zoomer Poker. It was a gambling game invented on Fasser-2z. Shanex had spent almost three months on the feline homeworld while she plotted and executed the theft of the Zoomer crest, and in that time, she had learned to be quite a good player. However, there was no substitute to being a con-man when it came to any card game, and Trikham was over two thousand credits up on her when the portable Galactanet terminal beeped for their attention.

Shanex dropped her cards. “It’s moving!”

Trikham sighed and placed his cards on the bed. “Too bad. I had a Flush 6 and a pair.”

“Just as well, then,” Shanex muttered as she watched the screen. The red dot representing the mercury transmitters on the Pride Diamond cylinder moved out of the Pride Vault and into an access corridor out of the history wing. 

“Now we just watch and learn,” said Shanex.

Trikham watched the screen intently. “I’ve got to hand it to you. This is a truly brilliant plan. Doesn’t give us much time to plan for the job.”

“We’ll deal with that when we know where they take it. If we need more time, I can always rob something and leave a cat card behind. That ought to keep it in hiding longer.”

“Brilliant.”

“It’s what I do.”

They watched. Over the course of the next half-hour, the Pride Diamond made its way out of Arrakun and through the dead zone toward Arracols. 

“How helpful,” Trikham said, “They’re sparing us the difficulty and bringing it to us.”

Shanex did not comment. 

As more time passed, it became apparent that the Pride Diamond was going through Arracols entirely by way of land transportation, and out of the entire Arrakun metropolitan area.

“It would be really inconvenient if they took it into space or another planet,” Shanex said.

“They would never move the Pride Diamond off planet. It would violate their tradition.”

“Don’t you mean your tradition?”

“Just watch the damn monitor.”

Eventually, the Pride Diamond came to rest out in the desert some 300 kilometers from Arrakun. 

“So, what’s there?” Shanex asked.

“Let’s find out. It’s your Galactanet account, would you care to do the honors?”

“Pinpoint:” Shanex addressed.

“Pinpoint on line,” said the pinpoint program.

“Give current coordinates.”

“37.219 by 104.221.”

“Galactanet:”

“Galactanet on line,” said the familiar voice of Galactanet.

“What structure exists on the planet Sephalon at location 37.219 by 104.221?”

“Structure is headquarters building of Roythe Air Base.”

Shanex pondered for a moment. “Bring up a map of Roythe Air Base, interweave with program Pinpoint.”

The screen, showing only a red dot out in the middle of nowhere, suddenly acquired a map of the air base around the red dot. The buildings showed up as empty squares. The road names were labeled where convenient, and the outer perimeter of the air base property showed up as slightly brighter lines.

“Show internal walls and layout of buildings,” she commanded.

“I’m sorry,” said Galactanet. “That information is not available.”

“Trikham, you’re up.”

Trikham rubbed his hands together. “Allow me access, if you will.”

“Galactanet:” Shanex addressed.

“Galactanet on line.”

“Allow guest access to the next voice you hear.”

“Hello, Galactanet,” Trikham said.

“Voiceprint recorded. Guest access granted.”

Trikham cleared his throat. “Galactanet, link to Sephalon Federal Building Inspection site.”

“Linked. Handing off to program, title: FedIns.”

The voice changed to a Sephalon male voice. “Welcome to FedIns. This site is for Sephalon Federal Building Inspectors and Federal Fire department usage only.”

“I am Prowla Jull,” said Trikham. 

“Voiceprint Prowla Jull recognized. What do you require.”

“I need a map of the headquarters building of Roythe Air Base.”

“Roythe Air Base internal building structures are classified need-to-know only. Please get supervisor override to acquire.”

“Damn,” said Shanex. “That would have been nice.”

“Relax, dear,” said Trikham. “You just need to know how to talk to it.”

Shanex scowled at Trikham calling her “dear”. “You’re going to con the computer?”

“Want to bet I can’t?”

Silence hung in the air for several seconds.

“No,” said Shanex.

Trikham cleared his throat. “FedIns:”

“FedIns on line.”

“Register complaint.”

“Affirmative. Describe the nature of the complaint.”

“Complaint from anonymous airman in Sephalon military that Headquarters Building of Roythe Air Base has numerous fire hazards contained therein.”

“Complaint noted.”

“FedIns:”

“FedIns on line.”

“I am employee Prowla Jull. I currently have no assignment.”

“Your current location is Edlerb, in Xeenoxian space,” said FedIns.

Trikham looked to Shanex.

Shanex shrugged. “I bounce the signal. Would you rather get caught?”

FedIns continued. “Nearest assignment is the routine annual inspection of Sephalon Consulate on Edlerb-A, first moon of Edlerb. Would you like to accept this assignment?”

“Current location is incorrect. I am currently one meter from Roythe Air Base, on Sephalon.”

“Nearest assignment is inspection of Headquarters Building at Roythe Air Base to confirm a complaint about inadequate fire protection. Would you like to accept this assignment?”

“Yes.”

“Would you like to schedule it now?”

“Not at this time.”

“You have reserved this assignment. Would you like to review the complaint?”

“No.”

FedIns grew silent, awaiting further orders.

“FedIns:” said Trikham.

“FedIns on line.”

“I need a map of the headquarters building of Roythe Air Base. I have need to know, I shall be inspecting it soon.”

“Authorization accepted.”

“Download map of headquarters building.”

Galactanet’s voice replied. “Downloaded.”

“Show recent download.”

A full three-dimensional map of the headquarters building showed up on the screen. It included all internal walls, power lines, sewage lines, and phone lines. All fire exits were marked, as well as all doors, windows, power outlets, etc. These were the building schematics. 

“Interleave with program Pinpoint.”

The internal walls of the headquarters building showed up on Pinpoint’s map.

“I trust you’ll take it from here,” he turned to Shanex.

Shanex let out a low whistle. “You really know how to work the system.”

“No different that tricking people, really,” said Trikham casually. “The smarter they make computers, the easier they are to trick.”

 Shanex thought for a moment. “Remove guest access.”

“Guest access revoked,” said Galactanet.

Trikham looked hurt. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Not with my account.”

“Um, again, we’re really sorry,” said the officer.

Dan scowled. “Just for the record, Dan is a man’s name!”

“Yes, Sir. We know that, now.”

Dan and Nelson stood at the steps of the Arrakun Police Department.

“Um, I don’t mean to be rude, but, uh…”

“I know, I know,” said Dan. “It’s night. No non-residents at night, except for emergency services. We’re leaving.”

The officer looked relieved. “We’ll be happy to give you a ride wherever you’d-“

“No thanks,” said Dan, descending the stairs. 

“You guys suck,” said Nelson, following.

They walked in silence for a while. 

“So, what now?” asked Nelson.

“We go back to our hotel, and I report to TSS. They already know something’s happened. The Arrakun PD called to verify my identity.”

“So we really came out of this with zero, eh?”

“Nelson,” Dan stopped and turned to him. “We aren’t doing anything. You’re not my partner, not my attaché, not my confidant. You’re my prisoner.”

“Yeah, well, I know.”

“And no, we didn’t come out of this with nothing. We have this.” He pulled Shanex’s stunner pistol out of his pocket. The Arrakun PD gave it back to him after releasing him, not even asking if it was evidence first. 

“Big deal. It won’t even work.”

Dan resumed walking. “I can get a stunner anywhere, Nelson. This one has a fingerprint ID grip. That means somewhere in there is a digital storage of Shanex Exxel’s fingerprint. The forensics guys ought to be able to handle that. That’s something, at least.”

“Of course, her fingerprints are probably all over that mansion.”

“Yeah, and Arrakun PD will be doing the crime scene report.”

“Oh, I see.”

“So we’ll report back in.”

“We will, will we?”

“Oh, shut up, Nelson.”

“Are we going to walk the whole way to the city gates?”

“Yes, Nelson.”

“Because I can get us a car, no problem.”

“No, Nelson.”

The next day, Trikham was driving a freshly rented car with Shanex in the passenger seat. 

“So, run this by me again, will you,” Trikham said. “I want to hear your logic. You were deeply involved in a plot to steal the Pride Diamond, we were closing in on the time it was to be executed, so you decided it would be best to intentionally transfer money such that our presence would not only be detected, but known to be in the Arrakun area. Why was that again?”

Shanex did not rise to the baiting. “We had to make them move the Diamond. They did, didn’t they?”

“Yes, well, we blew our covers, almost got caught, and got in a gunfight. Was that part of the plan?”

“I had no way of knowing there’d be a TSS agent on planet. I was expecting the Arrakun police to take it up. They had no way to figure out where we were.”

“Neither did the TSS agent. But he did.”

“I’m still trying to figure that out. How did he get from ‘somewhere in Arrakun’ to ‘Threla Manor’.”

“We may never know. But that man is a real threat. A lot smarter than we had expected. We shall have to be extra careful. What was his name again?”

“Jackson. Dan Jackson,” she said. “He’s not a member of the TSS taskforce set up to get me, either. He was just in the neighborhood, I guess.”

“Yes, well let’s hope he goes on home, soon. The last thing we need is some TSS agent on our tails so capable he should be wearing a cape.”

“My tail.”

“Mine, too, now.”

“Did you expect stealing the Pride Diamond to be easy and safe?”

“No, but I didn’t expect to get in trouble before we tried it.”

“Point well taken,” Shanex conceded. “I’ll come up with something. Maybe something to throw him off the scent. Lure him away.”

Trikham put up a finger. “But not too far away. If the Sephalons think you’ve gone, they’ll move the Diamond back to the museum.”

She hit her knee. “Damn. This is sticky. By the way, it’s really eerie when you talk about your own race in the third person. You are a Sephalon. Terrans don’t do that.”

“You’re a Terran and you just did.”

“I was raised Exion, and you’re dodging the subject.”

“Am I? Oh, look. We’re here.”

They stepped out onto the huge lot. There were machines all over the lot ranging in size from portable to truly gigantic. The sign at the gates read “Thola Mining Machines.”

“Anything I can do to help?” Trikham said.

“Do you know anything about mining machines?”

“A bit.”

A fat Sephalon man in grungy work clothes approached them.

“Really?” Shanex said.

“Yes.”

“When did you pick that up?”

“A long time ago.”

The fat Sephalon greeted them. “Name’s Thola. What can I do for you two, today?” While he addressed them both, his leering eyes never left Shanex. She made a very attractive Sephalon.

“We need a Mark IV model if you carry it. With the variable terrain modulator, and full transmutation capacity.”

Shanex was pleasing to the eye, but business was business. A Mark IV was a sleek little mining machine. Portable but effective. Perfect for digging sewer lines or exploratory veins off a main shaft. It was the most expensive of the portable machines. It was precisely because it could be operated by one person that it was so valuable.

“We carry it. Did you want a life support bubble with it?”

“I was thinking more along the lines of a life support field,” Trikham said casually.

Thola’s brow raised. This was an expensive order. “Easily arranged. What race did you have in mind to have the controls set up for?”

“Human.”

“Uh-huh,” said Thola, pulling a greasy computer from his back pocket and typing in data. “Would you like a recharging station?”

“As I recall, a full charge will last it for a month of continuous operation?”

“That’s right.”

“No recharge station, then.”

Thola shrugged. “Have it your way. We can recharge it here, but in the long run, it’s cheaper to-“

“No recharge station.”

 Thola shrugged again. “Did you want any training courses in the operation of a Mark IV? We have a learning machine on site.”

“Yes. For her.” He pointed to Shanex.

“But she’s a Sephalon,” he said. “Didn’t you say you wanted the controls set up for a human?”

Trikham paused. How stupid to make such a fundamental mistake. He should have had Shanex come as a human. Even if he came up with some excuse for the difference in the controls, the learning machine would not work properly for her if it was expecting a Sephalon mind. 

“Sorry, my mistake. I’ve got a lot on my mind. She’s getting training at our next stop. No training.”

“We can train her here, if you want. Just hook her up, and-“

“It won’t be necessary. Thank you.”

“But training comes free with purchase. Why not just-“

“We don’t have time. Please, may we move on?”

“Sure. Any other options you want on that?”

“Those will do.”

“Our price is 32 thousand credits, plus tax and fees. We have financing.”

“We’ll pay now.”

Thola was not surprised. Most of his clients belonged to the vast Sephalon diamond mining trade, and therefore bought the machines for their company with company accounts. 

“Ms. Methel?”

As they were leaving, Shanex again raised a familiar objection. “I pay again, eh?”

“As you may recall, I paid 250,000 credits to get us Arrakun residency.”

“Fine. But I’ve spent almost 200,000 already.”

“When you get to 250, let me know, and we’ll start splitting things.”

The Mark IV had fit easily into the trunk. When needed, it would unfold into its full glory and be able to dig a tunnel two meters in diameter at a rate of ten centimeters per second through solid rock. If tunneling through loose dirt or mud, the transmutation capacity Trikham (actually, Shanex) had bought as an extra would convert it to solid rock around the edges of the tunnel, stabilizing it. 

“I’m going to need training on the Mark IV,” Shanex mentioned. 

“I know. We’ll go to a training salon and get it for you. But you have to look like a human.”

Shanex understood. 

“While you do that, I have one minor call to make,” Trikham said.

“What’s that?”

“Something personal.”

“So, I’m sorry, but that’s as close as I came. Her whereabouts are unknown.”

“Don’t feel bad, Dan,” said Orstivitch’s face on the hotel room vidphone. “She’s eluded the best of them. You’ve come the closest so far. You should be proud. If it weren’t for incompetent local police, you probably would have had her. And, you got her fingerprints. We’ve never had that before. This will reflect well on your record.”

Dan was unmoved by the praise. “I suppose.”

Orstivitch shrugged. “Whatever she was up to, I’m sure she’s given it up by now. Probably off planet with a brand new alias. Back to square one. Good job on your end, though. You can return.”

Dan was silent for a moment. “I don’t know about that,  Brigadier.”

“About what?”

“I don’t think she’s done with whatever she’s up to.”

Most people would have dismissed Dan’s opinion as speculation. But Orstivitch knew him well enough to listen to anything he had to offer. “Go on.”

Dan pointed at the screen. “It was just too amateurish a mistake. The fund transfer. We’d known about the Chesterfield alias for months. It’s not like her. She wanted us to know she was here. My only conclusion is that it wasn’t a failing of her plan. It was part of it.”

“Interesting theory. Got any more?”

“Not now. I can’t think clearly. I’m used to having Hotch to bounce things off of.”

“Hey!” Nelson complained. “What about me?”

“We could put him on,” Orstivitch was saying, unable to hear Nelson. “He’s home now, but-“

“No, don’t drag him in,” Dan replied, ignoring Nelson’s complaint. “Just give me some more time on this. I might be able to come up with something.”

“Have it your way, Dan,” Orstivitch said without hesitation. “Glad to have you working on it. What about your prisoner?”

“He’ll keep.”

“OK. Let me know if you come up with anything. Orstivitch out.” The screen went blank.

Dan pondered. “Why would she want us to know she was here? What possible reason could she have?”

Nelson said “Maybe she was gloating or something. You know. She leaves those cat cards around. She likes people to talk about her. Maybe she was starved for attention as a child or something.”

Dan shook his head. “She had a happy family life. Raised by Exions. She does gloat, but my theory is that she wants to be a folk hero as some sort of way to make up for the shame on her family. Exions are big into family shame.”

“She’s a human, though.”

“But she was raised by Exions. That makes her an Exion as far as psychology is concerned. I read all the information we have on her, and I don’t agree with their psych profile. They think she does it because she’s cocky, or secretly wants to get caught. I think if she wanted to get caught, she would have by now.”

“OK, so what now?”

“Now I’ve got to try to figure out why she would want us to know she’s here.”

“Right, that. OK, how about this,” said Nelson, clearly enjoying being on this end of crime for a change. “She wanted to test your reaction time. Maybe just for future reference, she’ll know how long she’ll have to get away if she does make a mistake.”

“That doesn’t wash. She had no way of knowing the TSS would get involved, and she knows as well as we do that the Sephalons don’t really care if she’s caught or not. If she was really going to test us out like that, she’d do it on some Terran world.”

“Hmm,” said Nelson.

“Mm,” said Dan.

They both pondered the puzzle for several long moments.

“Women are crazy. Something along that line, maybe?”

“No, Nelson.” 

“Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“Let’s just keep it heavy for a moment.”

“Fine. Be that way. I guess I’m no Hotch.” He sank instantly into one of his depressive cycles.

This time, Dan was too deep in thought to notice. “OK, let’s go through a crime.”

Nelson shrugged, pouting.

“Tell me every step you take when you steal a hovercraft.”

“I take the hovercraft, I get pulled over, I get arrested, your brother comes and tells me I’m an idiot-“

“I mean stealing it. Don’t get upset, now. Help me out. What’s the first thing you do?”

Nelson shrugged. “Check to see if anyone’s around.”

“OK, let’s say there isn’t.”

“Then I check to see if it has an alarm.” Nelson was visibly cheering up now that he was talking about his favorite pastime.

“And if it does?”

“Try to find one that doesn’t.”

“Let’s say you really want this hovercraft.”

“What is the point of this?” Nelson asked.

Dan stood and began pacing the hotel room floor. “You’re Shanex Exxel. The hovercraft is whatever she’s going to steal. Go on.”

“If I just have to have it, I work on defeating the security.”

“How?”

“Well, I don’t know all the alarms out on the market, so I usually nudge the car a little to see if that sets it off.”

“And if it does?”

“I didn’t do anything illegal. Just walk away.”

Dan was silent.

“Then, I try to get a look at the console to see if-“

“Hold on. So you test the security safely from a distance.”

“Well, I’m right there.”

“Yes, but you’re safe. The worst case scenario is that you walk away.”

“Yeah. What are you getting at?”

“That must be what she’s up to.”

“You lost me,” said Nelson, looking completely confused.

Dan’s pacing increased in speed. “It makes sense. She’s up to something. She wanted to test the security, or find out about how the security of whatever she’s after reacts to a threat in the area. She’s the threat. That’s it!”

Nelson shot out of his chair. “Great! What are we talking about!”

Dan grabbed him by the shoulders. “She’s after something. Something big. The security around it must be staggering. She wanted to give it a little nudge to see how it would react. The little nudge is letting us know she was here, knowing we’d contact the Sephalon police. Once the local police knew, they would alert all the major places she was likely to hit.”

“Like where?”

“Like museums, places where they keep government secrets, research labs, diamond depositories-“ Dan stopped in mid sentence.

“What is it?”

“I know what she’s after.”

“What?”

“What else could it be?  How could I have missed it? She stole the Mona Lisa. The Eggshells of Dictator Whoeveritwas. That Zoomer shield thing. She steals national treasures. Big ones. And what is the most advanced security system in the entire galaxy? What could she steal that would give her another national treasure and the fame of defeating the best security system ever made?”

Nelson thought. “The…” he timidly said, fearing that he would get it wrong and feel stupid, “Pride Diamond?”

“Yes!”

Nelson heaved a sigh of relief. “Hey, I thought you said she couldn’t possibly be after it.”

“I was wrong.”

“Yeah, I get it. She wasn’t just going to look at it, she was casing the place out.” 

“Right.”

“OK, so we’re pretty sure she’s after the Pride Diamond. What does that get us?”

“It gets us the knowledge that she’s not going anywhere. It was all part of her plan. She’s after the Diamond, and she’ll stay until she gets it or gets caught trying.”

“How do you know she won’t just give up. The security on that thing-“

“She’ll stay. She won’t give up. I know her.”

“You met her once! For about one minute. She shot you!”

Dan grabbed the pile of papers that comprised Shanex’s history and psych profiles. “I know her better then she knows herself. It’s a start. Let’s take a walk.”

“Jesus, Dan. Why do you always have to take walks. Why can’t you think better when you sit in a park or something like everyone else.”

“Grab your coat,” Dan said, already on his way out.

Trikham read news reports online while Shanex pondered various printouts. It had been the same for two days. She was making her plan and taking her time. He had never realized how precise she was until now. He commented that she could probably get more work done faster if she didn’t sleep so much, but that was met with a mild growl, and he decided not to press the issue. 

In the past two days, their only substantive conversation had been:

“Trikham, can you get me the date this vault was added to the headquarters building.”

“Yes, it’s in the modification plans.”

Other than that, she had ignored him. He knew well enough to stay away from her. Periodically, he would check on the Diamond’s location. It remained in the vault of the headquarters building. He eagerly awaited her plan to unfold. The time was drawing near. 

Several hours later, and after a lot of Galactanet usage by Shanex, she sighed and dropped the printouts.

“Need a break?” said Trikham.

“I’ve got our plan. But I’m taking a gamble I usually wouldn’t take.”

“And that is?”

“The vault. I’m assuming it’s a Plorl Products 5751L.”

“And if it isn’t?”

“It could take dangerously longer for me to crack it. Could take less time, too. Crapshoot. I don’t like that.”

“So what makes you think it’s …” he couldn’t remember what she had said, “…what you say it is?”

“The dimensions are clearly marked. And I know they bought it in 2442. And I know Sephalon military contracts never go to non-Sephalon companies if they can help it. The only vault that matches those requirements is the Plorl 5751L.”

“Sounds good to me. Going to tell me your plan, or is that confidential?”

“I’m going to tell you the plan.”

“I trust it involves the mining machine?”

“It does.”

“I’m all ears.”

“You better be. You’re part of it.”

“Oh.”

“Why are we here, again?” asked Nelson.

“We covered this,” Dan said.

They stood in the waiting area of the Arrakun Police Department. All of the officers had been exceptionally polite to them. Free Nal for both of them, all they could drink. 

“Run it by me again.”

Dan sighed. “We’re here because it will be easier to track down this Salfrin Rowla than Shanex Exxel. Exxel has successfully eluded an entire TSS taskforce for years. Rowla might not be as good as she is at it, and if I can get to him, I can get to her.”

“Who is this Lal Thengal?”

“According to Arrakun PD, Rowla was seeing her lately.”

“So you were with them when they questioned her?”

“I watched from the next room. I didn’t participate.”

“They questioned her. What are you going to do that they can’t?”

“I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.”

“What’s the hold up? They’re done right? Or did you walk out in the middle of the interrogation?”

“They’re done. We’re just waiting for them to finish processing.”

 Their conversation was interrupted by an officer walking in to the waiting room with Lal in tow. She looked haggard and depressed. Her face showed her mood to be borderline angry and her head hung low. “Colonel, she’s all yours,” said the officer. “You want a room?”

Dan stood. “No. I think Ms. Thengal and I will take a little walk.”

“A walk?” asked the officer. “But…you mean outside?”

“She’s not under arrest, is she?”

“Well…no, but-”

“Good. Care to come with me, Ms. Thengal?”

Lal glared at him. “Do I have a choice?”

“Of course. I’m a TSS agent. No jurisdiction here. You can tell me to go to hell if you want.”

Lal seemed to consider it for a moment, then said. “Fine. Let’s just go.”

“After you.” Dan gestured to the doors.

Lal walked out into the sunlight and Dan followed. Nelson stood to follow, but Dan pointed sternly to the chair. Nelson sat back down again.

They descended the steps in silence, Lal walking a little ahead of Dan and not looking back. He waited for her to talk first. She did.

“Why are we walking?”

Dan hastened his pace slightly to draw even with her. “Fresh air. Exercise. No Sephalon police around. They grilled you for two hours. Thought you might appreciate it like this.”

She did not respond. In fact, she had yet to look at him. “So what do you want.”

“Same thing they wanted. I was watching them interview you.”

“Then you saw my answer,” she said sharply. “I don’t know where he is or who he really is. I don’t know anything about Shanex Exxel except that she was Ellen Yale.”

“I know that’s what you said. But I’m more interested in what you know.”

She was quiet for a moment. “What do you mean.”

“You know something and you’re not telling.”

“What makes you say that.”

Dan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He clasped his hands behind his back and strolled casually. “I can tell. You were evasive at first when answering their questions, then went on to outright lying. My guess is that you’re a basically honest person. You tried to be as honest as possible in the beginning, then gave up and lied. You’re not a very good liar, by the way.”

“What do you think I know?”

“Not sure. My guess is that he’s contacted you since he got away from me. But that’s just a guess.”

“He didn’t.”

“See? There’s that bad lying again.”

She spun to face him. “What the hell do you want from me!? Why can’t you people leave me alone!?” She put her hand to her throat to soothe the burning and coughed gently. It was how Sephalons cried.

Dan showed compassion in his eyes. “I want to know what you know. Let’s be honest for just a moment. You do know something, right? I want it. Simple as that.”

“If I didn’t tell them-“ she coughed, “why would I tell you?”

“I’m not the Arrakun Police.”

“You’re all the same!”

“Not so.”

She coughed gently for a while. Dan let her regain her composure. After several seconds, he said. “You love him, don’t you.”

She nodded, unable to speak through the burning in her throat. Finally, she calmed down somewhat. She sighed heavily and asked, “How could you tell?”

Dan smiled. “He tricked you. He seduced and used you. You were a pawn in his schemes. You’ve lost your job because of it, I hear. If my Sephalon sociology classes were right, you’re probably being shunned by everyone you know for associating with a man pretending to be high society who was just an ordinary citizen. But you’re still protecting him. You love him. It’s the only reasonable answer.”

She nodded again.

Dan put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll level with you. I really do have something to offer that the Arrakun PD doesn’t.”

She looked at his face, her hand still massaging her throat. 

“I don’t care about Rowla. The Arrakun PD want him for making Arrakun look stupid. Because he fraudulently got an Arrakun living permit. That’s the charge, but the real issue is that he pretended to be better than this-“ he gestured all around him, “this ludicrous society decided he should be. That’s his real crime. And that’s why they’re after him.”

She was still listening. Her hand still rested on her throat, but was no longer massaging.

“I don’t care about any of that,” Dan continued. “I don’t care about him at all. I don’t want him. But if I can get to him, I can get to Exxel. I want you to tell me what you know. And I give you my word, I will not do anything but talk to him. I won’t even let the Arrakun PD know where he is.”

“I don’t know…” she said. 

“Listen. I know what you’re thinking,” said Dan. “You thinking he could just get away now, and that would be fine. Well that’s wrong. I have strong reason to believe that he and Exxel are planning to steal the Pride Diamond. Once that happens, the police will be looking for him in force. He couldn’t possibly get away.”

She looked shocked. “No. That can’t be right.”

“It is. You worked for the Minister of Museums. Coincidence that Rowla started dating you?”

She shook her head. “The Pride Diamond?”

“That’s what I’m thinking, yes. If you lead me to him, I can find out where Exxel is and arrest her. They won’t have a chance to do the job, so the Arrakun police wouldn’t be all over him, and I would just let him go after we talked. So, you get it, yet? The only way for him to stay safe is if I get to him before he and Exxel try to steal the Diamond. ”

 Lal turned away. “Wait. You’re going too fast. What are you offering?”

He spoke to the back of her head. “I’m saying that if I find him with your help, I’ll let him go after we talk. If I find him without your help, I won’t. Take it or leave it.”

She thought for a moment. “You promise?”

“Yes.”

She was silent for a while again, engaged in a one-woman debate. She turned back to him. 

“He called me. Two days ago.”

“What did he say?” Dan said calmly. 

“He said he was sorry. He never meant to hurt me. He wants to meet me. Two days from now at 5:00. At the Café Kuner in the Arracols GBS. I told him to go to hell. He told me the café name again and said he’d be there waiting and hoped I would come.”

“5:00. That’s the middle of the day, right? Noon?”

“Yes.”

“You going to go?”

“Yes. I’m weak, Colonel. I can’t help it. I love him, and I hate myself for loving him but I…” She trailed off. 

“We’ll set something up. We’ll bug the table you sit at. I’ll work from there. I just want to talk to him.” 

“You promised to-“

“Right, and I intend to keep that promise. I won’t tell Arrakun PD about this, for starters.”

They were silent for a time. Lal thought about Trikham while Dan thought about the layout of Arracols GBS. 

“Anything I can do for you?” Dan asked.

She shrugged. “How did you know I’d know something?”

“Because I knew he’d call you.”

“How did you know that?”

“It’s a long story, but basically, he thought I was knocked out. Exxel said they had to leave. The first thing he said was ‘What about Lal.’ I think he cares about you more than you think.”

Lal started to rub her throat and cough again. Dan took her in his arms while she cried. 

Chapter 9: The Heist

Shanex  fired up the Mark IV. It hummed gently, levitating on its gravity field, ready to dig. Trikham had dropped her off in the barren region around Roythe Air Base and left to begin his phase of the plan. 

The base had been built during the Jaster Conflict. At the time, the Jasters were known to do suicide attacks on the military targets of their enemies. Consequently, all military bases built during the war were built far from population centers. 

The digging field gave off an eerie blue glow in the moonless Sephalon night. The air was chill and Shanex could see her breath. The training she had taken several days ago was about to come into play.

She made a last-minute check of everything. She had her comfortable black jumpsuit on, with all the tools in their appropriate places. The tools she needed that wouldn’t conveniently fit into a pocket were in a black bag attached to her waist. One other item, irreplaceable in this operation, rested in the small lunch cabinet built in to the Mark IV.

She checked the panels. All systems were functioning perfectly, charge was at 99.92%. Reaching in to a pocket, she extracted a device called a locator with a readout of her exact coordinates on the planet with a margin of error less that one micron.  

She looked ahead of her. The base was almost a kilometer away. It was going to be a long trip. She regretted the flatness of the terrain. Had there been some hills, trees, anything, she would have been able to start closer. Alas, there was no cover, so the only place far enough away from the security cameras around the base was a kilometer away. 

She flipped a switch on the Mark IV, and an invisible sphere grew around her. It was impermeable to air and all types of matter barring those going extreme velocities. Her life support bubble was on.

Another round of checks confirmed that the life support was in good working order and would last multiples of the time that would be required.

She grabbed the steering handles of the Mark IV, climbed into the small seat, and set it in motion. 

First, she angled down. It quietly bore a hole at a thirty degree angle. She kept her locator in one hand while steering with the other. The Mark IV did its job perfectly. The dirt was displaced, transmuted into much denser, hard pack dirt, and made to be the walls of the tunnel. Once she was five meters underground, she leveled off and made a beeline for the base. 

The dirt was mostly loose at this depth, with the occasional pockets of clay. She was making good speed, between 25 and 50 centimeters per second. If this kept up, she would be under the headquarters building in about an hour. 

Trikham drove boldly up to the main gate of Roythe Air Base. The outer perimeter of the base was marked with a high security fence. The “gate” was actually a forcefield barring entry into the compound. Two sentries paced out front.

He parked his car and waited.

One of the sentries walked up to the window as Trikham unrolled it. 

“My name’s Prowla Jull, Federal Building Inspector,” said Trikham. “I’m scheduled to inspect the headquarters building tonight.” He handed his credentials and a fresh work order to the sentry.

It had been easy. He had already reserved the job of inspecting the headquarters building. Once Shanex formulated her plan, he contacted the base and scheduled a time to inspect. He and Shanex had expected it to be during the day, but the base staff requested that it be at night, when the building was less busy. 

Trikham had been only too happy to oblige. He vaguely wondered if they even bothered to check his credentials before okaying the inspection. That was the wonderful thing about bureaucracies: They all presumed you were supposed to be doing what you were doing.  

The sentry scanned Trikham’s inspector badge on a computer attached to his belt and compared the picture to Trikham’s face. 

He read the readout on the computer. “All set, Mr. Jull. It will just be a few minutes for your escort to arrive. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to wait out here until he gets here.”

“Certainly. Wouldn’t want to compromise security. I’m just here to inspect a building.”

More and more efficient mining machines were being invented every year by the vast Sephalon mining business. Consequently, Shanex was not remotely the first person to consider breaking into places by misusing that technology. There were security measures to be found underground in all high security compounds. 

Shanex hit the first of them about 500 meters from the perimeter of the base. 

Her watch began to beep wildly and she instantly halted the forward motion of the Mark IV. She looked at her watch, and dug a device out of her pocket. 

She knew she must have already passed a number of passive sonic sensors in the ground, but they were set up to prevent someone from building a large tunnel, and therefore were unable to hear the relatively quiet noises made by the Mark IV. Larger mining machines would be needed to dig a tunnel large enough to attack the base with, and that’s what the defenses were set up to protect against. It was this kind of mistake in planning that made the whole plan possible. A military base was designed to fend off attackers, not to keep one individual from getting to one specific room. Simply put, a military base had the wrong kind of security for protecting the Pride Diamond. And Shanex knew it.

Still, there were other defenses to be considered. She operated the controls on her device, and it confirmed what she had expected. There was an active underground sonar sweep, watching for any motion. It pulsated on the sonar detector in her hand once per two seconds.

It was a wrinkle, but an anticipated one. She programmed on the Mark IV terminal for a while, then watched her sonar detector screen for a few moments. She again programmed the terminal. 

Then, she set the Mark IV in motion again. It moved for just under two seconds, then stopped. Moved and stopped. Moved and stopped. She had programmed it to lie stationary during the active sonar sweep, and move the rest of the time. With time lost each cycle for getting up to speed and slowing down again, it slowed her average speed down to 20 centimeters per second.

Trikham had parked his car in the lot outside the main gates and had waited for twenty minutes. 

When the corporal did arrive, the sentry dropped the field and allowed them both through.

 “Sorry for the delay, Mr. Jull,” said the pretty young corporal, “We have a lot going on here right now. Follow me.” 

 “Not a problem, Corporal,” said Trikham, hefting his bag over to the sentry for inspection. 

The sentry looked inside. He found a vast array surveying equipment, some low grade scanners used to see into the emptiness between walls, and a small computer. After checking for secret compartments, he handed the bag back. 

“I didn’t catch your name,” said Trikham, walking with the corporal into the base.

“Sullis. Corporal Sullis,” she said. It was clear to Trikham that any attempt to woo her would not work. She was very professional. Her long white hair was crowned with a military cap and her curves showed nicely through the uniform. But her face held a rigid expression Trikham had come to know all too well in his dealings with soldiers from around the galaxy.

It also did not escape his attention that she had a laser rifle slung over her shoulder. When they escorted someone around at Roythe Air Base, it was not just a courtesy. 

“You have to inspect the Headquarters building. Is that right?” She asked.

“Yes.”

“Nothing else?”

“No. Just the HQ.”

“Good. You’re not authorized for any other buildings.”

“Not a problem.”

“This will take two to three hours?”

“Roundabouts. Got a pressing engagement?”

“I’m your escort for as long as you need me.”

Trikham stifled a number of witty come-ons that flew into his mind.

She led him to the lobby of the headquarters building. It took several minutes to sign him in and get him a temporary badge. 

She held out the badge to him. “This badge allows you access to most areas of the building, but you have to be within my sight at all times. If you leave, even by mistake, you’ll be arrested.”

“I understand.” He took the badge.

“Where do you want to begin?” She asked.

He pulled out his computer and brought up a map of the building. He had expected to have to look like an inspector, so he had spent hours buying the appropriate equipment, and maxxed himself out in building inspection training. As a real building inspector, he lacked the experience necessary to do a proper job, but he did have the experience required to look like he was doing a proper job.

“I think the electrical cabinet in hallway 23 would be a good start. The complaint mentioned fire code violations.”

“Follow me.”

Over the course of the next half hour, he led her from site to site in the building, “inspecting” and taking his time. After that, he decided it was time to make his first move. A subtle one, but he was beginning to establish a pattern with his “mark”. In this case, his mark was the Corporal.

In an unimportant and unoccupied room, he scanned the walls and frowned. “Hmm.”

The corporal did not respond. Curiosity was not in her nature.

Trikham pulled a canister out of his bag and placed it on the floor. “Corporal, does anyone need to use this room for the next twenty minutes?”

“This is an extra storage room. It is not in use. No.”

“All right. I’m going to have to pressure test it.”

“Pressure test?” While not curious about mundane details, she was very curious about anything unusual happening on her base.

“Yes. This room is one of several rooms made to be airtight in a fire. It slows the advance of the fire, allowing people to get out, and hindering it spreading to the west wing. Looks like there might be a small hermetical failure in the wall.”

“How do you test this?”

Trikham pointed to the canister he had placed on the floor. “It releases a gas detectable by my sensors. I set it off, seal the room, then wait twenty minutes. Then, I go back in and check the quantity of the gas in an air sample from the room. If the parts-per-million of the gas is too low for the quantity released in comparison to the volume of the room, I know there’s a leak.”

“I see.”

“So before I even start, are you sure nobody will need to enter this room for the next twenty minutes?”

“Yes.”

“All right.” He pressed a button on the canister, and it began to hiss. “Out, quickly.” He said, leaving the room. The corporal did as requested. Trikham closed the door.

“Now we wait out here.”

“Why not in there?” asked the corporal.

“Because we breathe. If you inhale the gas it’s harmless enough, but your lungs would keep it in, replacing it with other gasses. The readings would be off. One breathing Sephalon in a warehouse sized room would easily be enough to skew the data so much as to make it worthless.”

“I see.”

He folded his arms and leaned against the wall. “Tell me, where did you grow up?”

She looked at him sternly. “Let’s wait in silence.”

“Had to try.” And he did. A woman that attractive would probably find it odd if a man did not flirt with her. By making his pass, and making it intentionally clumsy, he put her at ease. She was now more convinced that he was just an average man doing an uninteresting job. If he hadn’t made his pass at her, there would have been some risk that she would see it as tension on his part, which might lead her to conclusions Trikham would rather she not make.

Shanex was now 50 meters from the perimeter and holding. Not only was there the sonar sweep to contend with, but now she was looking for something. 

Earlier, she had detected the power line ahead of her leading to something on the surface. Her energy scanner had seen to that. She was scanning for energy at all times to keep from mining through a conduit. While it wouldn’t have any effect on her or the Mark IV, it would probably cause a blackout somewhere on the base and get them into a higher level of security. By similar logic, she was also periodically actively scanning for empty spots ahead to keep from mining through a sewage line.

At first, her thought was to simply ignore it. Had she been less thorough, she would have, and would have landed in jail by the end of the day. 

But the power reading was unusual. It was a constant 45 volts, pulling a full 20 Amps. Most Sephalon electrical lines ran at 200 volts, and most small devices ran at 5. This was 45, and Shanex knew of only one piece of security equipment that ran at 45 volts and needed 20 Amps of current. A Rayol Securities Rydinger’s Field Generator. Just like the one that was guarding the mansion. She had stopped the Mark IV on the spot to do some math. Based on the Amperage, if it was a Rydinger’s field, there was a spherical detection field around the entire base that she would pass right through without even noticing.

Of course, she could be wrong. It might be something as simple as an unusual lighting tower or some other strange device. But, she had to presume it was a security measure.

Consequently, she changed course back toward the surface until she was at a depth of just under half a meter. Any closer to the surface, and she would risk a cave-in. Again, it would not be life threatening to her or even inconvenient, but it would stand a good chance of alerting the base to her presence. For the last several meters of the trip, she set the transmute capacity to full, making a solid rock bubble around her for all but directly above. She needed to leave the dirt loose above her for her next step. She could act freely, now, because the newly formed rock walls of the tunnel shielded her from the sonar sweep. 

She grabbed the small shovel attached to the side of the Mark IV and began to dig up until she found the power line. 

She followed the power line, scraping dirt away with her shovel, to a box, partially submerged in the ground. She was looking up at a corner on the bottom.

She dug out along a side until she found the Rayol Securities logo printed thereon. She mentally reaffirmed her belief that security systems should not have logos on them and got to work. 

Based on the position of the box, she knew the field was no more than a meter ahead of her. One more meter traveled, and she would have set off the alarms. 

Pulling a laser torch out of a pocket, she cut a hole in the panel. She let the hot cutout fall to the bottom of the tunnel, jumping back to avoid it hitting her feet. It landed on the damp earth with a sizzle. 

She reached in to the field generator casing and closed her eyes, She pictured the interior structure of the device. She could not tell from this truncated view of the casing if it was the 2450 model or the 2451.  

She felt some circuitry. She couldn’t tell anything from that. She reached further in. Her probing fingers touched something hot, and she instinctively pulled back. 

“Field generator,” she hissed, silently cursing her stupidity at not remembering its location. She reached further in and felt the emergency battery. 

“2451 model,” she whispered. The 2450 did not have an emergency battery. This security loophole had been exploited many times until Rayol systems closed the gap with the emergency power.

“2451 model…left, front,” she muttered, retracting her hand. From the bag at her waist she produced a simple device she had invented years ago that she called the “Power Fake”. It was only slightly more complicated than a remote control switch. There were two “in” lines, two “out” lines, and a dial. She looked to the sky she could not see as she searched her memory for the information she needed. “870 Ohms.”

She dialed the resistance dial on the Power Fake to 870 Ohms, the resistance to current of the field generator unit in the 2451 model. 

Then, she reached into the hole with some wire cutters and a two jumper wires. She stripped the positive and negative power lines to the field generator in two places each and attached the jumper wires where the power lines were freshly bare. Then, she cut between the two stripped segments of both lines. The current still flowed to the field generator through the positive line’s jumper, and still flowed out through the negative line’s jumper. So far, so good.

She put her wire cutters back in their proper place on her outfit and reached in with the Power Fake. Her years of experience showed as she attached the two ends of each of the two severed power lines to the ends of the Power Fake blindly and with one hand.

She pulled out the remote for the power fake. It was time to test her connection. She pressed a button marked “test”. After a second, a green light came on, indicating that current was passing through.

Reaching back in, she removed the jumpers and dropped them on the ground. Shanex did not reuse disposable equipment. It was that kind of thriftiness that landed many a burgeoning thief in jail.

Now, the Power Fake was acting as a simple wire. It merely conducted the power through to the field generator, which had been uninterrupted during this entire process. 

It was time for its use.

She pressed the “Deactivate” button on the remote. 

The Power Fake received the signal, and routed the power through the dialable resistor, giving 870 Ohms in the process, and routing it back out through the negative line. There was no power going to the field generator any more.

The field shut off. However, as far as the unit was concerned, the field was still on. The alarm would be raised if there was an internal failure of the field generator, but the diagnostic equipment saw 870 Ohms of resistance without a variance. The field must still be on.

Shanex remounted the Mark IV and resumed her starting and stopping method of travel toward the fence. By her calculations, the resistor would overheat in fifteen minutes. Once she was through, she turned the field back on to let the resistor cool. On her way out, she could simply turn it back off again.

She wiped dirt and grime off her face and mourned her usually finely styled hair. But, work was work. She wasn’t in this to look pretty. She angled the Mark IV down again to return to her 5 meter depth.

Trikham wandered deeper into the Headquarters building, escorted by the lovely Corporal Sullis. 

Currently, he was in the data processing center. The corporal stood behind him as he wandered the room full of computer operators and checked support beams and fire detectors. 

As soon as he saw the room full of computer operators, he knew this was the place to put the second phase of his plan into action. But, he first had to make a show of inspecting everything. 

At full manpower, the room would hold twenty computer specialists. But at this time of night, the swing shift consisted of only seven. 

“Corporal?” Trikham said, looking at the wall. “I’m going to need to do another seal check. Can we get these people out of here?”

He waited. Most of the plan hinged on this. The computer room was of no significance to him, but establishing a standard of clearing out a room was.

She looked around. “Do you have to?”

“I’m afraid so,” he said. He resisted the temptation to come up with a reason to “test” the room. A true professional doesn’t bother explaining unless it was important. “I have to.”

She sighed. “Very well.” She addressed the room. “Sorry, folks. We have to do a pressure seal test on this room. Everyone needs to get out for about twenty minutes.”

The computer operators looked up. They were slightly confused at first, but jumped at the chance for an unscheduled 20 minute break. One by one, they grabbed personal items and filed out into the corridor. Some had discussions of hitting the enlisted bar while others merely checked their watches.

Trikham and Corporal Sullis were alone in the room within one minute. 

“All yours,” said Sullis. She stepped out into the hall, now aware of the procedure. 

Trikham produced a gas capsule and set it off on the floor. He darted out and closed the doors.

Sullis was clearly bored. 

“Bored?” asked Trikham.

“Honestly, yes. But it’s all part of the job.”

“Got a man at home?”

“You are very direct. I don’t appreciate it.”

Trikham smiled. “Just making conversation.”

“My personal life is none of your concern. I didn’t ask you if you have a girl.”

Despite himself, he thought of Lal, and for the first time in the operation almost panicked. Would she come? Or, would he be waiting at the Café Kuner at Arracols GBS alone until he gave up. He had been stood up before, but never by anyone like Lal. He…had feelings for her. He had never felt for her like he had for anyone else. It was a weakness, but one he had to live with. The alternative, life without Lal, seemed infinitely worse.

He sighed. “I honestly don’t know if I have a girl or not. Ask me in a couple of days.”

Sullis frowned at Trikham’s overly familiar behavior.

Shanex breathed a sigh of relief as her locator indicated she had crossed under the fence. Checking her sonar detector confirmed what she had suspected. The sonar beam traveled in a 180 degree arc with the flat end abut the perimeter. She was no longer getting hit by the sonar sweep, and could act freely. 

She set the velocity to maximum, removing the starting and stopping program she had quickly written, and stretched her arms and neck. After the first few minutes of trying to freeze every time the sonar sweep passed by, she found it easier to remain frozen all the time. Now, she could finally untense. 

She made a minor course adjustment to avoid a sewage line, and powered through the dirt below the base. She was almost there. 

She looked all around her. The lights surrounding the Mark IV provided ample illumination of her cramped environment. Watching the wall go by at 50 centimeters a second was almost hypnotic, and she nearly ran right into an underground bunker below one of the buildings. 

She knew it was there from the plans, and caught herself just in time. 

“Stupid bitch,” she said to herself. “Pay attention.”

She went around the bunker. So far, aside from the slight detour to sabotage the Rydinger’s Field generator, she was following the course she had painstakingly laid out during her planning. 

Without further incident, she made her way to the Headquarters building. Once she was under it, she reduced her speed to 10 centimeters per second, and made her depth 15 meters. Her path across the base placed her under roads and empty fields. This was the first time she would be under a building. There was a danger of the weight of the building caving in the earth over her. The increased depth reduced that danger.

 She needed to navigate carefully to get to the precise location she had planned, and the reduction in speed made her constant checking of the locator easier. 

At last, she was in the right position. According to her calculations, all that was left was to move forward at a ten degree incline for about 15 meters, 23 centimeters. 

She did so. Just to be safe, she stopped a half meter from her destination. Then, she backed the Mark IV away ten meters, and turned it 90 degrees. She activated it again and made an offshoot of her main line three meters long. 

She turned off the Mark IV. The life support bubble stayed on long enough to confirm that the air was safe and then faded away. The panel lights went out in an instant. The gravity field tapered off until the Mark IV rested in the tunnel. 

She stroked the deactivated control panel. “Good work, Mark,” she said. She would not be using it on the way out. It would remain here until discovered, either by the police later this night, or by a construction crew in a decade. One way or another, Shanex would not ride the trusty machine again. She opened the lunch cubby and pulled out a tall box. She also grabbed the shovel.

She produced one of her many flashlights and turned it on, somewhat clumsily holding it in the hand holding the shovel. 

The tunnel seemed more dank, more foreboding, without the warm surrounding light of the Mark IV. The flashlight cast long shadows in the tiny cavern, giving it the feel of a tomb. 

Shanex strode up to the terminus of the main tunnel, placed the box on the ground, and began to dig at the top with the shovel. After ten minutes of grueling, sweaty labor, she hit something solid. Over the next ten minutes, she cleared away the surrounding dirt to open a two meter hole ending in the floor of the Headquarters building. The work was easier than unearthing something below, because the dirt fell away, rather than back in. 

The floor was made of old fashioned brick. The style was popular in the days of the Jaster Conflict. For military bases, it was also functional. Fires would not spread through ceramic, and during the war, a fire on a base was not an unlikely circumstance.

She checked her locator. She turned it upside-down and pressed it up against the underside of the floor. She moved it left, left some more, away, back, away, and right just a little bit, all the while craning her neck to read the screen. The locator scraped gently against the old musty bricks that had not seen light since before Shanex was born. 

With a nod, she reached into a pocket and pulled out a knife. She scratched a mark on the brick where the locator was. 

She deeply hoped all her calculations were right. If all things were correct, she was under the anteroom outside the vault. She had calculated how long it would take the Mark IV to tunnel through the Ti-Corb floor of the vault itself, and found that she would more than likely die of old age before she got through. She knew that would be the result, but she was very thorough when planning a job, and left nothing to intuition or assumption. 

She put the locator away and squatted on the ground. She detached the black bag from her waist and opened it up on the mud. The sheer weight of it had been irritating the whole time. She had never before brought so much equipment on a job. But, she had never before stolen the Pride Diamond.

She held the flashlight in her mouth, pulling a plastic bag out of the black bag and setting it on the ground. She rummaged further in the bag and extracted a large tube of gel and a spatula.

She opened the plastic bag, revealing two individually wrapped full-body clear plastic smocks. She pulled one out, opened the package and donned the smock over her mud drenched clothes. Reaching into the bag again, she produced a portable breather that she would hold in her mouth, supplying her with air for a maximum of one hour. It was designed for use by divers in the oceans of the many water planets in the galaxy, but it was going to serve a different purpose tonight.

She pulled an aluminum can from the bag and opened the lid with a screwdriver from a pocket. She pulled out one final item from the bag, a battery-powered ultraviolet light. She turned it on and off quickly to test it.

All these things she had set on the ground. She joined them, her legs folded under her. She breathed once through the breather to make sure it was operating properly. It was. 

She took the breather out of her mouth and placed it in her lap. 

She leaned her head back against the tunnel wall. In front of her was the following: one unopened smock, one tube of gel, one spatula, one open aluminum can containing something that looked like mashed potatoes, one battery-powered ultraviolet light, one portable breather, one tall box, one shovel, and one flashlight. 

She pulled out a checklist to make sure everything was there. 

She checked her watch. 

So far, so good. She made sure the receiver in the watch was tuned to the right frequency…

And waited. 

Corporal Sullis did not react as they approached the vault room. 

Trikham had half expected some sort of edict from her that this area was not to be inspected, or that it had already been inspected by someone else. He had spent some time laying out a plan of action for that very occurrence. First would come the disapproving glare of a civil servant kept from doing his duty. Then would come the speech about how he can not pass the building until all areas had been inspected. Then, if the situation warranted it, the casual sarcastic mention that fire does not care what security level it flourishes in. 

But he was robbed of his chance to spread his manipulative wings by the Corporal, who was not at all worried about him eventually inspecting the room.

It made sense, of course. They wouldn’t announce it to the general base personnel that the Pride Diamond was being hidden there. Only a select few would know about it. This was part of Shanex’s plan, Trikham recalled. A military base, like any other large organization, is by definition an acutely disorganized bureaucratic mess. While the higher ups would certainly know the Diamond was being stored there, the middle officers on down would not. Had they been more organized, they would never have allowed a fire inspection to take place. 

Still, Trikham had prepared for friction on this issue, just in case. In many ways, he was just as thorough as Shanex.

“This room, next. After that, just five more,” said Trikham pointing to a door. 

Corporal Sullis nodded and pressed her thumb to the security on the door. It slid open silently to reveal a small anteroom. There was plush wall to wall carpet, like all of the other rooms on the first floor, and track lighting in the ceiling. The entire wall of the room opposite the door was dominated by the huge door to the vault Shanex and Trikham had pondered in the plans for several hours. The other two walls both had comfortable couches against them. 

Each couch had two uncomfortable looking Sephalon sentries in it. 

“Hello,” said Trikham, looking at one of the walls. “That Vault. Ti-Corb, right?” He asked Sullis.

The leader of the sentries stood and addressed Sullis. “Corporal. Who is this man?”

“This is Prowla Jull, Sargent. Civilian. Here to inspect the base for fire codes,” Sullis replied with a salute. 

The Sargent eyed Trikham suspiciously. “Nobody is supposed to come in here.”

“I’ve got to inspect this room,” said Trikham simply. “Fire inspection. This room is a major hard point in the building construction. This vault here provides a lot of support for the first floor.”

“Corporal, are his papers in order?”

“Of course, Sir.” Sullis looked a little peeved at the idea that she would escort someone around the base without any reason.

“I suppose they would be. Make it quick.”

Trikham nodded. “As fast as I can while still doing my job, I assure you.” 

He walked around the room, perusing the walls. He poked at the power outlets and peered up at the lighting fixture. “You never did answer my question. Is that vault Ti-Corb?”

The Sargent looked at him with distrust flowing through his rapidly swirling eyes. “Why do you need to know?”

“Ti-Corb is neither flammable nor conductive.”

“You are not entering the vault. It will not be inspected.”

 “I don’t need to. I just need to confirm that it is Ti-Corb. The building schematics were vague.”

“Yes. It’s Ti-Corb.”

“Thank you,” Trikham said, frustration showing. It was another skill of his. Too many con-men lose a mark by being suspiciously friendly. A normal inspector would show frustration at this point, so Trikham did as well. 

He brought out his scanner. He scanned each of the three non-vault walls. On the one to the left of the door, he frowned. “Hmm. Pressure problem.”

“What does that mean?” asked the Sargent. 

“It means I have to do a pressure test.”

“What is that?”

Sullis stepped forward. “Sir. It is a test to see if there is a leak in the hermetic seal of the room. It is required for fire safety checks. He has done it several times already.”

Trikham gestured to Corporal Sullis and nodded.

“Very well, Mr. Jull. Do your test,” the Sargent said warily. 

“Excellent. Now, if you’d all just step outside for a moment.”

The other three sentries stood.

“Wait,” said the Sargent. “Why?”

The sentries paused.

“Part of the test,” said Trikham. “Can’t have anybody breathing in the room while the test is in progress.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Jull, But I can’t allow you to be in this room alone.”

“I don’t need to be,” Trikham, “I just need to set off a little gas capsule and seal the room for twenty minutes. With me outside.”

The Sargent looked to Sullis. 

“Yes, Sir,” she said, “That’s what he’s been doing all day.”

The Sargent pondered this for a moment. “I will be where you are at all times,” he said to Trikham.

“Fine,” Trikham said with a shrug. 

“Sentries: in to the hall,” ordered the Sargent. “You, too, Corporal.”

The sentries and Corporal Sullis moved to the hall in amid a chorus of “Yes, Sir”s.

Trikham pulled a gas capsule, a special gas capsule, out of his bag and placed it on the carpet. “When I activate this,” he explained to the Sargent, “I’m going to leave quickly. I would ask you to do the same within the constraints of making sure I leave first.”

The Sargent nodded.

Trikham pressed the button and walked briskly out of the room.

The canister started to hiss. 

The Sargent watched it for a moment. He could think of no immediate way a canister of that size could possibly blow through the vault. He left and Trikham closed the door. 

As soon as the canister began releasing gas, it sent out the signal, as Shanex had built it to do.

Shanex’s watch vibrated against her wrist. 

She got to work.

She shut off the alarm and quickly brought up her tried and true watch timer program, the same program which had assisted her in breaking into Threla Manor, but this time had it set for readout only. This was to be a silent job. 

 It read “20:00”

Then, it read “19:59”

She began breathing through her breather and picked up the spatula and the tube. From the tube, she squirted a thick, oozing, pink substance onto the spatula, which she slathered on the brickwork above her. She repeated this process several times until the brickwork was completely coated. Before she was even done, the first sections were bubbling in lines.

The ooze was a substance she had always had success with in its capacity to dissolve construction mortar. It was traditionally used in demolition work, but it suited her purposes just fine. 

The ooze did its job while Shanex waited patiently. It dissolved through the mortar at an alarming rate, all the while leaving the bricks in tact. While not obvious to the layman, bricks and mortar are completely different things from a chemical standpoint. 

Her eyes began to water in the poorly ventilated tunnel. Were it not for the breather, the fumes from the noxious chemical reaction would have rendered her unconscious at best, dead at worst. 

Soon, the section of building floor began to sag. As the ooze completed its mission, the bricks lost their hold on each other. However, they were still held up in an inverted arch by the carpet in the room above her.

She checked her watch. “18:57”.

Three seconds behind schedule. Always a glitch.

She grabbed two of the bricks suspended above her, her gloved hands able to get purchase where the mortar used to be, and pulled down. 

She had to be careful not to rip the carpet. She was successful, the carpet merely pulled off from its insulation seal along two walls in the corner of the room. She had done a great deal of positioning work underground to ensure she was working on the corner of the room. 

While Shanex prepared for her next step, the room would have looked odd to anyone in it. It was completely vacant, with the carpet making an abrupt dip in the corner, leading to blackness. 

Still underground, Shanex pulled off the plastic smock and threw it on the ground. Without ever removing her breather, she pulled the other smock out of its package and donned the top half. 

Careful not to touch the walls of the tunnel, she hoisted herself to a sitting position in the anteroom. Then, she pulled on the bottom half of the smock. She got to her feet and stretched.

Stretching was no casual or merely pleasurable action. She had been confined in a small tunnel for some time, and she needed her agility to be at its peak for the rest of the job. She checked her watch while she stretched.

“18:31”

With a clean smock, it never having touched the tunnel walls, she lay on her stomach and reached down for the equipment she needed. She pulled up her bag of tools and the tall box and placed them on the floor next to her. 

She stood and inspected the vault. A Plorl 5751L. Exactly as she had predicted. 

She breathed a sigh of relief, removing the breather, and noticed the canister on the ground for the first time. It hissed, releasing its harmless gas into the room. 

The Plorl 5751L was a large electronic vault. It operated on three forms of identification. The handprint, the retinal scan, and a code number memorized by its operators, unique to each one. If any of the security systems went down for any reason, the vault would shut down and a hole in the Ti-Corb would have to be cut with powerful lasers over the course of weeks. It was a fine piece of security, and Shanex had always admired the brand. The company offered free repairs and break-ins for malfunctions. The vault was exceptionally trigger happy with it’s security, often firing during a routine technical problem. Plorl Industries would rather pay to replace the vault than have its customers lose valuables.

Of all the companies that made vaults, the security specialist in Shanex respected Plorl Industries’ attitude the best. The thief in her hated them. This was going to be a challenge, and whatever the TSS may think her motivations were, they were wrong in thinking she did it for the challenge. There was nothing she hated more on a job than a challenge. This time, however, there was no other way. The Pride Vault was impossible and impassible. Even Shanex could not come up with any plans to defeat it. 

She did know how to defeat the Plorl. It was just very, very hard, and she had never done it before.

The normal operation of a Plorl 5751L was complicated, even for a legitimate user. There were any number of legitimate users to the vault, given access by the master user. In this case, more than likely the General of the base. The user would first place his hand on the handprint reader. Then, he would look into a glowing hole to receive his retinal scan. Finally, he would type in his security code which would be checked by the internal computer against his handprint and retinal scan. If all that checked out, he would be allowed entry. 

All of these thoughts raced through Shanex’s head as she began working on the vault. 

The keypad where users would type in their codes was at waist level. The handprint pad was 20 centimeters directly above it. The retinal scan was at eye level above the handprint pad. 

Defeating the Plorl would be considerably easier if she could destroy things, but this was not the case. If any of the measures were broken, the vault would shut down, ending this job immediately with a finality that would surely get Trikham arrested, and probably her, as well, because the vault would trigger an alarm. 

It was a long, convoluted process. To defeat the vault, she had to get to the computer. To get to the computer, she had to move the handprint reader enough to make a 1 centimeter hole without harming it. 

From the outside, there was no way to open the handprint reader. She knew from her research and experience that the visible component of the handprint reader was only about half the full size of the plate it rested on. The plate it rested on was affixed to the inside of the wall of the vault by eight screws. 

To get to those screws, she needed to drill a hole in the keypad.

The keypad was a smooth piece of plastic over the contacts of the keys. She pulled out what looked like a tiny turkey baister and squeezed the bulb, pointing the stem at the keypad. A fine blue mist wafted over it. Here and there, she could see smudged on the keys. There were smudges on all ten number keys, and smudges on most of the 17 letter keys representing the Sephalon alphabet. 

Six keys had no smudges. The smudges were caused by the blue mist sticking to the bodily oil Sephalons left behind when pressing the keys. Those six keys, therefore, were not used by any user for their code.  

She picked one and noted its location on the keypad. Third row, fifth from the left.

Then, she pulled out a sharp knife and dug at the corner of the plastic coating. It came up, and she unpeeled it from the keyboard, being careful not to rip it. The ugly contacts of the keys were revealed, and she counted three times to make sure she had it right and killed the switch for her key. This was a simple matter of squirting some fast setting plastic into the connection. It would never again connect properly. 

From her bag, she pulled out a long, wiry tool. It was a very advanced bit of theft technology she had picked up on Fasser-2z, where she had eventually used it in part of her plot to steal the Zoomer Crest.

On one end was a small computer and battery. On the other end was a diamond-tipped drill, a tiny light, and a microcamera. 

She gave it a quick test and began drilling through the murdered key. The drill silently worked its way through the keyboard and into the interior of the wall to the vault. In the center of the controlling computer, Shanex stared intently as the microcamera reported what it saw in the light of the illumination source. She could bend the shape of the snakelike tool to any configuration she wanted with the controls in her hands. The operation of the tool was extremely difficult to learn, but Shanex had mastered it with months of practice back on Fasser-2z.

This was the only way in to the vault. No drill could get through the Ti-Corb walls of the mighty structure. Her only way in to the vault wall at all was through a control surface. She chose the keyboard because it was easiest to navigate the tool through it without accidentally drilling through something important that would alert the internal computer to her chicanery. The only thing she destroyed was one key. And why would the computer care if one key was an open circuit? The normal state of a key was to be an open circuit. The only conclusion the internal computer could possibly draw would be that the key was not currently being pressed. 

Once it was through, she retracted the tool and changed the bit to a screwdriver head. She guided the tool back through the hole, through hollow wall of the vault, to the back of the handprint pad. From there, it was easy to unscrew all 8 screws. She did each screw one at a time, retracting the tool and placing the screw in a pocket. 

With the last screw removed, the handprint reader was free to move. It remained in its position only because of visible section resting in the hole created for it. All Shanex had to do was push it in.

She did not do this. 

She put the tool on the floor and extracted a telescoping pointer stick from a pocket. On the end of it, she placed a small piece of a highly sticky substance used for high-grade glue. Ordinarily, it would take 5 hours to set, but she didn’t want it to set. 

She locked the pointer so it wouldn’t telescope shut and pushed the handprint pad into the wall of the safe. It gave easily, now supported only by the pointer. She bent the pointer at the spot where it intersected the handprint reader’s hole and let it rest there. 

The handprint reader plate was now hovering three centimeters into the vault wall. 

She picked up the snake tool again. She removed the drill bit and replaced it with a 1 square centimeter microchip. It was an unusual shape for a microchip, and made entirely out of superconductive materials.  

She snaked the chip in and around the suspended handprint pad through the opening, watching her progress on the camera, until she reached the coveted internal computer lurking behind. After some searching, she found what she was looking for on the side of the exposed electronics. The memory chip.

She carefully, very carefully, put the superconductor chip in position over the computer memory chip. Once she was satisfied with the location, she pressed a button.

Shanex’s chip’s legs grew and folded over the memory chip’s legs, touching each one of them.

Electricity is a funny thing. It will follow the path of least resistance. Superconductors have no resistance at all. Any queries to that memory chip, therefore, will go through Shanex’s “Pirate chip,” ignoring the resident memory chip entirely.

There were no alarms. The vault did not lock down. 

Shanex retracted the snake tool and sighed in relief. She checked her watch. “11:22”. She had replaced the memory chip in a little over seven minutes.

She pulled the handprint pad back into position, where it fit snugly, and removed the glue from its reading surface. She placed her hand upon it, careful not to press too hard, which would send the pad and its assembly falling into the vault wall, probably severing connections.

The handprint was read and digitized. It was sent to the computer. The computer checked its memory for a match. The pirate chip had that match. 

She placed her eye in front of the retinal scanner.

Her retina was scanned, digitized, and sent to the computer. It checked its memory for a match. The pirate chip had that match.

The computer checked to make sure the handprint and the retina were for the same user. They were, according to its memory.

Shanex entered her code: “11111111111111111”.

The computer confirmed that this was, indeed correct for that user. 

There was the mechanical stir of servos, and the vault door opened slowly.

Shanex stepped back out of its arc of travel.

She had defeated the vault. She checked her watch while waiting for the vault door to finish its slow journey. It read “11:02.”

Once the door was open, she looked inside…

And encountered the biggest glitch on a job of her entire career.

Trikham leaned against the wall, staring at the ceiling. 

“How much longer?” Asked the Sargent.

Trikham looked at his watch. “About ten minutes.”

“Is there any way to speed this up?”

“No.” Trikham was tired of the Sargent’s impatience. This was the fifth time he had asked how much longer it would be. 

Corporal Sullis stood by Trikham silently. She seemed to almost be hiding behind him from the Sargent. 

“This is very irregular,” said the Sargent.

“So you’ve mentioned,” said Trikham. A moment later, he added, “Repeatedly.”

The sentries blanched at the mild insult. The Sargent shot Trikham a glare. “I don’t much like your attitude.”

Trikham was unmoved. “I don’t much like yours. I’m not in the military, Sargent. I don’t have to care what you think.”

“I do have the authority to end this inspection of yours right now, you know.”

Trikham yawned dramatically. “And I have the authority to close this base. You don’t want to get in that kind of contest, do you?”

“Hmf!” The Sargent walked a bit down the hall and brooded.

Trikham looked to Corporal Sullis.

“That was rude of you,” she said.

“I don’t like him,” Trikham responded.

 “How close are you to this girl?” she asked.

Trikham smiled. “I guess you don’t like him either.”

She shook her head. “I have leave this weekend.”

Trikham made a pained face. “Sorry. I’ll be off planet. Got to inspect the Sephalon consulate on Edlerb-A”

 “Too bad,” she said.

“Pzax.”

Shanex brooded at the interior of the vault. She had not accounted for this at all. And her time was running out. She checked her watch. “10:55”

The vault was completely empty except the back wall. It had a bank of lockers, 5 lockers wide, by 5 lockers tall. Each one had a thumbprint lock on it. Shanex mentally kicked herself for not thinking of it. The vault was used by many members of the base. Each one would want their own private area, so there were 25 lockers for individual use. They were not labeled in any way, save the numbers 1 through 25. 

Any one of the locks would only take her a minute at the most to defeat. All 25 would take far too long. 

She pondered for a few moments. 

Then, she snapped her fingers as her face brightened up. 

She had, as part of her standard equipment, a small mercury radio. It was able to triangulate position of the broadcast to within a meter. She used it to avoid TSS agents who, unlike normal radio-using policemen, get better equipment and prefer to use the mercury spectrum for its clarity and inability to be jammed. 

She activated it. It was scanning for the locations of the usual TSS frequency, and registered an error. Mercury communication is unaffected by range, and her little scanner no doubt was picking up the TSS activity on the TSS band, but the nearest location it was being used was probably tens of thousands of light years away. The readout screen, trying to express tens of thousands of light years in meters, quickly ran out of digits and registered an error.

Shanex’s memory was near perfect. She was not born with eidetic memory, but had trained herself in that direction for years. You never knew what kind of security you would run in to that you hadn’t accounted for, and it was best to remember all of them. She keyed in the frequency of the mercury animal tracking transmitters still on the Diamond cylinder.

The scanner picked up the signal, and by walking around in various parts of the vault, she was able to narrow it down to four lockers. 

“7:22”

The first one opened easily, and contained some files.

The second one contained the Pride Diamond.

Shanex was a professional, but even she had to waste a moment to react. Just like that, she was face to face with a no-longer-guarded national treasure. She had experienced this sensation several times in the past, but none was like this. The Pride Diamond awaited her.

It was still in its glass cylinder. She had assumed that would be the case. The nerve gas in the cylinder would be too much of a hassle to deal with. So, she knew they would move it around as a unit. 

She walked back to the anteroom and up to the tall box she had brought in with her. She opened it, and pulled out a replica of the cylinder with a replica of the Diamond in it. She had spent quite a lot of time on it, and the detail was nearly perfect. Even down to a few of the scratches on the painted base. The use of the fake cylinder was two-fold. The first use would be to trick the airbase personnel into thinking it was still there. The other use of the finely crafted replica would not come in to play for several days at least. 

She carried the fake Diamond cylinder to the vault. After checking to make sure there was no additional security, she pulled the real one out of the locker, and replaced it with the fake.

She closed the locker door, hugging the cylinder to her chest with her free hand, and exited the vault, pressing the close button.

The vault door closed slowly while Shanex checked the time. “6:41”

She frowned at the time. It was getting too close. 

The vault door finished its closing ritual and sealed itself. 

Shanex had more work to do. She placed the cylinder on the floor. She could admire it later.

She applied more glue to the now bent telescoping pointer and attached it to the handprint pad again. Pushing it in as she had done before, she slithered the snake tool around to the computer. She got a good grip on the pirate chip with a grabbing bit and pulled it off the computer.

She paused. No alarms.

She pulled the pirate chip out and put it back in her pocket. While doing that, she began to pull the handprint pad back in to position. Then she stopped. She realized that once the theft was discovered, it would not take them long to figure out that she stole it from the base. Once that happened, the vault would be inspected by a Plorl Industries representative. 

With her free hand, she pulled out one of her trademark business cards. She looked it over briefly to make sure it was a good sample with no printing errors or blemishes, then dropped it in to the vault wall by way of the handprint reader orifice. Then, she pulled the handprint reader back in to position. 

She attached the drill bit to the snake tool and began replacing the screws in the handprint assembly. The task was time consuming but necessary. 

Having completed that, she checked her watch again. “3:36”

She gently rolled the plastic lining of the keyboard back in place. The adhesive had not yet decayed, and it was still sticky. She smoothed it out very carefully. One key press, and she would activate an alarm. She was successful.

She ran around the room, collecting everything she had brought with her, and throwing it unceremoniously into the hole, except the Pride Diamond cylinder, which she brought last by carrying it with her back through the hole.

In the tunnel again, she walked several paces down and put the cylinder on the ground. Returning to the hole, she pulled the aluminum can toward herself, and scraped the mortar solvent off the spatula. 

She placed a hand in the middle of the sagging brick/carpet mass and pushed It back into position. Holding it there, she used the spatula to gather some white paste from the aluminum can and layered it in between the bricks. The stuff had the consistency of clay, and would not keep the bricks in position alone. 

Once all the bricks had the white clay where their mortar once was, she propped up the middle brick with the shovel handle, the shovel tip sticking out of the ground. 

“0:22”

She picked up the battery-powered ultraviolet light and shot it at the brickwork. Under the UV exposure, the quick-setting mortar solidified. It was not as sturdy as normal mortar, and Shanex’s masonry job left a bit to be desired, but the floor was not obviously warped and it would support the weight of a man. Inside, she knew, the carpet would still be off the adhesive. 

She sat down and sighed, checking her watch. “0:09”

“Too close,” she whispered to herself. She pulled her smock off and tilted her head back to the tunnel wall. Her hair intermingled with the mud, but she did not care. She had done it. In over five hundred years, the Pride Diamond had been without armed guards at its side for precisely twenty minutes. She had struck in those twenty minutes. She walked down the tunnel to the Diamond. 

“Time’s up,” the Sargent grumbled.

Trikham checked his watch. “Back we go, then.” His throat burned so much it almost hurt. But he showed not a hint of emotion as he opened the door…

To reveal the room as they left it. With the exception of the carpet in the corner. Trikham could see it was a little off. Of course, he was looking for just that. He wanted to jump in glee. Shanex had been here. Shanex never quit at anything she did. Ergo, Shanex had the Pride Diamond. 

He pulled out his scanner, saying. “Good seal. No problems.” He waved the scanner back in forth in the air. It was an attention-getter. All the sentries and Corporal Sullis looked at its majestic arcs while Trikham walked to the corner and tamped the carpet down with his feet. 

And that was the last thing left to indicate anything had happened in the room.

For that was the crux of Shanex’s plan. Stealing the Pride Diamond was worthless if they got caught. Once its disappearance was noticed, getting off Sephalon would be next to impossible, and hiding on Sephalon would be truly impossible. Diamond is a very dense material, and it is easily scanned for if on or near the surface of a planet. And, being the biggest diamond in the galaxy, it would be easy to pick out. There would be nowhere to hide. 

But, by replacing it with a duplicate, and erasing all traces of evidence of its theft, they would have the time they needed to get off of Sephalon and out of Sephalon territory before anyone noticed. 

The vault was operating as it had been. The pirate chip was gone. The hole in the keypad was hidden under the plastic covering and was disabling a key nobody used for their password. The handprint pad was back where it belonged. Nothing was missing from the vault save the Pride Diamond, and in its place rested a replica that would not be noticed immediately. Why would they check it? The hole in the ground was repaired and the carpet had been put back in place. Shanex had worn a clean smock to keep from getting any mud she picked up in the tunnel from smearing in the room or in the vault.

Trikham smiled and put his scanner away. He picked the empty gas cylinder up from the ground and tossed it in his bag casually. “Yes, definitely a good seal. On to the next room, Corporal?”

For this was the way of the con-man. Leaving immediately after penetrating the vault room would be odd, at best. So, he had to play out his role and finish the inspection.

Corporal Sullis was looking at him that way women did sometimes, and all he could think about was Lal. 

Trikham and Shanex had agreed to meet at the mouth of the tunnel. Shanex had told him it was an unnecessary and even risky to do so, but Trikham had insisted. It was his insurance, he had said. If she left with the Diamond and without him, he would call in an anonymous tip about the Pride Diamond, and the planet-wide scanning would begin shortly thereafter. Shanex would have to either abandon the Diamond or be caught with it. 

After a long walk, carrying the Pride Diamond in her arms, Shanex Exxel emerged from the mouth of the tunnel, where she was picked up by her accomplice, Mar Falaar, alias: Trikham Allal.

The perfect crime.

Chapter 10: The Ffralt

Lal waited at a table in the café Kuner. 

It was a normal day at the GBS. Travelers milled about, some arriving, some departing, all of them seemingly in a hurry. The inside of the GBS was a huge artistic dome with shops and restaurants around the edge. The café Kuner was one of a dozen nearly identical eateries in this segment of the huge metropolitan airfield. 

She folded her arms across her chest and sighed with impatience. “He might not come,” she said, seemingly to herself. She alone knew that the floral arrangement in the center of the table contained a transmitter, and that the TSS agent and his strange sidekick were somewhere in the airport listening. 

“Remember what you promised,” she warned the centerpiece, “You let him go.”

The one way transmitter did not respond. 

“Why am I even here?” She asked. “He’s not going to come, this is probably just some trick to throw you off the scent. He doesn’t love me. He never did.” She put her hand to her throat, but suppressed the cough. 

She reached down to her ordering panel and keyed in an order for an Arracolser with extra spice. Moments later, a serving robot rolled up with her cocktail.

She paid in cash and took the drink, downing half of it on one gulp. The alcohol burned, but had its desired calming effect as she set the drink down. She scanned the room again, expecting to see the same haggard travelers she had seen each of the other nine times she had done so, but this time, saw Trikham.

Her heart raced and her throat burned. 

He saw her and walked to her table.

“Mind if I sit?” he asked. His demeanor was casual, as if they were merely acquaintances. For all Lal knew, he thought of her that way.

She gestured to the chair beside him. Her stare was vulnerable while at the same time cold and angry. “I’m here.”

He seated himself and clasped his hands together in front of him. Looking down, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Fair Lal. What you must think of me,” he said, bringing his head up to meet her eye.

She did not respond. 

“I know it looks bad,” said Trikham, turning on the charm. “I know. Imagine my surprise when I found out Ms. Yale was really Shanex Exxel. She was up to something, that’s for sure.”

“You mean to tell me you didn’t know she was Shanex Exxel?” Lal said, incredulously. 

Trikham shook his head. “Sounds unbelievable, I know. I was stupid. I was on Terra, I needed an assistant willing to travel, I put out an ad. She filled the bill nicely. And not just because of the way she looked. How was I to know?”

Lal furrowed her brow. “I don’t believe you.”

Trikham looked down. “I didn’t expect you to. I just wanted to tell you my side and let you judge as you see fit. I have to leave Sephalon now, because of the crime I did commit.”

 “And what was that?”

Trikham squirmed a bit. “I don’t know Senator Threla. Or his wife. My mother never met either of them. I made that all up to get in good with Sephalon high society. It was a business move.”

“Was I part of that move?”

“Not at all!” he said quickly, nearly panicked. “Look,” he said, calming, “I was trying to look high society, but you were more important to me than that. Do you think I would date an Arrakun worker to improve my standing? No offense, but really. What do you think?”

She took another swig of Arracolser. “I guess not.”

“So what possible motive other than wanting to be with you could I have had?”

“To get in good with my boss. So you could get information about the Pride Diamond. So you and Shanex Exxel could steal it.”

Trikham looked shocked. “Who said anything about stealing the Pride Diamond?”

“The police, who questioned me for about two hours.”

“Well, it’s still there, isn’t it? If it was gone, I’m sure the news would have mentioned it.”

“Don’t be cute. Just because nobody stole it doesn’t mean you weren’t planning to.”

“Lal, I had nothing to do with anything like that! Yale set up my appointments. Once I started dating you, she suggested I get in good with your boss, just for the social benefits. How was I supposed to know it was part of her plan.”

Lal looked down. “So you’re saying she manipulated you into this? You didn’t know?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Salfrin, I’d like to believe you.”

“I really wish you would.”

“Why did you shoot the police?”

“I was confused and scared. I didn’t know they were police. The Arrakun police uniform is so ornate it didn’t look like any cops I had ever seen. I just saw a couple of well dressed men with guns in the house. I shot them.”

“Hmm. It all sounds reasonable,” she said. She finished off her Arracolser. “I don’t know whether to believe you or not.” She put her hand to her throat, and her voice got hoarse. “In the past few days, I’ve been interrogated by police, accused of conspiring with an interstellar thief, fired from my job, and shunned and ignored by all my neighbors and people I thought were my friends. Salfrin, I-“ She broke into a coughing fit. 

Trikham rounded the table and held her in his arms. 

“I believe you,” she whispered through her coughs. “I love you.”

Trikham froze. “You really mean that, don’t you.” It was a statement, not a question.

She nodded. 

He sat down in the chair next to her and rubbed his eyes. “I can’t do this.”

“Can’t do what?”

Trikham shook his head. “I just can’t do this one.”

“What?”

“I thought I could, but I can’t,” he coughed slightly. He moved his hand to his throat, but changed the motion to a scratch to hide its meaning. 

“What are you talking about, Salfrin?”

He placed his arms on his legs and hung his head low. It was as if someone had released all the strings on a marionette. “I’m lying. Again.”

Her expression hardened. “What do you mean?”

“I knew it was her. I knew it was Shanex. I was working with her to try to steal the Pride Diamond. I was using you to get to your boss to find out what I needed to know. I-“

She slapped him hard across the face. The force of the blow and the unexpected nature of it sent him reeling off the chair to the floor. 

She stood over him. “You son of a bitch!” She leapt on to him, kicking and flailing. She did not know how to fight, and it showed. 

He shielded his head with his arms and curled up in a ball to protect himself. “Stop!” Came his muffled voice from under his arms. “Please!”

Several of the customers stood. All of them stopped their conversation and turned to the altercation. 

Her blows was not substantial, but their sheer number was. She continued beating him until she was breathing heavily and coughing constantly. 

“How could you,” she wailed. She stopped beating him and put both hands to her throat. “You heartless bastard! How could you!” She coughed on her knees while Trikham lay still.

She crawled into her chair, falling forward onto the table. She slammed her head into her arms and coughed more. Her body heaved with each choking gasp. 

Trikham got off the floor and sat across the table from her. His forehead was bleeding from a particularly good shot of hers. “I’m sorry, Lal, I…”

She was still coughing. 

He looked around to see all the patrons staring. “Do you mind?” he said, loudly.

He reached out and touched her shoulder. She didn’t slap his arm away like he expected her to. “Lal?”

“Bastard!” she coughed through her arms.

“Yes. I am.”

“Why did you come to tell me this!?” She demanded, shooting upright again. “Why!? Answer me!”

“Because I fell in love with you! For real! I didn’t plan on that, damn it!”

He fell back into his chair. There. He had said it. He had never said that to anyone in his entire life, and now, here, in this horrible situation, was his first time. 

“You lying sack of-“

“I am a lying sack of shit. You’re right. But I’m not lying about that. I love you.”

“Bullshit!”

“Not bullshit.”

“Bullshit!”

“What possible reason would I have to lie about that?”

“That would depend on what you want from me.”

“That was mean,” he said. “Very mean.”

“Fuck you! You’ve got no right-“

“You’re right. Sorry. Be mean. I’ve earned it. But at least listen.”

“Listen to what? ‘Oh, Lal’”, she mocked his voice, “‘I’ve missed you so much, and if you just get your bosses files we can be together always!’ Fuck you, Salfrin.”

“I don’t want anything from you. Not like that.”

“What do you want, then?”

Trikham took another deep breath. “I want you to come with me.”

“Come with you? Where? Why?”

“First to Fasser-2z, then wherever you want to go, and because I can’t imagine living my life without you.”

“Right after you try to steal the Diamond, right?”

He shook his head. “There’s more to that than I’m telling, and I can’t tell you in public. But I’m leaving today,” he checked his watch, “In about 15 minutes.”

 She paused. “You’re leaving now?”

“Yes. Now. Today.”

“You’re not coming back to Sephalon?”

“That’s right.”

“To Fasser-2z?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I’ll tell you if you come.”

“What about after that?”

“Whatever you want.”

“You expect me to trust you after all this?”

Trikham shrugged pathetically. “No,” he started to cough. “I can’t imagine (cough) why you would.”

They stared at each other in silence for a while. 

“How much money have you got?” She demanded. 

Trikham looked puzzled. “What?”

“How much?”

“You mean cash?”

“How much have you got. To your name. And tell the truth.”

Trikham looked up and thought. After expenditures on the mission, and the latest legitimate business investments he had made, it came to “About twenty thousand credits, give or take.”

“Give me five thousand.”

“For what?”

“For a ticket home. You’ve got this trip to convince me. If I don’t like what I hear, I’m coming back.”

Trikham brightened up. “Really? You mean it?”

“Yes?”

“Why would you trust me?”

“I don’t,” she said, rubbing her head. “I’m just stupid and weak. I can’t live without you. Even though this is probably some other trick of yours, I’m willing to give it a shot. Because I do love you. Even though I’m sure I don’t know you.”

He stood, eagerly. “I’ll run to the bank and get you the credits in cash. We don’t have much time. Meet me at Gate C-25. C-25. You got that?” He was almost hopping with excitement. 

“Got it. C-25,” she said, rubbing her head more. “Why Fasser-2z?”

“I’ll tell you on the trip,” he began to leave. 

“Wait,” She commanded. 

Trikham froze in his tracks. Please don’t let this be her changing her mind. Please don’t let this be her changing her mind. Please don’t let this be her changing her mind. “Yes?”  

“What’s your name. I’m betting it isn’t Salfrin Rowla. I want to know your name. Your real name.”

“Shanex calls me Trikham.”

“I didn’t ask for what Shanex calls you. I asked for your name.”

Trikham sighed. “Mar. Mar Falaar. I haven’t used that name in years, but that’s the one I was born with.”

She nodded, looking at her watch. “Only about 10 minutes. You better get moving.”

He spun and ran out of the café. 

She turned to the table centerpiece. “I’m going. I’m really going,” she told it. “Do what you have to do, but if you try to arrest him, I’ll do everything I can to stop you.”

“Well, to hell with you, too,” Nelson said to the speaker. “The nerve of that girl.”

“Quiet, Nelson,” Dan ordered, listening for anything more. All he could hear were Lal’s receding footsteps.

The duo were in a utility closet several corridors down from the café Kuner. The quarters were cramped, but there weren’t too many places in the GBS where someone could have privacy. 

Nelson leaned against a bank of shelves. “Bay C-25, right? No problem.”

“I can’t arrest him there. I don’t have any jurisdiction.” Dan steepled his index fingers and pressed them to his lips. “And I can’t just ask to talk to him. He’ll want to catch his flight. And if I sic the Sephalon police or GBS security on him, I’ll be breaking my deal with Lal Thengal.”

“So what do we do?”

Dan was silent for a long time. Finally, he answered, “We get on that ship. Once we’re in space and out of Sephalon orbit, I have jurisdiction as a member of the TSS, an interpol agency. I can arrest him legally and hold him until he tells me what he knows about Exxel. Then, I let him go, like I promised Lal Thengal, and we go after Shanex.”

“Using her first name, now, eh?”

“I think I’ve earned that right.”

“Once the ship leaves, we won’t be able to get off until it gets to Fasser-2z. That’s where it’s going, right?”

“That’s where it’s going, but we can always grab an escape pod or alert Sephalon authorities as to where she is. It takes at least a day or two for a cruiser to get out of a planet’s gravity well. Even if we don’t make it off the ship, the Sephalon police ought to be interested in catching her now. She won’t be in Arrakun, and all the other police forces are at least half-way decent.”

“Who are you kidding, Dan? You know you want to make the collar.”

Dan opened the door. “True. We’ll probably take an escape pod before they fold and have the TSS reimburse the ship for a new one. Come on, we haven’t got much time.” He strode out.

He walked briskly down the hall about twenty paces until he came to a wall-mounted computer. 

“Computer:” Dan addressed.

“Welcome to the Arracols GBS, traveler. How may I help you?”

“I need to know the location of gate C-25.”

“Gate C-25 is on this level, far-east side. Follow this corridor to the end, take a right, and walk 317 meters. You will pass all the shuttle gates and enter the cargo gates area. Gate C-25 will be on the left.”

“Cargo area? What vessel is currently in gate C-25?”

“The current vessel in gate C-25 is the Ffralt out of Fasser-2z. It is a Scorpion-class cruiser with planetary landing capability. It is scheduled to taxi from the gate in 9 minutes, 17 seconds. Liftoff will be from launch pad 006 in 18 minutes, 21 seconds. Its flight plan destination is Fasser-2z.”

Dan ran down the hall. “Come on!”

Nelson followed, grumbling “Sure, Dan. I’ll follow you all over Sephalon and into space. All part of the normal extradition procedure. No problem.” 

Dan hurried along the path given to him by the computer. Nelson tried to keep up, but his small and scrawny form did not have the long stride and hearty strength of Dan’s. 

They reached the gate. Dan slowed and walked through the doorway. Nelson followed, puffing and heaving. The doorway led outside, and they saw the Ffralt for the first time. 

As cruisers went, it was actually quite small. Most cruisers were unable to land on a planet at all, their finely tuned hulls made for space travel, not the rigors of gravity and an atmosphere. No passenger liner, for instance, had ever landed on a planet, nor had one ever experienced an atmosphere. At least not without breaking up. The Ffralt was only a tenth of the size of a normal passenger cruiser, but from the vantage point of Dan and Nelson, standing on the tarmac, it looked absolutely gigantic.

It was about as big as a ship could be while still retaining an economical way to reach orbit. Cargo ships usually were, as the cost of shipping cargo to a non-landing ship via shuttle was usually greater than the fuel cost of lifting it all off the ground at once. 

It was the size of a building. It stood about 3 stories tall and stretched into the distance some 100 meters. Dan and Nelson had a vantage point allowing them to see the bow of the cruiser, and the entire underside. 

A dozen or so Zoomers were feverishly loading the last bits of cargo into the ventral cargo ramp, desperately trying to get everything in lest the ship miss its tarmac time and have to pay for additional dock time. 

The engines kicked in. The sound was deafening. The Zoomers worked even faster than before. They knew the engines were activated 8 minutes before taxiing, 17 minutes before launch, to warm up the huge engine bells. It was sort of an 8 minute warning to them. 

Dan gestured for Nelson to follow as he trotted toward the ramp. There were several ways to get aboard a cargo vessel. One could hide in the cargo. One could try to sneak up the ramp while the loaders were occupied with their tasks. Dan preferred a simpler approach. Reaching in to his pocket, he pulled out his emergency cash reserve. All TSS agents, when on assignment, carried a reserve like this. It was Dan’s own money, but would be reimbursed by the TSS if he could prove it was necessary to a mission. 

One Zoomer stood with a clipboard in his hand. He seemed to be directing things, so Dan ran up to him. The sound of the engines drowned out any hope of verbal communication. Dan tapped him on the shoulder.

The Zoomer turned around. He looked up at Dan, twice the little feline’s size, and held out his paws in an inquisitive fashion, as if to say “What?”

Dan pointed to himself, then Nelson, then up at the ship. Then he held out three thousand credits.

The Zoomer counted the credits and held up four claws.

Dan produced another thousand credits.

The Zoomer took the money and pointed up the ramp.

Dan nodded, and ran up the ramp. 

Nelson paused to give the Zoomer a smile, then followed. 

Minutes later, two stories above the tarmac, Shanex and Trikham entered a boarding tunnel leading to the top level of the Ffralt. The tunnel was partially insulated against sound, but the engines were overpoweringly loud, making a loud yell the only way to communicate at all. 

Trikham was walking considerably slower and kept looking over his shoulder. Shanex was carrying her 4D briefcase. 

She looked back at Trikham. “Why do you keep looking back?” she yelled over the din of the engine rumble.  

“I may as well tell you,” he yelled back. “I’m bringing Lal with us. At least I hope I am.”

He had expected an outburst of some kind from her. He expected a speech from her concerning the evils of last minute changes to the plan, and the evils of telling someone their escape route. 

Instead, she smiled and walked back toward him. She put a hand on his shoulder, and yelled, “And why would that be?” There was a softness in her eyes he had not expected to see at all.

No reason to lie, he decided. “Because I love her.”

Shanex smiled and nodded. Almost the way a satisfied parent would when their child gave the correct answer to a difficult question. She gave him two fraternal pats on the shoulder and turned back toward the ship. 

Trikham kept looking toward the opening of the tunnel. 

Lal finally arrived. She walked confidently into the tunnel and toward Trikham. He ran to meet her and they flung their arms around each other. He led her in to the ship with an arm around her waist. Her expression was cagey and suspicious, but her actions were clear enough. She was giving him a chance. 

 He did not look forward to telling her they had already stolen the Pride Diamond. 

The Ffralt activated its ventral thrusters and levitated off the ground. The huge landing gear retracted into the frame of the ship as it coasted gently away from the GBS terminal. It backed away, then turned 180 degrees and gave the tiniest push of thrust with its main rear Peridium Engines. 

This sent it coasting along the tarmac at a comfortable speed. After a few minutes of travel, it reached launch pad 006 and waited for launch clearance. 

Once that was received, the ventral thrusters were put to full force, slowly lifting the ship several hundred meters in the air. It pointed its nose to the stars and kicked its Peridium Engines to full power. Once it did that, it shot upward at over three g’s of acceleration, on its way to orbit.

Inside the ship, however, not one crewman nor one item of cargo felt the crushing acceleration. The Ffralt had inertial dampeners that would reduce the acceleration by up to 20 g’s. That, with the artificial gravity inside the ship, made the ride as smooth as sitting on solid ground. 

Inside the ventral cargo bay, Dan talked to the lead loader for the first time.

“Glad to have you aboard,” said the loader.

“Glad to be aboard. Tell you what, I’ll give you another two hundred credits if you tell me how many other passengers you have aboard.”

“No other passengers.”

Dan knew he was lying, of course. “That’s what I like to see. A man who stays bought.” Dan gave him two hundred credits. “In that case I’ll give this to you to make sure nobody knows we’re aboard. Got it?”

“I’ll have to tell the Captain,” the Zoomer warned. “It’s his ship.”

“Fine. But nobody else.”

“Deal,” said the Zoomer, taking the money. “You can grab one of the crew cabins that isn’t being used. The ones not in use are the ones that aren’t locked. You’ll have to pay for your own meals or steal them.”

“Understood. How long until we leave orbit?” Asked Dan.

“About six hours.”

“We’ll wait here until then.”

“Have it your way.” The lead loader walked toward the exit of the cargo bay.

“So we wait?” asked Nelson.

“Yes. I’ve got no authority until we leave orbit.”

“And then?”

“We find Rowla, or Trikham, or Falaar, or whatever the hell his name is, and pump him for information.”

“Better be careful, Dan,” said Nelson. There was genuine concern in his voice. “We’re nowhere near any police stations. If he shoots you, there’d really be nothing you could do about it.”

“I don’t think he will. He couldn’t hit anything with that stunner back at Threla Manor. I doubt he’s too experienced with guns. I’ve got a brand new stunner. I can outgun him.”

“So what’s his connection to Exxel? I know they’re working together, but how?”

Dan pondered. “I’m not sure. He did something for her. Something big. She’s never worked with accomplices before. Whatever he did, he knows what she’s up to. And I’ll find it out.”

“So, you’re just gonna’ march on up there and arrest him once we’re in orbit?”

“Not exactly. I’m going to do a little spying, first.”

“We’re on a ship full of Zoomers. It’s not exactly like you blend in.”

“I’ll think of something.”

The ship parked itself in a stable Sephalon orbit. For the next six hours, the crew would be doing last minute checks and re-checks before making the long burn to escape the planet’s gravity. Once they were well outside the gravity well of Sephalon, they would be able to fold to the Fasser-2z system. It would take the ship only two days to get out of the gravitational effect of Sephalon, and then three hours to perform the fold calculations. For larger, slower cruisers, the trip to the negligible gravity range took as long as a week. 

Shanex, Trikham, and Lal relaxed in what could be called the officer’s lounge on the top deck. Shanex had her 4D briefcase, Trikham had no luggage at all. Lal, not aware she would be making any interplanetary voyages until ten minutes before the ship lifted off, had none either. 

Lal looked around, her mind afire with thoughts assaulting her from all directions. What am I doing on a Zoomer trading vessel? Why am I giving Salfrin-I mean Mar another chance? What happened with the TSS Agent? Did he decide not to come? Maybe he got all the information he needed from the bug and went off to catch Exxel. But she’s right here! Is Mar going to want to make love to me tonight? Would I let him? Aaaagh!

Shanex and Trikham, meanwhile, were much more used to the criminal lifestyle, and took everything in stride.

“So, you trust these Zoomers?” Shanex asked.

“I served on this ship for five years.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Trikham smiled. “They would do anything for me, as I would for them. Still, I wouldn’t mention what’s in your case.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t.”

“What’s in her case?” Lal asked.

Shanex looked to Trikham, who looked back to her, briefly. Then, he turned to Lal. “That’s one of the many things I’ll tell you when we’re in private.”

“Why can’t you tell me now?” Lal frowned.

“Because I will never lie to you again. And I won’t tell you until I’m sure nobody else is listening. That only leaves not telling you at all right now.”

Lal shrugged. 

“First order of business is to set up some security for this,” Shanex pat the case. “I don’t exactly like the idea of it spending the next three weeks on a ship full of Zoomers.”

“I’m sure you’ll do just fine in that area,” Trikham replied. “Anyone who can blow through security as well as you can ought to be able to come up with something brilliant.”

Lal piped in “You’re Shanex Exxel. You really are, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Wow.”

“Thank you.”

“Why do you leave those little cards whenever you take something?”

“It’s a long story.”

Trikham checked his watch. “The Captain ought to be in shortly to greet us. I’m looking forward to seeing the old cat again.”

Lal leaned back in her chair. Two weeks ago I was a lonely research assistant. One week ago, I was a research assistant dating a millionaire. Today, I’m on a Zoomer ship headed for Fasser-2z with a con-man I can’t help but love and the most wanted thief in the galaxy. Sigh.
“What is this room, anyway?” Shanex asked Trikham. “Officer’s lounge?”

Trikham see-sawed his hand. “Sort of. The ranking on a Zoomer trading ship is a little odd. Some crewmen are allowed in here, others aren’t. So, I guess this is like an officers lounge.”

Shanex folded one leg over the other. “Which ones are allowed in.”

Trikham put his hand to his chin. “Well, the Captain, of course, and the First Mate. After that, It’s a little iffy. The loaders are a closed-knit clan of stevedores. They don’t really talk to anyone who isn’t a loader. But the lead loader is allowed in. The engineers, life support techs, and all the other crewmen who see to keeping the ship running are another group. Their leader is the Chief Engineer. She’s allowed in, too.”

“She?” Asked Lal.

“Well, when I was here it was a she. That was almost fifteen years ago, though. It might have changed.”

“Zoomers have women in high positions?” Lal seemed interested in this foreign concept.

“You see, Lal,” Trikham explained, “Sephalon is the only culture with sexism in it.”

Lal looked over to Shanex. “How about Terra? Any sexism there?”

Shanex shook her head. “Nope. Nobody cares what sex you are on Terra. Unless they want to have sex with you. Then they have some strong opinions. Although not all of them.”

“See?” said Trikham. “Anyway, the  Chief Engineer is allowed in.”

“So, just the leadership, then,” said Shanex.

“Not quite,” corrected Trikham. “Also, anyone who has a unique skill is let in. For instance, the fold navigator. Also, the head bargainer.” He smiled. “That used to be me.”

“Complicated,” said Shanex.

“Too true. Volumes could be written on Zoomer social structures.”

“If you’re such good friends with the Captain, why didn’t he come see you before we lifted off?” Lal asked. 

The suspicious nature of the question left little doubt in Trikham’s mind that she immediately assumed everything he said was a lie. It would take a long time to reverse that, but he was willing to put out the effort if she was willing to let him. He shrugged. “He’s busy right before liftoff. He should be along any moment, though. We’re old friends.”

Shanex eyed Trikham. “Hard to believe you have any old friends.”

“You’re such an angel, Shanex.”

Lal breathed a tiny sigh of relief. She had harbored some mild fears that there was currently or had been a romance of some kind between Shanex and Mar. She saw from their interactions that it was highly unlikely. They spoke to each other like the uneasy allies they were. 

“Is the buyer on Fasser-2z?” Shanex asked, ignoring Trikham’s previous sarcasm.

“Buyer for what?” asked Lal.

Trikham shot a hard glare at Shanex. “We’ll talk about that later.” Then, to Lal, he smiled and his eyes were soft. “We’ll talk about that later.”

Both women said “Hmf.”

They sat in silence, waiting for the Captain. Lal broke it. “So theft isn’t illegal on Fasser-2z at all, hmm?”

“Nope,” Trikham answered. 

Lal rested her elbows on her knees. “So why buy anything? Why not just take it.”

“It’s hard to take things on Fasser-2z. There’s a lot of security systems around.”

“Why not bash a hole in the wall and walk off with whatever you want?”

Trikham looked at her with a disappointed expression. “They’re not barbarians, Lal. Destruction of property is illegal. And you can’t rob someone with a gun, either. Threatening someone with a weapon is illegal. Also, if you knock someone out or hurt them to take something, that’s assault.”

“Can you snatch a purse?”

“If you can do it without hurting anyone, sure.”

“Can you break into someone’s house?”

“Yes, sort of. It’s not illegal to break into a home, but it is legal to shoot anyone breaking into your home, provided you have a clearly readable sign out front declaring that you have lethal defenses in the house.”

Lal shook her head. “I don’t see how a society could work like that. It just doesn’t make sense.”

Trikham shrugged. “They really don’t care if it makes sense to you. It makes sense to them.” 

Lal leaned forward to look Shanex over. “Nice outfit, by the way.”

“Thank you,” said Shanex, looking down at her jumpsuit. It was identical to her work jumpsuit with one difference.

“All white. Usually you wear black.”

Shanex smoothed out a wrinkle on her slacks. “Not on a ship. Only the Captain wears black on a ship.”

“I forgot about that! I never travel. You really do have a great sense of fashion.”

“Thanks.” Shanex resisted the urge to ask where Lal got her dress. It just seemed to be too girly for the situation. 

Trikham was rescued from feminine overload by the arrival of Captain Ssst. 

“Shitnose! It’s been a while!” The feline Captain, dressed in his black outfit, strode up and placed his paw on his chest.

Trikham stood, looming over the Captain, and imitated the gesture. “Captain Ssst. It’s good to see you again.” His smile was genuine. “You’re getting a little gray around the snout, If I may say so.”

“Eat Shit!” said the Captain with a smile. “I’ll be alive when your grandchildren have grandchildren, you short-lived Sephalon bastard.”

It was true. Zoomers had a lifespan longer than any other sapient race in the galaxy other than the highly intelligent and physically tiny Theta-2s. The average lifespan of a Zoomer was around 250 Terran years. For Sephalons and Humans, it was 120. Exions lived to be 55 if they were lucky. Theta-2s, on the other hand, had been known to endure for up to 600 years.

“What’s new aboard?” asked Trikham. Shanex and Lal had also stood. In the presence of the Captain of a ship you were on, you showed respect. That was one social rule found in all cultures.

Ssst waved a paw, “This and that. Nothing exciting. What’s new with you? Who are your lady friends?”

Trikham slapped his forehead. “Rude of me. Captain, Ssst, may I present Lal Thengal, a woman who has stolen my heart.” He gestured grandly to Lal. 

The Captain put his paw to his chest. “Anyone who could subdue Shitnose deserves great respect.”

Lal nervously put her hand to her chest. “Shitnose?” She said to Trikham.

Trikham shrugged. “Zoomer noses don’t collapse when you push on them. So, they joke that Sephalon noses are made of shit. It’s a nickname.”

“How many names do you have?”

“I’ve lost count,” back to the Captain, “And, Sir, I know you will approve of the other beautiful woman in the room,” He gestured to Shanex.

“This,” he said, “is the one and only Shanex Exxel.”

The captain’s jaw dropped. “The Shanex Exxel? The Master Thief?” He looked back and forth from Shanex to Trikham rapidly.

Shanex nodded. She put her hand to her chest.

“You joke?” the Captain said to Trikham.

“No joke, Captain. Shanex Exxel.”

The Captain put his paw to his chest and bowed. “Master Exxel. I humbly welcome you to my ship. Anything you need to make yourself comfortable, please let me know and it will be yours.”

“Thank you, Captain,” said Shanex. 

“When Shitnose called me and offered me twenty thousand credits for a trip to Fasser-2z from Sephalon, I knew he was up to something,” said the Captain. “But he’s really moved up in the galaxy if he’s working with you, Master Exxel.”

Shanex smiled weakly. “Uh, thank you.” 

“So,” Ssst clapped his paws together. “You’re paying for this trip. Although we are making a lot on the side from Sephalon wares we plan to sell on Fasser-2z. Anyway, like I said, it’s your credits, so is there anything else you need?”

Shanex stepped forward. “A lot of these merchant ships have explosives rooms. Does this one?”

“Yes,” said the Captain and Trikham together.

“Is anything in it?”

“Some cargo. Nothing explosive, but why waste the space?” Said the Captain. 

“Is there any way to move that cargo somewhere else? I’d like the explosives room empty.”

“For what?” 

“Security. I need to store some things, and the Ti-Corb walls are just the security I need. Nothing dangerous.”

Ssst shrugged. “By all means, Master Exxel, I’ll have it cleared out later today.”

“Thanks. And you can call me Shanex.” 

“I really wouldn’t feel comfortable with that, Master Exxel. I mean no disrespect. I know that is a Terran way of showing respect, asking someone to call you by your first name. But in my culture, Masters of a field are never referred to by their first names except by close family and lovers. It’s the way I was brought up.”

“Whatever you like.”

“Anything else?”

Nobody had any other needs at the moment.

“Then, let me show you to your rooms. We don’t have much, we rarely have passengers. But I cleared out some of the nicer rooms for your stay. By the way, will that be three rooms? Two? Or maybe one?”

“At least two,” Shanex was quick to say. 

Trikham looked over to Lal.

Lal looked down.

“Better make it three,” said Trikham.

Dan slunk through the empty corridors of the ship. There were still hours left before the ship left orbit, but he could not wait to begin investigating. He had left Nelson behind in the cargo bay with strict instructions not to move. The last thing he needed was Nelson with his complete lack subtlety on his heels.

He had made his way to the top deck of the ship undetected so far. It was easier than he had anticipated. The entire crew of the ship numbered no more than thirty. Cargo vessels tended to be sparsely populated, and economical merchant ships tended to be even sparser. On two occasions, he had had to hide from crewmen walking down the halls, but the procedure was easy. The Zoomers were almost always talking to one another in that hissing, growling language of theirs and could be heard from quite a distance. All Dan had to do then was pop into a nearby room and wait for their passage. 

He had found a map of the ship hastily tacked up on a bulkhead on deck three. There were no convenient wall computers to aid his path, like any good passenger liner would have, but the hand-scrawled map was sufficient for his purposes. All he needed to do was find the biggest quarters. 

His reasoning was simple. Rowla had paid a good sized chunk of money to keep the Zoomers quiet about his presence on the ship. Also, he was an associate of Shanex’s, so he probably had a fair amount of money to his name. Shanex had never before worked with an accomplice, and she wouldn’t start with an amateur. The conclusion was that he had also paid a good deal of money for his passage aboard. This meant that he would expect reasonable accommodations. Ergo: The biggest quarters available. This sort of logical gymnastics was so common to Dan he never even thought about how he made the conclusions so easily. It was just a gift he refused to be admired for.

With some more searching, he found the area where the biggest rooms were. He listened at the first door. There was silence. The second door yielded this conversation:   

“Rowl Cchhr Kra?”

“’Eh.”

“Fft Kkhr Ssssss.”

“Mmmmmmmm.”

Dan moved on to the next door and listened for some time at the very interesting conversation brewing inside.

“So you didn’t tell Lal?”

Dan recognized the voice immediately. It was Shanex. She was aboard. This changed everything. 

“Not yet, but I will before we fold.”

Rowla. So Lal did come after all. 

“Make sure she doesn’t tell any of the crewmembers.”

“I will. What did you have in mind for security?”

“I’ll put it in the explosives room and secure the door.”

“I’ll need access.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to make sure you don’t take it or replace it with a fake. I’ll spot check from time to time.”

“What would I do with it, Trikham?”

“I’m sure you’d think of something. I’ll need access.”

“Fine. I’ll set it up, but I’m putting sensors near the door. They’ll detect it if you try to leave the room with it.”

“Perfectly acceptable.”

“Now what about the buyer?”

“On Fasser-2z.”

“Who is it?”

“I’m not telling you that. If I did, you wouldn’t need me.”

“Have it your way.”

“I will. You’re positive you can keep it safe? When the news breaks, everyone on this ship will know you have it.”

“I can handle the security, Trikham.”

“See that you do. Do you want this room or the one next door?”

“I’ll take this one.”

Bingo. This was Shanex’s room. Dan did not care about Rowla any more. Shanex was a few meters away. It took all of his patience not to burst in, but he wanted to make sure he arrested her legally, and that meant waiting until the ship left orbit. If he tried to get the crew to arrest her, they would want to know why, and he would have to somehow prove that he was a TSS agent without his badge. Besides, they had been paid by Shanex and Rowla, and would simply refuse to throw her in the brig. Once out of orbit, though, they would be breaking the law and risking their folding license if they tried to stop him from arresting her. 

It was time to set up camp. He could listen at the door all he wanted, but the longer he did, the more of a chance there was of being discovered. One of them could open the door. If he was discovered early, things could get sticky. Any information he needed, he could get later once he had arrested her. 

He turned to listen to the door across the hall from Shanex’s room. There was no sound. He tried the keypad. The door opened. It had been left unlocked. 

Entering the room, he surveyed his surroundings. There was a small bed, a table, and a desk with a chair. This was as “luxury” as the Spartan Zoomer traders got. But the room had no personal belongings in it, nor did it have any evidence of anyone having been in it for some time. But Dan was already positive nobody was using it. No self-respecting Zoomer would leave his quarters unlocked.

He keyed the door to close all but a few millimeters. Just enough to peer through.  

He pulled the chair up to the door to settle in for his stakeout. Then, he let his mind wander and considered the conversation he had just heard. His legs ached to take a walk while he thought, but it was not an option. He concentrated as best he could.

The Pride Diamond had not been stolen. If it had, it would have been all over the news, and Dan had heard nothing. Yet here she was, leaving Sephalon with her accomplice. As if the mission was completed. The conversation about a “buyer” and “security” for “it” was puzzling. They had something important, and it wasn’t the Diamond. But what else would Shanex Exxel be after in Arrakun? It didn’t add up. There was something he was missing, and it was eating him up that he didn’t know.

Maybe she had been after something else. Some bit of industrial espionage, and leaving clues that she was after the Diamond was some plan to throw the authorities off her scent? No. Shanex had not done any kind of paid labor like that in years. 

Maybe she had acquired something that she was going to trade for information about the Diamond’s defenses, and for that she had to travel to Fasser-2z? No. Why not just do it over vidphone. Maybe the person with the information wanted the item she got before giving up the information? No. They wouldn’t use the word “buyer” in that case. “Buyer” implied someone who was going to pay money for something. 

He concentrated on what he did know.

She had something. Some item worth her spending the time to set up security around it. Presumably this is what the “buyer” was going to buy. She also had a buyer, obviously. On Fasser-2z. 

If the Pride Diamond was only missing, it would all make sense. But it wasn’t. Was it?

What was it Rowla had said? “When the news breaks, Everyone on this ship will know you have it?” What did that mean? He thought about it.

It meant that she had something, something that would cause news, and nobody knew yet. She was a thief. The thing must be something stolen. She had stolen something without anyone knowing and it would make news once they noticed. 

The Pride Diamond? But how? It was watched at all times. She couldn’t have stolen it undetected. If nothing else, there would be a bunch of stunned honor guardsmen on the floor that would have reported it when they woke up. 

He checked his watch and calculated the time in Arrakun. The museum was open when they left. Therefore the Pride Diamond was there when they left, otherwise Dan would have heard something on the news on one of the many tri-Ds at the GBS. It was still open now. He felt in his bones that the Pride Diamond was involved, but how could they steal the Pride Diamond in the middle of the day at the museum in front of a bunch of tourists and not get noticed.

And when was the news going to “break”? What would delay it?

Hmm.

Something else Rowla had said stuck in his mind. He was afraid that Shanex would replace “it” with a fake. What would make him think of that?

Dan sat quietly with his chin on his hands and thought hard for a long time. Then he dropped his hands and widened his eyes. “Oh, my God,” he hissed. 

A minute or two later, Shanex and Trikham left her room, and Dan stared only at her 4D briefcase. 

Shanex surveyed the explosives room, her 4D briefcase still in hand. The room was completely empty save a table against the wall opposite the door. Trikham stood beside her, his hands clasped behind his back. “Think this will do?”

Shanex inspected the walls. “It’s Ti-Corb,” she said, knocking on a wall. “Half-meter thick or so. No way to get through it in less than a week without ship to ship weapons.”

Trikham turned to the entrance. “Just the one door. That must be helpful.”

“Extremely. And it’s made of Ti-Corb, too.”

“What’s your plan?”

She walked over to the table and set her briefcase upon it. She opened it and reached inside. The effect was almost comical as her arm disappeared into a case that couldn’t possibly have fit it under normal circumstances. “I’ll put it here,” she gestured to the table. “Then I’ll set up some density sensors about four meters in every direction from the door. The Diamond is dense, and it will set them off. If that happens, my watch will tell me something’s going on, and the door won’t open. If it is already open, it will slam shut. And, I’ll put a thumbpad on the door set to you and me. That ought to do it.”

“Excellent.”

“And if anything happens to the sensors,” she said, with a sideways look at Trikham, “The door will shut and the sensors will tell me.” 

“Of course. And how are you going to turn this all off when we get to Fasser-2z?”

“There’s no reason you should know that.”

“I see.” He paced around the room. “And if some industrious Zoomer gets it out of here anyway?”

“I’ll ask who did it and buy it back for a few hundred thousand. These guys aren’t professional thieves. They wouldn’t know where to sell it. It would be the best deal they would get.”

“You realize every want-to-be thief on board is going to want to take a shot at a security system set up by Master Exxel, don’t you?”

She nodded. “I thought of that. That’s why I’m going to warn the captain that there are lethal measures protecting the room.”

“Lethal?” Trikham raised his brow. “A little rough, don’t you think?”

She shook her head. “I’ll say I did. Zoomer law requires posted warning of any lethal defenses around items. They’re used to it. Anyway, there won’t really be any lethal defenses except one. I’m going to disable all the safeties on the door. If someone is standing there when the sensors go off, they’ll be crushed. That’s something for you to consider, by the way. Whenever you come in, don’t dawdle in the doorway. There’s a slim chance one of the sensors could fire accidentally, and then you’d be dead.”

“But in the end, you would never set up lethal security. I mean like wall mounted computer controlled lasers and the like. Would you?”

She thought. “It would depend on what I was guarding, I suppose.”

“What would be important enough to you to warrant that?”

She thought hard for a while. “The only thing I could think of would be my children, if I had any.”

Trikham was taken aback, and exaggerated his expression of surprise. “Children? You?”

She narrowed her eyes. “It could happen.”

“I’m having difficulty seeing you as a mom.”

  She began taking things out of the briefcase. First, a thumbpad and the accompanying computer. Then, several light-weight density detectors. She had bought them the previous day, anticipating security would be necessary on the trip. 

“You always forget I was raised Exion,” she said, pulling out the last of the density detectors. “We like families. I want one someday. Just not now.”

Trikham stepped back. “Wow.”

“Oh, shut up.”

Trikham watched as Shanex deftly set up the density scanners. She mounted them on the ceiling. Fortunately, the Zoomer vessel had low ceilings by human standards, and Shanex could reach without standing on anything. She placed the scanners at 15 degree increments along an arc three meters from the door. She wired them all together and checked her watch to make sure the communication link was good. 

Then, she got to work on the door. She set it to open through the thumbpad’s permission only. After getting Trikham to place his thumb there for initialization purposes, she and he both tested it. Then, she tried with her left thumb, and it did not open. It worked properly. 

What Shanex had not told Trikham were the particulars of the security. Her watch was running a program to ping the sensors for status once per second. If the status was in any way suspicious, the sensors would warn her. Also, the sensors would detect if there was anything moving in the room. If there was, she would know. Also, the sensors would activate if a 4D field moved under them. Any time the door opened, her watch would alert her. Also, she surreptitiously placed a tiny camera near one of the density scanners that could see the table, the door, and most of the room. She could get that feed through her watch at any time. Finally, if the communication between the sensors and her watch failed for any reason, the door would close and would not open again except for her fingerprint and her fingerprint alone. She could also shut Trikham out with the press of a button on her watch.

In other words, she would know when anyone was in the room, could see the room at any time, and could cancel Trikham’s access to it at any time, and all from anywhere on the ship. 

As a final note of security, years ago, she had realized that her watch programs could be compromising to her if anyone ever got a hold of them. So, she modified the band to check for a heartbeat. If ever there was no pulse against the band of the watch, it would erase all its memory and deactivate. Consequently, if the watch was removed from her wrist, or if she died, the door would seal. 

She considered these security measures to be weak, but she didn’t have a lot of time to set up. 

She rubbed her hands together. “Time to test it.”

Trikham watched her stride to the table and reach into the briefcase for the pies de resistance.

She carefully pulled the Pride Diamond cylinder out of the case. Inside, the Diamond glistened in the dim light of the explosives room. It was still perched on it’s little pedestal. Shanex had expected it to fall off when she first took it from the vault at Roythe Air Base. It did not. There must be something affixing it there. She could not imagine them using any kind of glue to hold it in place. Perhaps there was a battery powered gravity field to keep it in place. She neither knew nor cared. If it fell off the pedestal, it would not break in the ten centimeter fall. Nor would the incredibly hard crystalline structure of diamond be scratched or blemished.

She walked toward the closed door with the Diamond cylinder in her hands. As she got within the range of the density scanners, the door clicked locked and her watch began beeping. She reset the security via her watch through methods Trikham could not quite see clearly and repeated the test several times from various angles of approach toward the door. 

She placed the cylinder on the table and closed her briefcase. “All done.”

Trikham stared at the Diamond. “Amazing. It really is quite beautiful.”

Shanex gazed at it, too. “I noticed. It’s unbelievable. The things it does to the light.”

“Almost hypnotic,” said Trikham.

They both stared at the gem for some time. 

Finally, Trikham broke the spell. “Must be off, then. Got a lot of reminiscing to do with old friends aboard.” Trikham was unnerved. The effect of the Diamond seen up close had an effect on him he didn’t like. He would have expected Shanex to be slightly affected, but she was a human. Humans got hypnotized by things a simple as a crackling fire or a running stream. Sephalons didn’t. Sephalons did the hypnotizing, not the other way around. 

Shanex shook her head, clearing it. “I’m going to get some sleep.”

They both left the room.

The Pride Diamond sat alone in its high security prison cell. A beauty queen without an audience.

Shanex entered her quarters and kicked off her shoes while dropping her 4D briefcase. Before going, she had stopped by the bridge to have a word with Captain Ssst. She had told him that something of hers was in the explosives room and that it contained lethal defenses inside. The Captain had taken note of this and quickly had a sign posted on the outside of the door. 

She was exhausted. It had been almost fifteen hours since she last slept. Now that the Diamond was as secure as it was going to get, she could finally relax. 

She stretched out and fell back on the bed. She resisted the temptation to go to sleep with her clothes on and sat back up. Yawning, she unbuttoned the first two buttons on her jumpsuit, then stopped.

She scowled as she remembered that it would be best to set up her portable Galactanet terminal before she called it a night. 

She trudged over to the briefcase and opened it on the desk. She pulled out the Galactanet terminal and activated it. 

“Ga-LAC-tanet,” it said in cheerful tones.

“On line,” she ordered.

“Galactanet on line. How may I help you, Ms. Methel?” 

Shanex had, of course, set up the account under her new alias. 

“Pinpoint:” Shanex addressed.

“Pinpoint on line,” came the now familiar voice of the Pinpoint program.

She had used this software before to locate the hiding place of the Pride Diamond. Now, she had another use for it. 

“Give current location.”

“37.219 by 104.221.”

“Unchanged?”

“Location unchanged.”

“Stay resident. Inform me if it moves.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Galactanet:” She addressed.

“Galactanet on line,” came the female voice.

“Remain on line. Allow Program Pinpoint full interrupt access.”

“Access granted.”

“Dormant,” she commanded.

 “Thank you for using Ga-LAC-tanet.”

Shanex relaxed on her bed. Sleep would elude her for a few minutes while she thought about the fake Pride Diamond she had placed in the vault. She had installed a mercury transmitter in the base of the cylinder, and she would know when it was moved back to the museum. She only hoped that when they did move it, they didn’t notice it was fake. Why would they check? They put it in the vault, they took it out of the vault.

It was a risk, but one that was worth it. 

She laid back on her bed and closed her eyes. To hell with her clothes.

She was asleep for less than ten minutes when there was a knock at the door.

She growled and stumbled to the door, leaning on the door panel open button. 

“What?” She said doggedly as the door slid open.

Framed in the doorway was a fidgeting Zoomer. He was smaller than Captain Ssst, and dressed in greasy overalls. Obviously, he was some kind of mechanic. “Um, Rumor on the ship is that you’re Master Exxel.”

She nodded. 

His face lit up. “Wow!”

“What do you want?” she snapped, a little more harsh than she had intended.

The Zoomer was taken aback, but pressed on. “Um, I was wondering, uh…” He held up a scrap of paper and a pen.

“What?” She said, this time controlling her voice.

“Could I have your autograph?”

Shanex rolled her eyes and took the paper and pen. She signed her name and gave back the pen, withholding the paper for a moment. “Do me a favor?”

“Anything, Master Exxel.”

“Tell everyone you tried to get my autograph when I was in my quarters, and I said no. Then, tell them you caught me in the hall and got it from me then. Make sure they know I don’t do autographs when I’m trying to sleep. Got it?”

“Yes, Master Exxel. Whatever you say.” He was reaching for the paper like a child reaching for a treat. She gave it to him.

“Thank y-“

She closed the door. She trudged back to her bed and collapsed again. 

Sleep took hold of her like a lover and cradled her in its bosom. In her dream, she was alone in a vast field of thornless roses. Each one was in full bloom and perfect in every way. She looked down to see she was dressed in her black work clothes. Ahead, she saw the Pride Diamond. 

But it had grown since she last saw it. It was ten stories high and loomed over her. Although it had no eyes, she could tell It was looking at her. It was a god and It disapproved of her. She glared back at It. It was overpowering. Its gaze alone made her want to run, but she did not. She refused to be beaten by It. It started to glow…

And she woke up in a cold sweat. 

Nightmares were common for Shanex when she was on the job. She looked around the room to ensure she was alone. What had awakened her?

She checked her watch. There had been no activity in the explosives room. She checked the Galactanet terminal. There had been no movement of the fake Pride Diamond. Then, she realized what had awakened her. The engines were rumbling their low song throughout the ship. They were leaving orbit. In two days or so, they would fold to the Fasser system. From there it would be two more folds to zero in on the inner planets of the system, and then the slow, three-week trip under thruster power to get to the Zoomer homeworld, the 26th moon of the huge gas giant Fasser-2.  

She laid back on her bed and tried to sleep through the engines. They were somewhat loud, but they were a constant noise, making them easier to ignore. Before she could fall asleep, there was a knock at her door.

She considered ignoring it and going back to sleep, but decided it could be Trikham with something important. She walked to the door, not caring about her unkempt hair and her half unbuttoned jumpsuit top, and opened it.

In the doorway stood Agent Dan Jackson, holding a stunner pistol at her midsection.

Her jaw dropped and she took a quick intake of breath. For the first time, she had been genuinely outsmarted, and she didn’t like the way it felt.

“Lal,” she said, working out what must have happened. Lal was the only weak link. Trikham certainly wouldn’t have sold her out until they got to Fasser-2z.

Dan nodded and gave her the intense look he had mastered to put criminals off. “Your lesson for the day is to pay attention to your accomplices.” He gestured into the room with his pistol.

She stepped slowly backward and he followed, closing the door.

Chapter 11: Two Eventful Days
Shanex  backed up to her bed and sat down. She pulled one leg up and hugged it. “You are really good at this. When did you get assigned to my case?”

Dan stood in the middle of he room and pulled the only chair toward himself. He faced the back toward Shanex and straddled it. His gun was still aimed at her. “I wasn’t. I was just in the neighborhood.”

“Really? Do you know Brigadier Chang?”

Dan was momentarily taken aback. “Yes. She’s the head of the Exxel taskforce.”

“I know,” Shanex said. “I like to keep abreast of things. I’ve never heard of you before, though.”

“I’m nobody important. You’re under arrest, by the way.” 

“Of course,” she said. “Once we left orbit, you had authority under interpol rules.”

“That’s right. Maybe you should have been a lawyer.”

“I prefer theft. More honest. Got a brother whose a lawyer, though.”

“You’ll probably want to give him a call soon.”

Shanex looked around the room for a means of escape. Her stunner was in her briefcase on the desk across the room. Her portable Galactanet terminal was also on the desk, currently dormant. At the moment, there was no escape. 

“So what happens, now, Colonel Jackson?”

“I’ve got a few questions for you, then you go to the brig. After that, you go to Terra with me.”

“Extradited from Fasser-2z? For theft? You must be kidding.”

“According to interpol law, if I arrested you legally, you’re in Terran hands. You’d stay in my care until we got back to Terra. We’d never even leave the spaceport.”

Shanex eyed him. He was a clever one, this Dan Jackson. She could see from his demeanor and command of the law why he had made Colonel in the TSS at such a young age. He looked to be only about her age. Perhaps a year or two older. His unassuming and humble mannerisms had fooled her, and she had discounted him as a player in the scheme after she eluded him in Arrakun. His was handsome, in a rugged sort of way, and that also led to her folly. She assumed subconsciously that anyone attractive could not also be smart. Except her, of course. She was realizing that it was a poor decision on her part. She would never underestimate Dan Jackson again. 

He eyed her back. This was the first time he had seen her up close. When they had their altercation in Arrakun, she was across the room. He was only feigning unconsciousness when she searched him, but his eyes were closed. 

So here she was, the famous Shanex Exxel. The papers had made her into some sort of hero, and Dan was beginning to see why. Her crimes, while in the scale of millions of credits of damage, were not violent or malevolent. She was beautiful, and the public knew it from pictures recovered by the press from her teen years. She was clever, having outsmarted the TSS for almost ten years. And, she had style. Leaving “Cat Cards” and living in penthouses gave her a public image most politicians wish they had. She was the perfect folk hero, fleeing the huge Terran justice machine while she deftly removed national treasures that were generally recovered within weeks, causing no permanent damage to anyone.

“So,” Dan said after the long silence they had both filled with their own thoughts, “You stole the Pride Diamond and replaced it with a fake.”

He had to give her credit. She did not react. He would have expected some expression of surprise from her. Perhaps a held breath, or a flickering eye movement. But Shanex betrayed nothing. She did not even take an unusually long time to respond.

“Did I?” She said innocently. 

He nodded. “Not sure how you did it. Not sure when the fake will be discovered. But I do know why. You never would have gotten off planet with it if they knew it was gone.”

She rested her chin on her knee. “If I did, I must be the best thief of all time.”

Dan was not tricked. It was a subtle game she was playing. Having interrogated hundreds of people in his life, Dan had learned the tricks of the trade. It was all psychology. She was being egotistical, trying to goad him into deciding she wasn’t as good as she thought she was. This would give him a leaning toward believing that she had not already done it. It was the power of suggestion and reverse psychology rolled into one seemingly casual statement. 

“You are the best thief of all time. Mind telling me how you did it?” A gambit. If his previous train of thought was wrong, the only other alternative was that she really was as egotistical as she came off. This might get him the information he needed.

She smiled. “You’re the detective. You tell me.”

It was his turn to smile. “So you did do it, then.”

She winced so slightly only someone with Dan’s training would have noticed it. 

Dan continued. “Honestly, I have no idea. I can’t see how you could possibly get through the Pride Vault, and I really don’t understand how you got past the honor guard.”

Shanex changed her tack. She scratched her wrist, saying. “Since I’m at gunpoint and under arrest, I don’t suppose you’d mind coming over here, would you?” she gestured to the bed, offering for him to sit beside her.

“I think I’ll pass.”

“Don’t you think you could handle me if I got rough?” Her expression wasn’t playful. It was completely innocent. Any sexual connotations of the statement seemed to be lost on her. 

 “No reason to take a risk if I don’t have to.”

She shrugged. Standing, she ran her fingers through her hair, straightening it without thinking about it. “The Diamond wasn’t in the Pride Vault. It was in a vault at Roythe Air Base. They moved it once the TSS told them I was around. They do that.”

“Glad we could help,” Dan scowled. “So you took it from there, and replaced it,” he said. He had not thought of that. Shanex had had information he was not privy to. It all made sense, now. He only spoke to cover up the fact that he was thinking. Why had she suddenly decided to confess and explain the plot? Was she really that egotistical after all? No. there was some other reason. He felt a niggling concern that he should figure that reason out quickly. 

“That’s right. They’ll find out about it soon enough.”

“So who’s the buyer?”

He was so impressed with her, so far. The last thing she wanted to do was admit she didn’t know who the buyer was. “No reason to tell you that, now is there.” For some reason she didn’t understand, she felt a need to be respected by this TSS agent. She would analyze it later, but for the moment, her theory was that she respected his abilities, so it would be wrong if he didn’t respect hers. 

Dan pondered. This was the strangest interview yet. He had certainly had interviewees who had changed their story during the process, but never before had he had one that changed their whole attitude. Why would she suddenly tell him everything unless…

Unless it didn’t matter what he knew! 

He shot to his feet, knocking over the chair, but it was too late. 

Her cabin door flew open to reveal the Captain of the ship, identifiable by the color of his uniform, flanked by two of his crewmen. All three were pointing guns almost as large as themselves at Dan. 

Shanex smiled playfully and put her arms out in an exaggerated shrug. 

Dan rolled his eyes. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in knowing I am arresting this woman completely legally under interpol regulations?”

The Captain shook his head. “The charge is theft, right? That’s not illegal in Zoomer territory and this ship is Zoomer territory.”

Dan frowned. “When it’s in space interpol agents have authority to execute their own laws.”

Captain Ssst cocked his head. “Really? Well that’s certainly a forgivable misunderstanding on my part. I’m sure my fold license won’t be revoked just for that. Take him to the brig.”

Two Zoomers entered the room and pointed their guns up at Dan. He dropped his stunner pistol and put his hands up.

Rather than walk out of the room, he looked to the Captain. “How did you know I was here?”

The captain scratched his ear. “I heard her over the ship’s intercom. She said ‘Since I’m at gunpoint and under arrest, I don’t suppose you’d mind coming over here, would you?’ I thought I better help her out.”

Dan glared at her. He suddenly remembered that she scratched her wrist when she said that. He now saw she was wearing a computer watch, and almost all models of computer watches could act as wrist communicators. “Clever,” he said to her, turning to leave.

She put a hand on his shoulder and he looked back.

She rubbed his arm and said, “Your lesson for the day is to consider the environment before making an arrest.”

He had nothing to say in response and was led out.  

“Why are we here, Mar?” Asked Lal, fidgeting. She didn’t like the cargo area of the ship. The darkness and stacks of metal crates gave her an uneasy feeling. 

“Because it’s time I told you everything I haven’t been telling you.”

She scowled at him. “How bad is it?”

He looked down. “Pretty bad, I’m afraid. You might be very angry, you might not be. I’m an expert in personalities, but I can’t tell how you’ll react.”

She looked at the door. “’Explosives room,’” she read, “‘Warning: Lethal defenses.’ Are you running illegal weapons?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Drugs, then? Are you a Zy dealer?” 

“No, nothing like that. But what’s through those doors is illegal for me to posses. Are you sure you want to see? It will all be over, soon. Once this is completed, I’m out of the game. It will just be you and me and a great deal of money for us to do whatever we want with.”

“Why wouldn’t I want to see?”

Trikham leaned against the door. “Because you might get angry. I think you want to forgive me for what I’ve done to you. What’s in there might push you over the edge into never forgiving me. I really can’t say. So, I ask you again. Do you want to see?”

Her throat burned. “Yes. Show me.”

He nodded and put his thumb to the thumbprint reader. The door slid open.

He walked in to the nearly empty room and Lal followed. She could not see what was ahead because Trikham’s form blocked her view. It was not until he stood aside that she saw it. 

The Pride Diamond looked back at her from its glass cylinder. 

“No,” she said. 

“Yes,” Trikham corrected. 

She shook her head. “This is impossible! It was still on Sephalon when we left!”

Trikham stroked the cylinder. “Actually, no. It was in Shanex’s briefcase. It’s a 4D briefcase, you know. The one on Sephalon is a fake.”

For lack of a chair, she sat down on the ground, staring up at the Diamond. “How?” She mumbled, gazing into the gem.

Trikham sat beside her. “They moved it to an air base once they heard Shanex was in town. We stole it from there. They put a fake in the Arrakun museum. We put a fake at the air base. They won’t notice for some time.”

“We?” She said dreamily. “You helped steal it?”

“Yes. I did.”

She tore her eyes from the Diamond to face Trikham. “Why? Why would you do this?”

He looked at the ceiling. “Remember how we talked about Sephalon culture? Remember that? Well, I hate it. I hate the whole ugly mess of a society. I hate it for reasons stemming deep into my childhood. I’ll tell you about that another time. But trust me when I tell you I’m doing this for revenge.”

Lal looked at his face. She had never heard him say anything so earnest in his life. “You stole the Pride Diamond for revenge?”

“That’s my primary reason, yes. Imagine how distraught they’ll all be when they discover that their beloved rock is gone. There’ll be a day of mourning, probably. They’ll curse Shanex’s name for the job, but they’ll curse mine even more. They’ll see me as a traitor. They could understand why a Terran would plan to steal this,” he gestured to the Diamond, “but not how one of their own could.” He put his hand to his throat. “But soon they’ll learn that one of their own has more reason to hate them than anyone else in the galaxy.”

Lal listened to him talk. 

“I was just a boy. I was only sixteen,” he coughed, “I never did anything to anyone. But they all hated me. I did nothing to deserve it. Nothing!” He coughed harder.

Lal gently put her hand on his back. Now was not the time to press for details. Mar was hurting, and it was all she could see. The Pride Diamond sitting in all its glory on the table in front of her paled in importance to her distraught lover. 

He coughed for some time. “Why did they hate me?” he said quietly. “They were my friends my whole life. Then one day, they just hated me.” He coughed several more times. “I got back at them, but it didn’t make me feel any better. It was this damn Sephalon-ness about everyone that made them hate me.”

“It’s ok, Mar,” she said softly. “It’s ok.” She took him in her arms while he coughed. 

“I don’t need them,” his muffled voice came from her bosom. “I don’t need anyone but you. Lal, I don’t need anyone but you.”

“I’m yours, Mar. Shhh.” She ran her fingers through his hair. “I’m yours. I never liked the culture much either, remember?”

“Yeah,” he said pathetically. 

She cradled him as he released more and more harsh feelings with each wheezing cough. They had grown stronger over the twenty years he had kept them bottled up. She knew then that she would forgive him for everything he had done. And she knew she would be his for a long time. And, for the first time since the police told her what he had been up to, she believed him on faith alone. 

Shanex frowned as she watched the scene play out on her watch. It had alerted her when Trikham opened the door, and she had caught the whole conversation on video and audio. 

She didn’t like what she heard. Like Lal, she believed him. He hated Sephalons and Sephalon culture. And the conclusions she drew from that were disturbing to her. She would have preferred that he mention something about the buyer to Lal, but he did not. 

She paced in her room, tapping her chin. Her encounter with Dan Jackson had left her full of adrenaline and unable to sleep. She wouldn’t have gotten much, as it happened, because her watch would have awakened her when Trikham and Lal entered the explosives room. 

On the lighter side, she could understand why Lal sold her out. She clearly loved Trikham for some inexplicable reason. So, she probably cut a deal with Jackson. Get Shanex, leave Trikham alone. It was understandable, and Shanex bore no malice for the things a woman will do for love. Lord knew she had moments in her past where she was no better.

 But the conversation between Trikham and Lal worried her more and more with each lap across the room. She briefly wondered if Trikham and Lal had set her up together. If that was the case, however, they would know she had been arrested by now and would probably have mentioned it in their conversation. Besides, Trikham knew the Zoomers on this ship better than any of the other passengers. He would know that their loyalties would lie with “Master Exxel” over a TSS agent. But would they lie with her over their old friend Trikham?

It was then that she came to grips with the fact that Trikham could probably ask them to get rid of her and they would. It made her uncomfortable. Maybe they wouldn’t be willing to kill her, but they might not have a problem sealing her in an escape pod and sending her back to Sephalon. The only thing keeping him from tricking her or cutting her out of the deal was his fear of reprisals from her. While they wouldn’t be lethal, they would certainly be unpleasant. A rich woman with a vengeance could be quite a thorn in his side for the rest of his life. But now, he was emotional, and people don’t make rational decisions when they’re emotional.

If she wasn’t very careful, this whole adventure could end very badly for her. Now that she had seen how unstable Trikham really was, she feared for the future. He had steadfastly refused to tell her who the buyer was. She would have to be very wary. 

What if he tried to destroy it? What if that had been his plan all along? Destroy the Diamond out of hate and malice and spite? 

She shook her head. That was unlikely. Besides, she could stop him. To destroy the Diamond, he would have to get it out of the cylinder. To do that, he would have to wear a spacesuit into the room to protect himself from the nerve gas. This would not go unnoticed by her, and she could take action. 

Her portable Galactanet terminal beeped, interrupting her train of thought. 

She turned with a start. 

Trikham and Lal had just walked up the stairs to deck 5 when they spotted Shanex walking quickly up to them. 

“I haven’t seen stairs on a spaceship since the last time I was on this one,” said Trikham. His mood was somber, now. His arm was around Lal’s shoulders and hers was draped casually around his waist.

“You need some sleep. Here comes Shanex.”

“I see that.”

Shanex came to a stop a few meters in front of them. “Where have you been?” she said. No reason to reveal her secrets about the explosives room.

Trikham jerked his head back toward the stairway. “Explosives room.”

Shanex looked to Lal. “So you know.”

“Yeah. You really are amazing, you know that. I mean that as a compliment.”

“Thank you, then. By the way, remember that TSS agent, Trikham?”

Trikham stretched his back. Crying on the floor had left him sore. “Yes. Jackson, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. He’s here.”

There was a moment of silence while this information was digested. Lal’s face was a mask of terror.

“What? You mean here? On this ship?” Trikham stammered.  

“Yes. He tried to arrest me. Captain Ssst convinced him otherwise.”

Trikham released Lal and leaned forward. “Where is he now?”

“In the brig.”

“Whew,” Trikham said. “I’m glad that worked out. I’m going to say now that I think intentionally alerting the TSS to our presence was definitely a bad idea.”

“I’m not going to have this argument with you again, Trikham,” Shanex scolded. “There was no way for me to know there was a TSS agent on Sephalon.”

“Fine. But now that we have it, let’s try not to tell too many authorities, eh? How the hell did he find us this time?”

Shanex quickly looked to Lal’s terrified expression. “He didn’t say.”

“How the hell did he get aboard? No, that’s silly. He must have bribed his way on. Naturally they didn’t tell us. They take bribes very seriously.” 

 “Something else has come up,” Shanex interjected, “They’re moving our fake back to Arrakun.”

 Trikham smiled. “Well it’s really about to hit the fan, then.” He checked his watch. “The timing’s right. It’s the middle of the night there.”

“When is the museum most crowded?” asked Shanex.

“I’m not sure.”

Lal looked briefly into Shanex’s eyes, then away. Shanex knew Lal had helped Jackson. Lal knew this from the quick look Shanex gave her. But why didn’t she tell Mar? 

“Lal?” Trikham said, almost irritably.

“What?” she said with a shudder.

“I said ‘Do you know when the museum is busiest?’ Didn’t you hear me?”

“Um…” she fumbled, “Around 5:00.”

Trikham checked his watch again. “That’s about 4 hours away, or about 12 and a half of your hours,” he said to Shanex.

“Consider it done. And get some sleep, you look terrible.”

“I’ll take care of him,” Lal said. 

“I’ll grab a nap, too. Wish I could see the Pride Vault when we do it,” Shanex said with a smile.

“Me, too,” said Trikham, with a much more sinister smile.

“Do what?” asked Lal.

“I’ll explain in the room,” Trikham said, leading her down the hall, “If you can handle me being involved in the theft, you might even find this next bit funny…”

Thwal Kerln was exhausted. He spent all day, every day working in his investment firm in Yelo to provide for his family. He hated his job and didn’t have any real friends to speak of. He was not a petty or rude man, he was just not the sort of person that gets invited out much.

His wife, Lish, and their two kids, Mallo and Gelle, were his life. Every year at this time, with the clockwork precision of a financial planner, his family took a vacation. This year it was to Arracols to do a little tourism of Arrakun. 

The flight had been dreadful. The hotel room in Arracols was pitifully small. And his kids were so excited to be in a new place and jetlagged that they didn’t sleep at all last night. Lish was the perfect mother, as far as Thwal was concerned, but even she had her breaking point. After two hours of dealing with the kids, it was Thwal’s turn. While he had been awake as his wife had struggled with the children, his wife slept peacefully while he did. In the morning, he and Lish had a quiet breakfast in the hotel restaurant and let the kids sleep in. Consequently, Thwal had gotten the least sleep of all.

Today, of all days, was the day they scheduled to visit the Arrakun museum. Little Gelle, his four year old son, had been hopping excited about seeing the Pride Diamond all day. Mallo, his daughter, had reached the age where nothing her parents could show her would impress her, but Thwal could tell she was looking forward to it, too.

Damn tours. He knew he should have just wandered around with the family, going where they wanted to go. But a private Arrakun escort was costly, so he had decided on a tour. 

So here they were. All day, they had seen interesting exhibits that bored the children so much they had resorted to hitting and petty name calling to amuse themselves. Finally, their tour had found its way to the longest line he had ever seen and waited. 

The line to see the Diamond was so long, it stretched right out of the History Wing and into the Space Wing. They had waited and walked, waited and walked for what seemed like forever through a series of gift shops so ludicrously overpriced that it was laughable. But, finally, they were in.

Pressed up against the rope line like cattle, they oohed and aahed at the Diamond with the rest of the tourists. Little Gelle was so short he had to look under the rope line to see the Diamond at all. It was so cute Lish pulled out her video camera to capture the moment. 

Over a hundred thousand kilometers away, Shanex’s finger touched a button. 

Thwal was not a rich man. The camera, therefore, was of low quality and also very old. The grainy picture presented to Lish’s eye lacked any kind of image stabilization and was only two-dimensional.  

In the shaky picture, Gelle pointed at the Diamond and said “Mommy, it’s on fire.”

“Don’t be silly, sweetie. The Pride Diamond isn’t-“ She turned the Camera to the Pride Diamond itself and stopped talking at once. 

The Pride Diamond was smoking. Tiny tendrils of smoke were coming off of its pristine surface and clouding up the cylinder in which it stood. The rest of the tourists began to comment on it, as well.

“Oh, my Gods! What’s happening to it?“

“Is it just me, or is that thing smoking?”

“Must be a trick of the light.”

“I don’t think so.”

Through some sort of deep instinct that strikes people at times like this, Lish kept the camera on the Diamond. “Thwal, do you see this!?”

“I see it, I see it! Are you filming?”

“You bet I am!”

The three honor guardsmen facing the Diamond rushed forward, clustering around it. The three facing out dropped their statuesque exteriors and prepared to hold the crowd at bay if necessary. 

“Nobody move!” one of them yelled.

“What the hell?” one of the inner circle of brooding honor guardsmen said. “Laser? Someone in the room?”

Another one shook his head. “We’re completely covering it with our bodies, like procedure says. Any laser would have to get through us, first. I signaled the alert, but what can we do?”

“Can you see it?” Thwal asked excitedly

“No, they’re blocking it.”

“Keep on it.”

“Now this is cool,” said Mallo.

The captain of this shift’s Honor Guard made a snap decision. He was in the middle and he addressed the men. “Seal off the Vault. Nobody in or out. Get everyone on the opposite side from the door.”

The two others in the middle ran to the door and took up sentry positions while the three in the outer ring herded the tourists to the back of the vault. 

With the absence of the Honor Guardsmen in the middle, Lish was able to get a good shot at the Diamond. She elbowed an old lady trying to get in front of her and kept filming, even as she was gently pushed with the rest of the crowd toward the rear of the vault. 

The Diamond was only half the size it once was. The smoke was beginning to get thick inside the cylinder and the Diamond was actually bubbling in places. 

“HG 1 to base. Seal the Museum. Repeat: Seal the Museum! Breach of Pride Vault security! This is not a drill!”

“It’s almost gone!” someone yelled.

“Mommy, I’m scared!”

“It’s ok, Gelle. Just do what the men tell you and everything will be all right.” Lish never took her camera off the scene.

The alarm sirens went off all over the building. The exits were sealed and guarded by armed men. 

The last little ember of the fake Pride Diamond sublimated away with a final poof. All that was left was a cloudy cylinder with a pedestal inside. 

“It’s gone!” Thwal said. “It’s just… gone!”

“I see that! We got it all!” Lish said excitedly. 

“Something else is happening, look!” Thwal said

“I see it!”

The pedestal developed a small hole. Out of the hole extended a business card. It had a silhouette of a Terran cat’s head on it. The card came to rest sticking out of the pedestal like a flag. 

“I’ve seen that before!” Someone in the crowd yelled. “It’s Shanex Exxel’s card! I saw it on the news!” There was a pause.

“She stole the Pride Diamond!” several people remarked at once.

For this was the other purpose of the fake Pride Diamond. Shanex had spent hours painstakingly crafting it from Sublimite. The pedestal concealed a container of pressurized Hydrogen and a servo to extend her card when the sublimation was complete. It had worked perfectly.

Most people would write this showy finish off to a flair for the dramatic. However, Shanex was a very practical thief. She knew that the Sephalons used a fake diamond whenever there was a perceived threat to the real one. Her assumption was that if the real one were to be stolen, they would simply put the replica on display until they could root out the real one. This was unacceptable to the thief who stole it. 

She needed everyone in the galaxy to know that the Pride Diamond had been stolen, and that it had been stolen by her. If they didn’t, who would buy it? So, what better way to make sure everyone found out about it than having it literally disappear before the very eyes of a couple of dozen tourists in the middle of the day? 

We interrupt this broadcast for a special news bulletin: This just in: The Pride Diamond, Sephalon’s national treasure, has been stolen! Repeat. The Pride Diamond has been stolen! Early reports state that several witnesses saw it vanish into thin air to be replaced with the business card of Shanex Exxel, the well-known galactic thief…

Good morning, New York. Our top news story is the Theft of the Pride Diamond. It happened just this hour in Arrakun, Sephalon’s capital. Reports are sketchy, but our sources say it was the work of Shanex Exxel, known as The Cat, who, incidentally, is from New York…

…For those of you just joining us at the Arsen Military News Network, the Pride Diamond has been stolen! The official word has just been given by the Sephalon Minister of Justice that the Pride Diamond has been stolen by Shanex Exxel, alias The Cat…

 …Good evening Noblek, and to the rest of our viewers all over Exion, good day, and good morning. This just in: The Pride Diamond has been stolen from Sephalon by Shanex Exxel, known as The Cat. Exxel is wanted for the theft of the Mona Lisa, the Eggshells of Dictator Aisso, The Gruns Rock of Pondering, and is credited with the legal theft of the Zoomer crest. Contrary to popular belief, Ms. Exxel is a Human. Her Exion name stems from her adoption by Exions who are Terran citizens. There is no word from her family at this time…

Galactanet Editorial: By Mr. Fuzz. (Editorials do not represent the views of Galactanet) Sephalons lose their favorite lump of coal. Sephalons all over the galaxy learned a harsh lesson today when their relentless belief in their own superiority was dashed by a Human named Shanex Exxel. I, for one, say bravo to the spunky human for her feat…

…We’re getting word that all Sephalon spaceports and GBSes on their homeworld have halted all flights off planet. This radical action was declared by the Prime Minister, who stated “There is nothing more dear, nor anything more symbolic of our people than the Pride Diamond. No action is too far for its recovery.” 

…And the Zoomer Ambassador here in Moscow had this to say: “Of course, my government does not recognize theft as a crime. But we do not condone our citizens or anyone else breaking any local laws of the planet they are on.”

…We have…yes, we do have it. We have footage taken by a tourist who lives in Yelo of the actual disappearance of the Diamond. Sorry, that footage has been delayed…no, no, we have it. We’re going to show it to you after this break. This is the 6:00 News from the Arrakun branch. The Sephalon News Network will be back after these messages.

Who is Shanex Exxel?: Over the next hour we will delve in to the enigma that is The Cat. We will talk of her previous newsworthy achievements, and her constant run from the law. We will tell you about her childhood and her rise in stature leading to this day, her coronation as the undisputed best thief of all time… 

Shanex, Trikham, Lal and Captain Ssst sat in the officers lounge, watching the news reports roll in one after another on all the major networks in the galaxy. Trikham was smiling like the cat who just ate the canary. Shanex analyzed the news for any clue that the authorities knew where she was. Lal and Captain Ssst merely stared at the holograms with rapt fascination.

Ssst stood. “I guess I know what’s in the explosives room,” he smiled, showing his fangs. He walked over to Shanex and bowed with his paw to his chest. “Master Exxel, you are a genius.” He rose and walked to Trikham. 

Trikham could not wipe the smile off his face. “Proud of me?”

Ssst nodded. “Shitnose, I love you like you were my own cub, but business is business. This trip just got a lot more expensive.”

Trikham leaned back in his chair. “I had expected that would happen. That’s why Shanex and I agreed to increase the payment to 200,000 credits. Fair enough?”

Ssst looked to Shanex.

“I’ll transfer the money now if you like,” she confirmed.  

“A fair offer,” said Ssst. “Now, how about one that’s unfairly in my favor?” 

“250,” said Trikham.

“Deal. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to calm my bridge crew. They must be about ready to panic.” He left the room.

Shanex looked at Trikham. “I’ll cover the first 50 thousand. That brings us up to even. The other two hundred thousand we split.”

Trikham squirmed. “The problem is, you see, that I don’t have a hundred thousand credits.”

Shanex sighed, “We’ll take it out of your half of the pay.” She made a mental note to herself, rising from her seat. “My Galactanet terminal’s in my room,” she said instead of goodbye. She hesitated at the door. “Oh, you better tell him to make sure not to fold until we’re scheduled to. It would look weird if we folded early.”

Trikham reclined in his chair. “Captain Ssst was quietly sneaking out of systems before you were born. He doesn’t need to be told anything.”

Shanex rubbed her eyes. “Right. Sorry.” She walked out of the room, preoccupied with her thoughts.

“She’s acting strange.”

Trikham kept watching the news. “She gets tired a lot. Sleeps like an Exion. And I don’t mean that as a figure of speech. She really does sleep more than half the day.”

“But she just woke up.”

“Yes, but she only went to sleep 12 hours ago. That’s not enough for her.”

Lal frowned. “How, exactly, do you know about her sleeping habits.”

Trikham frowned back. “Please, Lal. We worked together for weeks. The idea of something between us is laughable.”

Lal shrugged. She didn’t suspect anything between him and Shanex, but she wanted to make him squirm a little. She had earned that much, at least.  

Shanex entered the cargo room that served as the brig. The room had been converted some time ago, to deal with unruly or drunk crewmembers during the long, lonely trips in space. 

The back half of the room was separated from the front be means of a strong Rydinger’s field that would allow nothing larger than air molecules through. It was the exact opposite kind of field to those used for high-grade airlocks. Its operation was controlled by means of a keypad on the non-prisoner side of one of the walls. 

Guarding the room were two armed Zoomers. Unlike Shanex and Trikham, these two were armed with very lethal weapons that they could barely hold. While they could barely hold them, they could wield them just fine, and many a would-be pirate boarding party had learned the hard way that size doesn’t matter when Zoomers are involved.

The prison portion of the room had sparse accommodations. There was a fold-up cot, a table, and a toilet. Dan sat on the ground with his back to the wall. The cot, designed for Zoomers, was too small for him. He had slept on the floor, using his hands as pillows and his overcoat as a blanket. The toilet was also designed for Zoomers. For one function, it served it’s purpose for a human male just fine. The other had not come up, yet, and Dan was not looking forward to it. 

Shanex walked up to the field, her arms folded. “Comfortable?”

Dan looked up. “Not really.”

“Too bad. I have some questions for you.”

“You’re going to interrogate me? We should both be on the other sides of this field.”

“Ironic, isn’t it?” She turned to the two guards who stood stiffly at attention under her gaze. “Could we have some time alone, please?”

They both nodded, and moved to the door. One of them stopped and said. “We’ll be right outside if you need us, Master Exxel. And may I congratulate you on your recent work.”

“Thanks.”

The two guards left the room, closing the door behind them.

Dan had not moved from his position in the back of his cell. He merely stared into Shanex’s eyes, waiting for her to do something.

She looked left and right. Unable to find a chair, she sat cross-legged on the floor, put her elbows on her knees, and rested her chin on her hands. 

They sized each other up for some time. Finally, Shanex spoke.

“I want to know how you tracked me down. Twice. I want to know everything you did, every conclusion you made, and every clue you found.”

Dan scooted on his rear to the field, positioning himself less than a meter from Shanex. “Why?”

“I made a mistake of some kind, and I want to know what it is. So that I don’t make it again.”

Dan smiled. “Then it’s in my best interest not to tell you, isn’t it.”

Shanex did not smile back. “I could arrange to have you killed.”

Dan laughed. “I don’t think so. You’ve never killed anyone before. I don’t see why you’d start now.”

Shanex frowned. “OK, you got me. That was a bluff. But you have to understand. To stay the best, I have to learn from my mistakes. It’s important to me that I find out how you found me. I have no idea how you tracked me down the first time. As for this time, I figure Lal was involved, but that’s about all I know.”

Dan shrugged. “You could always surrender to me, and it’ll all come out in open court.”

“Not an option.”

“You don’t have much of a sense of humor, Shanex. For someone who wants to keep such a stylish image, I’d think that’d be a disadvantage.”

She scowled a little at his familiarity with her. “Well, Dan, right now, I’m under a lot of stress. What’s your price for the information I want.”

Dan made a shooing gesture with his hand. “You can’t bribe me. I took my oath seriously.”

“You can be bribed, Dan. The only question is the price and whether I’m willing to pay it.”

“I can’t think of anything you’d have to offer that would interest me.”

“I think I can.”

For one brief moment, Dan thought she might offer herself as payment. He didn’t know where the thought came from, but it inspired a feeling of distaste and fear in him. Not that it wouldn’t be enjoyable, but he hoped she wouldn’t. She was so stylish up to this point, and he liked that about her for some reason. As it happened, his fears were unfounded.    

“I have information you want, and you have information I want,” she said. 

“I know what you want. What is it I want?”

“The location of the Mona Lisa.”

Dan lost his sarcastic composure at once. He pursed his lips and brooded. She was clever. This was something he wanted. While he wasn’t on the Exxel taskforce, and the recovery of the Mona Lisa wasn’t his case, his sense of duty was strong. He did not give a thought to the fame or the promotion possibility of the recovery. Just of the recovery itself. 

“Thinking about it?”

“Give me a minute,” he said, holding up his hand. So that was the deal: The Mona Lisa in exchange for how he found her both times. It sure seemed like a good deal. She would probably get the information from the press in a few days without his help. But it would be diluted, sensationalized, and intentionally inaccurate on his part, and she knew it. 

“All right. Deal. Where is it,” Dan said, making his decision.

“You tell me how you found me first.”

“No, I like my way better.”

Shanex brooded. “I’m sure you read my files. You know I was raised Exion. We always keep our deals.”

Dan held up a finger. “As a citizen of Terra, you have an implied deal not to break the law. You didn’t keep that one.”

“Spare me the rhetoric.”

“Ok, I will. You’re a criminal and I don’t trust you.”

“That I can understand.” She thought for a moment. “How about this. I’ll tell you where, when, and for how much I sold it first, then after I get your information, I’ll tell you who.”

Even if she didn’t tell him who it was after he told her his information, Dan knew it would be a huge boost to the investigation just to have the where, the when, and the price. The price alone could be compared against bank records in the lists of suspects. “Then we have a deal,” he said.

Shanex nodded. “Before we begin, you should know I don’t guarantee this person still has it. I’m just telling you what I know. I don’t keep tabs on things after I sell them.”

“Understood.”

“All right.” She shifted back and forth, making herself more comfortable. “I sold it on May 19th, 2451, in maintenance closet 184A on TSP-3. The price was 8 million credits, cash.”

Terran Space Port 3. The TSS had never thought that the sale would take place on an orbital spaceport. And to break with her high-class tradition to do the dirty work in a grimy maintenance closet was a stroke of genius. The TSS had been working under the assumption she had done the deal in some five-star restaurant or on another planet entirely. But to do the sale at the spaceport. Brilliant.

He hid his admiration for her. “Fair enough,” he said. “My turn: I happened to be in Arracols to extradite a prisoner when you transferred money from an account we knew about to another. I assumed you did it on purpose. I just couldn’t figure out why. Now I know it was to get them to move the Diamond. Right?”

She nodded.

He continued. “Anyway, I didn’t think you were really going after the Diamond, but considering your past, I figured you would at least want a look at it. So I used our DNA reconstruction picture to make several pictures of you with different hair, different skin and eyes, et cetera, and showed them around to the guards at the Arrakun Museum. One of them recognized you as Rowla’s assistant. How did you swing that little commercial shoot, by the way?”

“It’s a long story, and it’s not part of our deal. Trikham set it up.”

“You know his real name is Mar Falaar, right?”

“No, I didn’t. Lal calls him Mar, though. How did you find that out?”

“It’s a long story, and it’s not part of our deal,” he smirked. “Anyway, once I had Rowla’s name, it was pretty easy to find out you were at Threla manor. As for this time, I told Lal Thengal that if I found you without her help, I’d turn her boyfriend, your accomplice, over to the Sephalon police. But if she helped me, I’d let him go. She told me about their meeting at Arracols GBS and I listened in. I didn’t have time to ask him about you before he got aboard, and calling the Sephalon police on him would be breaking my deal to Thengal, so I came along. Now it’s your turn.”

Shanex digested the information. He was good. She had known that by his very presence here, but it never occurred to her that a cop would predict what she would do so accurately. She knew she wasn’t going to kill him, so she knew she would have to deal with Dan Jackson for a long time. She didn’t like the idea very much. Although beating him was exhilarating. 

“Byron Sanchez,” she said.

“Byron Sanchez? The CEO of Sanchez food products? The billionaire?”

“That’s right. I don’t know what he did with it, but that’s who I sold it to. He sent a man to buy it from me, so I wouldn’t know who he was, but I knew it was him. I always-“ she paused, “usually know who the buyer is before I sell. Anyway, I believe he lives in Buenos Aries.”

Dan leaned back and supported himself on both arms. He let out a low whistle. “Byron Sanchez. I hope you’re telling the truth about this.” 

She shrugged. “I’m sure you can investigate him without making waves. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” she stood, stretching out her legs. “I have to take a nap.”

“I’ve got a question for you.”

“I might not answer,” she warned.

 “If you always keep your deals, why did you tell me Sanchez was the buyer?”

She stretched her arms, “Keeping his name out of it was never part of the deal. He assumed I didn’t know.” She walked to the door, and opened it.

To be faced with Nelson. He sported an ear to ear grin and held a gun at her head.

Dan shot up in his cell. He didn’t know how Nelson had found the room, and didn’t care at the moment. “Watch out, Nelson! There’s two guards out there somewhere.”

“Yup!” Said Nelson with a smile. “On the floor.” He pointed to the gun. “Silent Stun, by Theta-2 Peaceful Weapons Industries. They got a whole shipment of ‘em down in the cargo bay.”

Shanex raised her hands. She frowned. “Of course. Your sidekick. How could I have missed that,” she mused to Dan.

 “God damn! Good work Nelson!”

“Thanks, Dan. Now, cutie, get him out of there.” He pushed her back in to the room and closed the door behind him. 

She stood in the middle of the room, her hands still up. “I don’t know the combination.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem for you,” said one of the worst thieves in the galaxy to the best. “Get to work.”

She grimaced and walked over to the keypad on the wall.

Dan flexed his hands and watched her intently. “Careful, Nelson. She’s tricky.”

“I can’t do anything without my tools,” Shanex said.

“Oh, bullshit, cutie. It’s a Grzh 2000. One of the shittiest keypad locks in the galaxy. I could probably do it, and I suck. So I know you can.” He pointed the gun menacingly. “And make sure you don’t hit that top button and set off the alarm.”

She frowned, looking at the lock. “Always a critic.” She took a deep breath and exhaled on the keypad. The moisture from her breath condensed on the keypad and clawprints could be seen on three of the buttons. All Grzh 2000 locks had a 4 digit combination, and none of them had any time delay between incorrect tries. Also, there was no alarm for multiple incorrect tries in a row. The number of 4 digit combinations that used three unique numbers at least once each made 36 possible combinations. The math was complicated, but it was one of those things a locksmith just remembered without remembering the proof behind it. She started trying them all in an organized fashion. 

She typed in combinations with practiced ease, saying, “What do you plan to do, now? The whole ship’ll be out to get you.”

“Not until they realize I’m gone,” Dan said. “Just keep working.”

“And don’t try anything funny,” said Nelson, bringing the gun in closer, “If you take longer than 2 minutes to open that lock, I’ll shoot.”

 Shanex did not increase her speed. Yet, within the time frame, she got to the right combination and the keypad deactivated the Rydinger’s field. 

Dan stormed out of the cell and put out his hand toward Nelson.

“Awww, come on, Dan! Lemme hold the gun!”

“Not that I’m not grateful, but give me the gun, Nelson.”

He pouted and turned the gun over to Dan. 

Dan pointed it at Shanex and said, “Your lesson for the day is close to your lesson for yesterday. This time it’s to account for my accomplices. Of course if you scream or try to run, I’ll shoot you down. Oh, and I’ll also shoot you if you so much as glance at your wrist computer.”

Shanex put her hands back up, wearing an expression of exasperation.  

“Wait, Dan. What if she does? She’ll just be stunned. Why wouldn’t she take the risk?”

Dan peered at Shanex. “Have you ever been shot with a stunner, Nelson?”

“Sure. You were there. Rowla-“

“I mean without an anti-stunning field on you.”

“No.”

“I’m willing to bet she has. It’s excruciatingly painful. I’m guessing she doesn’t want to go through that.” He raised his brow at Shanex. “Even if she decided to, we’d just carry her with us. She wouldn’t get away.”

 She sneered back. “So what now, genius? We’re on a ship populated with my allies.”

“Sparsely populated,” Dan corrected. “Next stop is wherever you put the Diamond.”

“And if I don’t take you there?”

Dan tapped the stunner. “I’ll stun you, take you to an escape pod, and back to Sephalon we go.”

“And if I do take you there?”

“I won’t stun you, and I’ll take you and the Diamond to an escape pod, and back to Sephalon we go. Either way, you’re caught. If we take the Diamond with us, you don’t get stunned. And the Sephalons will probably go easier on you if they have the Diamond back.”

 She pondered for a moment, and came up with an idea. “Ok, you’ve got me. We’re going to the explosives room in the main cargo deck.”

“Lead on.”

Shanex led them out with Dan following closely. Nelson followed behind Dan, watching their rear. As they left the room, Dan and Shanex saw the two unconscious Zoomers on either side of the door. 

“Nice shooting,” said Dan.

“Thanks! Gun didn’t make a peep. Great weapon.”

Nelson pulled the two unconscious guards into the brig room and closed the door.

“Well?” Dan said to Shanex, who had stopped while Nelson moved the bodies.

She snorted at him and led them down the hall. He was close enough behind her that she had a good chance at getting her hands on the weapon. She decided against it. Dan had proven to be very clever in the past, and if he was close enough for her to grab the weapon, he must know a way to keep it if she tried. 

She could have led them around the ship for a while until they caught on, but she decided against it. Her plan would work well enough without that kind of delaying tactic. She led them directly to the explosives room. She gestured to the door.

“Open it,” Dan ordered.

“Kinda’ dark down here,” Nelson commented. “Spooky.”

“Easy, Nelson.”

Shanex pressed her thumb to the thumbpad, and the door opened. Her watch beeped at her. She ignored it. 

She strode in. Dan and Nelson followed and the door closed behind them. 

She walked confidently up to the Pride Diamond cylinder with Dan and Nelson close behind. Standing at the table, she picked it up. “What do you think. Isn’t it beautiful?”

Dan and Nelson looked at the Diamond. And, like Shanex, Trikham, Lal, and everyone else who stared at it from a short distance, they were briefly entranced. The light shining through the facets of the perfectly cut gem was incredible. The sheer size of it was legendary, and the awe at being in the same room with such a valuable artifact, both in raw materials and in social importance, gripped them both. 

The brief delay was all Shanex needed. “Your lesson for the day,” she said softly so as not to jar them out of their appreciation of the Diamond too suddenly, “is the same as it was yesterday:” She smiled a matronly smile. “When making an arrest, account for you environment!” The last word was grunted as she raised the cylinder into the air and slammed it to the ground, destroying it and sending glass fragments in all directions with a ear-splitting crash.

Dan reacted to her sudden movement more than anything else and rifled off a snap shot from the stunner into her midsection. There was no sound, but the ozone smell was overpowering. She was unaffected. 

“Anti-stunning field!” Dan shouted. And he was right. Shanex had worn an anti-stunning field taped to her shapely leg ever since boarding the ship. It was intended to protect her from industrious Zoomers, but it worked just as well here. Unfortunately, when Dan had her at bay with his stunner in her quarters, had he shot her and seen no effect, he would have shot again, taking her down. Anti-stunning fields were for emergencies, and to protect against sucker shots. The one-use nature of the devices made them useless in when you were covered by your foe. Unfortunately, it was effectively useless in this situation as well, and she knew it.  

The crash of the cylinder breaking into thousands of pieces reverberated in their ears as the nerve gas inside wafted through the room.

All three of them started to sway. Nelson fell to the floor immediately. Dan was more rugged, and Shanex had held her breath. But the nerve gas worked on contact with skin. 

Dan dropped his stunner and fell to one knee. “Nerve…gas…” His eyes became heavy. “Didn’t…know that.” He put a hand on the ground to steady himself.

Shanex dropped to her knees and fell forward on to Dan. “Mm-hmm…Part of…the…defenses…” She fell unconscious against him. His weakened strength was unable to support both of them, so they toppled to the floor together. 

And the room fell silent. Shards of glass surrounded the three sleeping figures. Nelson lie flat on his back, his arms out almost comically wide. Dan was face up with one leg folded under himself and one arm under Shanex. Shanex was curled up, her head and arm on Dan’s chest. 

The Pride Diamond sat on the floor surrounded by an entourage of broken glass. It shone with all its beauty, again without an audience. 

The four of them rested peacefully for hours. 

Theft of the Pride Diamond: Day Two. Authorities still have no leads as to the whereabouts of Shanex Exxel or the Pride Diamond. They know she had an accomplice named Salfrin Rowla, who pretended to be an upper class Arrakun resident, but was actually Mar Falaar, a confidence man and scheme artist from Malaam. Falaar has a girlfriend named Lal Thengal, who incidentally worked for Minister Thullard, the Minister of Sephalon Museums. It is believed she was in on the plot, but police have been unable to locate her for questioning at this time. Minister Thullard, meanwhile, resigned due to the theft…

Survey: Shanex Exxel, what’s your opinion? Hate her: 27%, Like her: 73%. Margin of error is less than 2%…

Shanex awoke groggily, still feeling the aftereffects of the nerve gas. Her vision was blurred, her reflexes were slow, her muscles ached, and she felt nauseous. She rubbed her eyes and sat up in her bed. She was in her quarters. She was still wearing the same clothes she had been wearing when she broke the cylinder.

“Good morning,” said Lal. “How are you feeling.”

Shanex turned with a start. Lal was sitting in a chair with a book in her lap. 

Shanex massaged the back of her neck. “Not great, but alive. What happened?”

“Let me get Mar. I was just here to make sure you didn’t sink in to a coma or anything.”

“Thanks.”

Lal stood and headed for the door. “Thank you, by the way.”

“For what?” Shanex asked. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, but was unwilling to risk trying to stand up. 

Lal turned around. “For not telling Mar. About me telling Jackson where we’d be.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Why did you hide that from him?”

Shanex shrugged. “You guys seem to be on shaky enough ground as it is. You did it for him, anyway, so why rock the boat?”

Lal edged out of the room. “Anyway, thanks. I’ll get Mar.”

Shanex sat in silence for several minutes, trying to clear her head. She stood, leaving a hand on the bed for support, and stumbled over to the chair. She decided that was enough exercise for now and sat.

Trikham entered her room without knocking. “And how are we feeling today?”

“That would depend. Do we still have the Diamond?”

“Yes, we do.”

“Then we’re feeling fine. What happened?” 

Trikham sat on her bed. “I was about to ask you the same question.”

“You first,” she said.

Trikham made himself comfortable on the bed. “After not seeing you for seven hours, I dropped by your room, and you weren't there. So, naturally I asked the Captain if there were any escape pods missing. There weren’t. I was on my way to check up on the Diamond when I passed by the brig, and heard the two guards screaming inside. They were in Jackson’s cell, you see. They told me that someone stunned them, and they woke up in there. Nobody goes in to that area normally, so I was the first to hear them yelling. 

“So now it was very important to me to check up on the Diamond. Lo and behold, when I open the door, I see three of you knocked out on the floor, and the Pride Diamond cylinder in pieces. And the Pride Diamond was just sitting there on the floor with you. Jackson’s little friend came aboard with him, I guess. Sloppy work of ours not to think of that. You and Agent Jackson looked very cute tangled up like that, I might add. 

“Anyway, I put the Diamond back on the table, put you in here, and put Jackson and his friend in the brig.”

Shanex rubbed her head. “I was hoping something like that would happen. They made me take them to the Diamond, so I threw the cylinder on the floor. I assumed that you’d check up on the Diamond if you didn’t see me for a while. I wasn’t sure if you’d stuff me in an escape pod and leave without me, or help me out. But one way or another, I wouldn’t have been in Jackson’s hands anymore.”

“You think I would betray you like that? I’m hurt.”

“You don’t trust me any more than I trust you. By the way, why haven’t you gotten rid of me yet? You could, really easily.”

“I know. But a bargain is a bargain.”

“This from a con man?”

“Well, there is the detail that everyone in the galaxy knows you stole it, so the buyer will be expecting you at the meet. If you’re not there, it might be presumed that I’m trying some sort of scam, and that could turn out poorly for me.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

“So you see, Shanex. We still need each other, at least until we sell the Diamond. After that, I really don’t care what you do.”

“Ditto. I want to make sure everything’s all right in the explosives room.”

“Certainly.”

After a few more minutes of recovery, Shanex stumbled below to the explosives room with Trikham’s help. The glass had been cleaned up and the Pride Diamond sat on a small pillow on the table. 

She gazed at it for a moment. “Nice pillow.”

“Couldn’t have it just sitting on the table. Seemed wrong somehow.”

He reached out and picked it up. “Look!” he said, mocking boyish glee, “I’m touching the Pride Diamond! I must have done something good for Sephalon!” He held it up over his head. “Behold! Kneel! Et-Cetera!” 

She had to laugh. Although it was a weak laugh in her state. “That’s the most valuable diamond in the galaxy. It’s not a toy.”

Trikham held it out to her. “Shanex Exxel, for services to the Sephalon Empire, I present you with not only a touch of the Diamond, but what the hell? We’ll just give you the damn thing.” He held it out to her.

She took it. She hefted it in her hand a few times. “Heavy. For some reason I thought it would be lighter.”

“You know something, Shanex?”

“Hmm?”

“You’re the first Human, scratch that, the first non-Sephalon ever to touch the Pride Diamond. How do you feel?”

She put the Diamond back on its pillow. “Honored.”

Trikham couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. 

Well armed Zoomers herded Dan and Nelson into escape pod 1 in the lower pod bay. It was designed for six people to survive up to five weeks in, so it was more than amply comfortable for Dan and Nelson. 

The Zoomers stepped back from the doorway, and Shanex, Trikham and Captain Ssst stepped up to it.

Dan and Nelson looked back at them. Dan was unshaven for two days now and looked like a derelict. Nelson didn’t grow whiskers quite as fast, but his had spend the last day sick from the effects of the nerve gas and was as pale as a sheet.

“This is where we say goodbye, Dan,” said Shanex. 

“The pleasure’s been all yours,” Dan retorted.

Nelson found a couch and lay on it with a moan, trying to fall asleep. 

Shanex smiled. “We took the liberty of disabling the communications and helm controls. The auto-pilot will take you to Sephalon orbit really slowly. You should get there in about two weeks. We gave you ten weeks food and supplies just in case of emergencies.” She didn’t mention that the communications control panel would unlock itself automatically after three weeks. Let him worry about it. 

“That’ll give me a week to set up for your capture at Fasser-2z,” Dan said.

Shanex shook her head. “For a slightly increased fee, Captain Ssst has agreed to do a five-fold to the Fasser system. So, we’ll be on Fasser-2z in about four or five days. I just want to say it’s been a pleasure working with you.”

 “We’ll meet again, Shanex,” Dan said ominously.

“I look forward to it.”

“This isn’t a game.”

“Sure it is. Oh,” She pulled something out of her pocket and threw it through the hatch to him. “Bon voyage.” She pressed the hatch button and the hatch snapped shut. 

Captain Ssst pressed a few buttons on the panel, and the escape pod jettisoned from the ship, floating gently away for several seconds until its engines fired, beginning its long trip to Sephalon. 

Inside the pod, Dan looked over to Nelson to make sure he was all right, then down at what Shanex had thrown to him. It was his badge. He flipped open the billfold to discover one of her business cards inside. 

He sighed and put the badge, with the card still in it, in the inside pocket of his overcoat. 

He walked to Nelson and put a hand on his shoulder. “You ok?”

“I’m going to die,” Nelson murmured without turning to face him. 

“No you won’t. You’ll just wish you were.”

“Mmf. We almost got her. Sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

“That we didn’t.”

“Not your fault.”

“Whatever.”

“Just try not to think about being sick.”

“Sure. Easy for you to say.” He put his head down and tried to sleep.

For lack of anything better to do, Dan strode around the pod checking out the instruments. Everything Shanex had said was true. They were on auto-pilot. There was no way for him to override it. 

“Dan?” Nelson moaned quietly from the couch.

“Mm?” Dan said absently, peering at the communication’s console.

“What happened to your dad?”

Dan sighed and sat in the pilot seat. He was quiet.

“Dan?”

“He died.”

Nelson let this sink in, and said, “How?”

Dan sighed again. “Mark killed him.”

Nelson worked himself into a sitting position and looked at Dan.

Dan looked at the floor, not meeting Nelson’s gaze. 

“He what?” asked Nelson.

Dan did not look up. “He killed him. Pop was-“ He stopped, and started again. “He was not a good father. He was … abusive. He drank too much and would beat the shit out of Mark and me all the time. Mom, too. April-“ 

Nelson waited for Dan to finish the sentence, but he did not. “April…?” He prompted.

Dan swallowed hard. “April got the worst of it,” he whispered. 

Nelson widened his eyes and his mouth became a thin line. “You mean-“

“Yes.”

They were both quiet for a time. 

“God, Dan,” said Nelson, “I never knew.”

“Nobody did. Just us Jacksons.”

 “I’m sorry I brought it up, Dan. Really.”

“Don’t worry about it. If I can’t trust the criminal I’m extraditing, who can I trust?”

Nelson shook his head. “Jeez…”

“That’s how it was.” Dan had a far away look in his eyes. “He’d drink and come staggering home. He’d beat Mark, or me or Mom, then go up to April’s room.”

“How did you deal with it?”

“Each our own way. Mom went crazy. She just refused to see it. April got sneaky. She tried to poison him several times by slipping things into his drinks. She also knew where to hide and to stay out late on Friday and Saturday nights. I guess that’s why she makes a good spy. She never told anyone, and she managed to get away a lot.

“Mark got tougher. The older he got, the more he’d fight back. One day, he clocked Pop right across the face and broke his nose. Pop broke Mark’s arm for that. But Mark never gave up. I guess that’s why he makes a good beat cop. Tough and persistent.”

“How did you deal with it?” Nelson asked.

“I got clever. I could tell when he was coming home drunk. I could predict his patterns. I knew how to stay on his good side when he was pissed off. I could tell if he was going to get drunk hours before he even knew it. It made me the detective I am today. 

“Anyway, we were in Africa on vacation, and Mark told Pop to stay away from April’s room. They started to argue, and they got to fighting. This time, Mark got in a few good hits to the gut, and Pop went ballistic. Started beating on him with a chair. Mark took two hits over the head with that chair and then flew into Pop like nothing I’ve ever seen. 

“I’ve been a TSS agent for 10 years or so, now, and I’ve seen a lot of really dirty fighting. But I’ve never seen anything that matches the one I watched between Mark and Pop. Pop gouged Mark’s eye in and Mark bit his thumb off. In the end, Mark got a hold of part of the broken chair and brained Pop over the head with it. Pop fell down and bled all over the floor. He was dead. At least, his heart had stopped.

“We were in a hotel in Cairo. All we had to do was call for an ambulance, and they would have been able to save him. They can save anyone up to the point that their brain dies from lack of oxygen. That takes about an hour. But we didn’t. Mom sat in the corner, shaking. I stood in the doorway, where I was the whole time. Mark sat in a chair facing away. April stared right at Pop’s bleeding skull. Not one of us called for an ambulance. So, really, we all killed him. 

“The police came eventually. We told them what happened and the story behind it, and the DA decided not to press any charges.”

Nelson let out a low whistle. “Damn, Dan.”

“Yeah. Damn.”

It has been seven days since the theft of the Pride Diamond, and still no word on any clues as to its whereabouts. According to recent polls, the recovery of the Diamond is the number one political topic right now. Politicians all over Sephalon are scrambling to be involved in its recovery, but so far, no luck. The closure of all GBSes and Sephalon spaceports was lifted yesterday, but all ships leaving have extreme security searches. If you’re planning to travel, expect delays…

“So, 100 million, was it?” said the well dressed Zoomer.

Trikham was taken aback by the casualness of the statement. “Er, yes, I believe it was.”

Shanex, Trikham, and a well dressed Zoomer who didn’t get around to introducing himself sat around the table in a small meeting room. 

The Zoomer typed a few instructions into his computer. “You’ve given me the account numbers, are you sure those are the accounts you want to use? Those are the aliases you want the money to go to? No last minute changes?”

“Not for me,” said Trikham.

“Me, neither,” said Shanex. She sighed. “I still can’t believe this.” 

In front of her was a small black box. It had an electronic lock on it. Inside rested the Pride Diamond surrounded by felt. Also inside the box was a vial of acid that would open up and dissolve or at least horribly mutilate the gem if the lock was tampered with or the wrong combination was entered. Shanex had been sure to make that clear to the buyer when they came in. 

Trikham snickered a little. “Can’t believe it? What’s not to believe? We’re here, aren’t we?”

“I still can’t believe that the buyer is the Zoomer government.” She rolled her eyes. 

“And now here we are, in Hak’ik, the capital city, selling the Pride Diamond in the capital building,” Trikham mused.   

“Believe it, Master Exxel,” said the well dressed Zoomer. “Mr. Allal here first brought up the idea to us a few months ago. We never thought he’d even be able to find you, much less convince you to get the Diamond. So we said, ‘Sure. We’ll give you a hundred million if you can swing it. But we can’t help.’ And he said that was fine with him.”

She shook her head. “Unbelievable. Trikham, you’ve got guts. Nothing like a little con will do for you. No, you’ve got to involve entire governments in your jobs.”

Trikham giggled. “I’m so proud of myself I think I’ll burst.”

“So,” said the well dressed Zoomer. “We’re all ready for the transfer. Can I see the Diamond?”

Shanex pulled the box to herself. “Transfer the money, first. I’d never get out of here alive if I tried to run, and I've got no reason to destroy the Diamond if I have the money.”

 “And we know you scanned us and the box coming in, so you know it’s in there,” Trikham added.

“True,” the well dressed Zoomer nodded. “Sounds like a deal. 49,900,000 for you,” he pointed to Trikham, “and 50,100,000 for you,” he pointed to Shanex. “That is what you wanted, right?”

They both nodded. 

The well dressed Zoomer pressed a few more buttons, and the transfer was complete. “All done. Let’s see it.”

Shanex and Trikham confirmed the fund transfer on Shanex’s portable Galactanet terminal. It was all there. Both of them had set up automatic instructions to route their monies to a variety of accounts nobody else knew about. 

Shanex typed in a combination, and the box sprung open, revealing the Pride Diamond. 

The well dressed Zoomer gazed at it for some time. “Hypnotic, isn’t it.”

“We noticed that,” said Shanex. “The lock is deactivated, now. It won’t lock again, so you can go ahead and close the box for transport.” She pulled the acid vial out of the inside of the lid. “Just so there’s no accidents.”

The well dressed Zoomer closed the box and stood. “An honor to meet you, Master Exxel, and a pleasure doing business with both of you.” He put his free hand to his chest.

“Quick question?” said Shanex.

The well dressed Zoomer looked at her. He was obviously some kind of spy or agent of Fasser-2z. But he was a very cheerful and polite one. 

“Why were you willing to pay 100 million for it? It’s not worth that much. Twenty to fifty I could understand. But a hundred?”

“We can make a lot more than a hundred million with this,” said the well dressed Zoomer, tapping the box. “We can make billions.”

Shanex and Trikham exchanged puzzled looks. 

“How?” asked Trikham. “You can’t be planning to ransom it back to Sephalon, are you? They’d declare war before they paid. It’d be cheaper, too.”

The well dressed Zoomer smiled. “There are other ways to get money out of Sephalon than ransom, Mr. Allal. It’s all politics. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to deliver this to my superiors. I’m sure you two can find your way out.”

Shanex and Trikham were left alone in the room. They stood and walked out together.

“That was certainly ominous,” said Trikham as they made their way out of the building after walking in silence for some time.

Shanex shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. We stole it, we sold it. End of story.”

“I wish I knew what they were going to do with it.”

“I’m sure we’ll find out in the news.”

They stood on the steps to the great capital building of Fasser-2z. The city of Hak’ik was like any other Zoomer city, which was unlike any other race’s city in the galaxy. The Zoomers worshipped trees, and it was against the law to cut them down. So, Hak’ik had grown around the trees. The streets zigzagged between trees so tall they would dwarf redwoods. The skyscrapers had huge atriums in their lobbies that occupied the first fifty stories of the building which housed the trees they had been built over. The nearest GBS was in an unwooded area some 500 kilometers from Hak’ik, making it the only city in the galaxy to have a population over five million and no GBS facilities. 

Some might ask why they didn’t build their cities further from the forest. Those who would ask that don’t understand Zoomers. You had to have trees around. Otherwise, what’s the point? 

“50 million each. Tell me, have you ever made that much on a single job before?”

“Not even close.”

He smiled. “Glad I could help. Not bad for a small time con-man, eh?”

She put a hand on his shoulder. With earnest, she said, “You’re not small time anymore.”

“I’m no kind of time at all anymore. I’m giving it up for Lal. 50 million is more than enough to live out the rest of our lives in luxury.”

“I’m glad for both of you,” Shanex said. “You know there was a time when I thought you were going to destroy the Diamond out of spite.”

Trikham looked to the sky. “I’d be lying if I said it never occurred to me. But then I thought ’50 million credits.’” He shrugged. “Greed. What can you do?”

She laughed.   

“So what now?” asked Trikham.

“That’s something you’ll have to answer for yourself,” Shanex said. She stuck out her hand for a Terran style handshake. 

Trikham brought his into contact with hers, but then slid palms for a sideways Sephalon handshake. He grinned. “See you around.”

She grinned back. “I doubt it. I’m going my way, you’re going yours. I doubt we’ll ever see each other again.”

“Bet ten credits?”

She smiled. “You’re on.”

He flashed her a one-fingered salute and said, “Farewell.”

They turned and walked in opposite directions. Their partnership was at an end. Trikham walked for a while, then turned to watch her recede. 

“A true professional,” he said to himself, watching her form dwindle through the buildings, crowds, and trees of the Zoomer capital. “Doesn’t even look back.”

He shrugged and continued on his way. Lal was waiting for him at a restaurant down the street, and he didn’t want to be late.

Epilogue: The next several weeks

Flurth MrRowl, the Zoomer Chancellor of Foreign Affairs smiled at the Sephalon across his desk. It was so rare in his position as the chief diplomat for a government that had so little power to experience a situation like this.

“Ambassador Dulou. I’m so glad you could come to see me on such short notice.” He extended his paw, palm down.

Dulou put his palm up under it, sliding it. “Chancellor MrRowl. My government is willing to hear the views of the Zoomer people at any time, day or night. It is my pleasure to visit you. What can I do for you?”

MrRowl smiled wider. “Actually, It’s what I can do for you! I have excellent news. You’re really going to love it.”

Dulou’s curiosity was piqued. “Really? What is it?”

“I am proud to say that our police right here in Hak’ik have recovered the Pride Diamond.”

Dulou almost fell out of his chair. “The Pride Diamond? Are you certain?”

“Of course. We checked to make sure it was real, and it was. As far as we can tell, the buyer and Master Exxel couldn’t agree on a price, and things got ugly. Both parties escaped, I’m sad to say, but the police did recover the Diamond.” MrRowl smiled the smile he always smiled when telling a bald faced lie. “So, if you’ll just contact your homeworld and let them know they should send a navy ship or something to transport it back, we’ll be done with this whole upsetting turn of events.”

“This is wonderful! The relations between Sephalon and Fasser-2z will be cozier than ever. Mr. Chancellor, how can we ever thank you?”

MrRowl stood. “I’m glad you asked. You can start by having your Prime Minister publicly and officially apologize for the Hunters of the Discovery Era.”

Dulou narrowed his eyes. “I see. And the swift return of the Diamond would hinge on that?”

“Oh, Ambassador! We would never hold your national treasure hostage. Think of it as more of a…reward for our great service to you.”

Dulou also stood. “Is there anything else that needs to be involved in this…reward?”

“Now that you mention it, there was the matter of Frawl.”

“The mining rights of Frawl have been Sephalon’s for over fifty years in accordance with a treaty signed by your people and mine.”

“Of course, of course. We wouldn’t dream of taking something that was rightfully yours. That’s not the Zoomer way. However, considering Sephalon is the single most powerful economic government in the galaxy, and we poor Zoomers one of the least wealthy, it only seems fair that we get those mining rights. The planet is chock full of diamonds, you know. Part of the reward. After all, Sephalon should want to help us get a leg up in the financial galaxy of today.”

 “Hmm. You see, there is the matter of the six large Sephalon corporations that manage to simultaneously mine Frawl and donate large sums of money to re-election campaigns of our senators. It just wouldn’t be right to put these hard working men and women out of their jobs.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” MrRowl said, smoothing out a crease on his robe. “There’s no reason those companies should leave. Fasser-2z would welcome the mining expertise of Sephalon companies. It’s what you’re famous for, after all. They would just lease the land from Fasser-2z and pay the mining taxes to Fasser-2z instead of Sephalon. The price would be roughly the same. Oh, a little higher, I admit, because we Zoomers have never really worked out how to streamline our economy like you have. But it would have a negligible effect on their operations.”

“I see. I haven’t done the math recently, but the taxes and land leasing money from Frawl is on the order of…”

“Let’s see…” MrRowl interrupted, “I think it works out to be about 500 million credits per year.”

Dulou pondered. “I don’t see anything that would keep my government from making this dream of financial growth for your people a reality. Of course, to combat the incorrect perception that this was not a reward but in fact a payment, the Pride Diamond should be returned to Sephalon first. How can a reward be rendered before the heroic deed?”

“I couldn’t agree with you more, Ambassador. By all means, we plan to turn it over to your people as soon as the vessel you send to transport it gets here.”

 “That’s very trusting of you, Chancellor,” Dulou noted. “After all, you have no guarantee that we would keep our side of the…reward.”

“We have always had a great trust in the Sephalon government and its noble people,” said MrRowl. “And if something impossible like that were to happen, we would make sure not to let it affect us the next time we recovered the Pride Diamond.”

“The next time?”

“Well, if it got stolen again. It’s a possibility, you must admit.”

“Of course. I think I understand. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I will call my government and tell them the terms-…that is to say, my recommendation for the reward for finding our national treasure.”

“By all means, Ambassador.” 

“So, as the Prime Minister replaces the newly build cylinder on the pedestal, and the music begins playing, the Pride Diamond is once again home,” said the reporter on the tri-D. The image showed the Prime Minister somberly acting out the scene the reporter had just described. A cheer could be heard from the dignitaries in the vault. 

“Earlier today, it was revealed that as a reward to Fasser-2z for recovering the Diamond, the Parliament voted to grant them the mining rights to the planet Frawl, to help Fasser-2z get a toehold, or clawhold, as the case may be, on the galactic economy. This grand gesture puts to rest a minor diplomatic dispute between the two governments in typical Sephalon style. The Parliament also voted to apologize to the people of Fasser-2z for the illegal actions of certain Sephalons almost two centuries ago in hunting Zoomers. The apology will be broadcast live on the Sephalon News Network. This apology is a gesture of thanks to the Zoomers who-”

“Off,” Trikham said. The tri-D turned off and he laughed out loud. 

“I guess that’s what they got from it,” said Lal. “The mining rights and the apology. All they paid was 100 million credits. Worked out pretty well.” 

“It sure did. Sephalon looks pretty stupid, too, having to thank the Zoomers, famous for stealing things, for recovering their diamond.” He laughed some more. 

They lay together, cuddled up in bed. The penthouse of the Hak’ik Arms Hotel was quite nice, indeed, and Trikham was beginning to understand that Shanex’s style had a practical element to it. He reached over to the nightstand and picked up his cup of Nal. He took a sip and offered the glass to Lal. 

She shook her head. “So where do we want to go?”

“Not sure,” said Trikham. “The deal was that it was up to you, remember?”

“Hmm,” she thought.

“Sephalon and Sephalon colonies are out,” he said. 

“Naturally,” she replied. “I think I’d like to go to…I just don’t know. Galactanet:”

“In-room Galactanet service on-line,” came the pleasant feminine voice.  

Lal pressed her cheek into Trikham’s chest. “Give me a random planet that people vacation on, but isn’t Sephalon territory.”

“Hydragyrus,” Galactanet said at once.

“Tell me about Hydragyrus,” Lal.

“Hydragyrus is a Terran world with a population of 3 million. Its primary export is mercury, providing most of the galaxy with the mercury used in mercury communicators. They are able to cheaply and effectively mine mercury because the oceans of Hydragyrus are 90% liquid mercury. Tourists must take an anti-mercury poising pill before landing on the surface. The vacation resorts feature all manor of mercury sports and luxury accommodations-“

“Ok, ok!” Lal said. She looked up at Trikham. “I want to go there.”

“Done,” said Trikham, gazing into her eyes. 

She gazed back, leading to a pleasant distraction. 

They were on a five folder to Hydragyrus the next day.  

Captain Ssst read the verdict of the Zoomer Space Bureau one more time with a smile.

From: Zoomer Space Bureau, Hak’ik, Fasser-2z

To: Captain Ssst, commanding officer of  The Ffralt, private ship

To: The Terran Secret Service, Moscow, Terra

To: The Interstellar Maritime Law Commission, Master Citadel, Theta-2

Charges: 

1) Harboring a known fugitive (One Shanex Exxel of Terra): It is the finding of the ZSB that Shanex Exxel is not a criminal, and therefore harboring her is not an offense.

2) Failure to comply with maritime law and turn over a Shanex Exxel to the proper authorities (in this case, one Colonel Dan Jackson, TSS): It is the conclusion of the ZSB that the maritime laws are vague on matters that are illegal in one government and not in another. Captain Ssst acted in good faith.

3) Holding an interpol police officer prisoner(The aforementioned Colonel Jackson): It is the conclusion of the ZSB that Captain Ssst believed himself to be preventing a kidnapping, and holding the would-be kidnapper until arrangements could be made to turn him over to the proper authorities. This was done with an escape pod. The Sephalon authorities did not charge Colonel Jackson with kidnapping, but this is irrelevant to the actions of Captain Ssst. 

In the matter of the TSS claims against Captain Ssst and the crew of  The Ffralt, the ZSB and the government of Fasser-2z now consider this case closed.

The entire procedure had taken ten minutes. A special envoy from the Zoomer Foreign Chancellery was there to speak on Ssst’s behalf. He folded up the ruling and placed it in his vest pocket. Later that day, he would read it to his hooting and cheering crew just before announcing that their leave on Fasser-2z would be extended one week for a job well done.

“Nelson Chiles, please rise,” said the judge.

Nelson stood. His hands were cuffed and it was very uncomfortable. But, he was used to it, and he smiled up at the judge. His state-appointed lawyer stood with him, giving him a pat on the back. 

The courtroom was sparsely populated. Had the press known that he was involved in the Pride Diamond drama that played out over the past two weeks, they would have descended on the courthouse like locusts. But, the TSS didn’t mention his involvement, mostly because the story was somewhat embarrassing, and Nelson was never one to brag. 

“Mr. Chiles. This is the ninth time you have been in this courtroom, and every time it is the same thing. Hovercraft theft. Have you anything to say before I pass sentence?”

“No, your honor,” Nelson said. 

“Very well. Mr. Chiles, I was going to sentence you to 8 years imprisonment in an orbital penal facility to be named at a later date, but I have changed my mind.

“I received a letter from the Terran Secret Service headquarters in Moscow, from a Colonel Daniel Jackson stating that you had performed great heroic services to that organization and requesting that I give you all the lenience that I can muster. There were no details as to what these actions were, but the TSS is our primary law enforcement agency, and if you helped them as much as they say you did, the aggregate burden on society that you create works out in your favor. Therefore, I am sentencing you to 6 months probation. You are not to leave New York City, nor attempt to purchase a weapon, nor are you to associate with known felons in that time. Is that clear?”

“Oh, yes, your honor!” Nelson beamed.

“You are free to go.”

A bailiff came and unlocked his handcuffs and Nelson rubbed his wrists. “You won’t regret this, your honor,” he said. 

“I hope not to. Next case.”

“Um, your honor, is that your jet black ’53 landcruiser out front?” Nelson said, backing away.

“No, why?”

“Good. Just curious. Good day, your honor.” He strode confidently out of the courtroom.

Dan stood “at-ease”, but ill at ease in front of Orstivitch’s desk. “Brigadier, you wanted to see me?”

Orstivitch looked up from his paperwork. “Jackson. How was your trip from Sephalon?”

“It was fine, sir.”

 “Good. I’ve just been reading your report concerning the extradition of Nelson Chiles. Some pretty wild stuff there. You actually had Exxel at gunpoint three different times. Amazing.”

“I’m sorry she got away, sir. If I had planned better-“

“Sorry?” Orstivitch raised his brow. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. Through most of the Exxel investigation, the entire taskforce has been lucky if they could name what planet she was on at the moment. You caught her three times. I consider that impressive.”

“Thank you, sir,” Dan said. He had expected to be berated for letting her escape. Praise was unexpected.

“Dan, I want to put you on her case. You won’t be working with the taskforce. That’s a bureaucratic mess I don’t even want to deal with. They should be disbanded completely. They’re so big they don’t accomplish anything. I want you working on catching Exxel. It’s not your job to recover anything, deal with the press, or anything like that. By the way, we’ll be looking into Sanchez. Thanks for the tip. Your job is to track her down and catch her. You’ll have full access to any and all TSS funds and equipment you need. Now, I know you like working homicide and drugs, but you’re going to have to grin and bear it, I’m ordering you to-“

Dan was smiling. For as long as Orstivitch had been his superior officer, he had never seen him smile. 

“I’ll get started right away, sir.”

“You’re not going to complain or anything?”

“No, sir. I’ll want Hotch working with me.”

“You’ve got it,” said Orstivitch, narrowing his eyes. “Is this getting personal, Dan? You want to go after the one that got away?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I like that kind of drive. You’re dismissed.” 

Dan strode out of the office, the rugged smile etched on his face. He pulled out his badge and opened the billfold. He pulled Shanex’s card out and stared at it for a moment. 

Then, he put it back in his billfold, and returned the billfold to his pocket. 

The last few weeks represented the most ill prepared, disorganized, and completely without support investigation Dan had ever executed. Now, he was working with the full authority of the TSS and had time to plan.

It was time to get to work.

Shanex sat in the breakfast nook of her luxurious suite in the luxury liner taking her to Beta-Minor. Before Trikham entered her life, she had been planning a trip to Cols for some much earned vacation. She had gone off to steal the Pride Diamond instead, and had missed out on her vacation. Now, the Sephalon colony of Cols was not an option. Perhaps in a year or two when things calmed down, she could visit the vacation hot spot, but not until then.

Beta-Minor had its features. It had large, lush purple jungles surrounding most of the sparsely populated planet. A traveler could hike for weeks without meeting anyone. It was just the kind of escape from civilization she needed. For her own rest as well as from numerous law enforcement agencies. 

She peeled an orange as she watched tri-D. Popping a slice into her mouth, she paid attention to the news.

“…and the Arsen Dictator is expected to turn down Sephalon’s latest bid for ownership of Thriton some time before the fifth. In our next story, we will discuss the theft of the Pride Diamond. For seven days, it remained in the hands of Shanex Exxel, until the Zoomer authorities recovered it. While theft is not a crime on Fasser-2z, they were eager to help out Sephalon in its time of need. We caught up with Shanex Exxel’s father, who has never given any interviews about his daughter until now. This is what he had to say:”

The image changed to Shanex’s father, Thax Exxel. He was bent with age, and his hair was completely gray. He was 37, now, and the years were wearing him down. But, he still had the sideways look he always had when dealing with people he didn’t approve of.  He clearly was not enjoying his moment in the limelight, and wanted to get it over with as soon as possible. He was seated in a chair out front of the house where Shanex had grown up.

She froze. She swallowed the orange slice whole to keep from choking on it. Her heart beat so hard in her chest it actually hurt. She held her breath and every muscle in her body tensed. 

“You want a quote?” Her father said. His voice was raspy with age. While Humans tended to lose their hearing and their hair as they got older, Exions lost their voices. “You all want a quote from me? Well here it is: Shanex is my daughter. I don’t care what she’s done or what she ever does, she’s my daughter and I will always love her.”

Shanex nose burned and her eyes began to water. She sniffed.

He continued. “I may not approve of her stealing things, but she’s the best in the galaxy at what she does, and God damn it, I’m proud of her for that. I’d be proud of her no matter what she did.”

She started to sob. She put her hands over her smiling mouth, dropping the orange to the table. It rolled unnoticed by Shanex to the floor with a damp thump. 

Thax looked into the camera. “I don’t know if you’ll see this sweetie. But I’m proud of you.” His eyes were soft, “Pe texxe Te, Huxi.” 

Shanex slumped forward on to the table, crying openly into her arms. She gained some control of herself and looked up at the tri-D again. Her father’s face was still there, and she went into another sobbing frenzy. She cried tears of joy, not hearing the commentator say “And, for those of you who don’t speak Exion, that translates to ‘I love you, daughter.’ A sweet message of love from a father to his daughter. Shanex Exxel is still at large. After the break, well cover the latest sports news and show you how to get the best space faire…”

She wept and wept, ignoring everything. 

“Pe texxe Te, Nuta,” she choked through her tears, “Pe texxe Te…Pe texxe Te…”

And ten years of shame melted away inside of her. 







