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			CHAPTER 1

			A young woman was coming up to see him. Her gait was neither too fast nor too slow but measured in a manner that seemed to confirm a businesslike approach. She wasn’t dressed in the ship’s uniform, but in an attire vastly superior to others around.  Her dress was royal purple with gold motifs as if to emphasise her status. Brown thought she was pretty, even when she looked serious. Her blonde hair was tied up in a neat bun, and her sparkling eyes oozed enthusiasm. It was clear to Brown that she was fairly high up in the pecking order.

			“Your Excellency Arbitrator Brown,” she addressed him formally, taking him by surprise at the use of his title.

			“I’m Marika,” she continued, “Field Agent, Public Relations for returning dignitaries. I have been personally assigned to you.”

			“In what capacity?” Brown asked.

			“To see we meet all the standards required for your needs and comfort on this trip. Special orders from the EPA as you have decided to return on a cruise ship instead of normal military transport. Is everything in order?”

			“Everything seems to be fine. I decided to have a little break on my way back to Earth. It has been quite intense the past few months on Pirrus,” said Brown, smiling at her. “Nice to meet you.”

			“Good,” she smiled back, “I was worried you wouldn’t approve.” 

			“Do I have a choice?” Brown’s eyes quizzed her, but he was smiling. “I suppose you’re my official minder. Well, the EPA must be worried about something,” he shrugged resignedly, but really he didn’t care. What a change, he thought, from only a few months ago when he had been languishing in a prison cell on Earth. 

			It seemed to him the EPA, or the Earth Policy Administration, weren’t taking any chances. They wanted him on a short leash to stop him going AWOL on them, but he still hoped she wouldn’t be able to jeopardise his plans to do exactly that. He was on the lookout, and if the chance presented itself, he was going to be off on a little detour of his own during his cruise back to Earth. Either way, it was going to be an interesting trip.

			 

			 

			Brown and Marika made their way to the dock reception area after completing formalities and passing through security. She looked stunning in the golden-brown dress that complemented her blonde hair and athletic figure. It made Brown wonder if it would be a breach of protocol if he tried to seduce her. He decided against any such complications. He needed to concentrate; he wanted to focus on his main goal. He was there on the space station on his own secret mission and was worried how dangerous it might be.

			 Brown was on edge about his impending meeting with his long-time friend who was based on the space station.  He was not quite sure what his friend’s reaction would be to Marika, who had insisted on coming along. Though Brown had met Marika a few days ago, so far she had been fairly tight-lipped about her role. All he knew about her was that she had been assigned by Earth to accompany him during the voyage.

			The space station Outer Reach was built on a very large, arrested asteroid and was made up of a series of large bubbles of self-renewing polymers, several metres thick that cut out harmful radiation and could withstand small meteorite strikes. The polymer glass also lightened and darkened to resemble night and day. The bubbles were joined together by arms jutting out from the asteroid. The bubbles were also connected by several circular travel-ways, joining one arm to another and through tunnels in the asteroid.

			The space station was on a geo-stationary orbit around the single planet in the local solar system. The planet had two moons and was in the process of being terra-formed by Earth for future use. The two moons, however, caused havoc with the tides on the planet.

			Brown did not have any problem with the low artificial gravity on the station, provided by it slowly rotating around itself. He knew the whole concept had been a gargantuan undertaking on Earth’s part to have an ever-present gigantic base so far out in a distant solar system. From there it could dominate the surrounding space, with its military-industrial complex, directly accessible to spaceships.

			Brett was already waiting for them on the other side of control as Brown and Marika came out of processing. He was a large, well-built man, who looked younger than Brown even though he was actually slightly older. He was also slightly taller than Brown, who was of medium height.  He must have been through regeneration recently, thought Brown.

			“He looks very young,” commented Marika.

			“He earns enough,” laughed Brown. “As you probably know, it’s possible now for people to augment their lifespan many times over by going through a process of regeneration, available only to people of Earth origin. The process isn’t cheap, but as long as one can afford to pay for it, it is possible to do so approximately every seventy-five years and be young again.”

			“How about you?” she asked.

			“I’m worried about the downside. The government usually relieves the people undergoing the process of most of their accumulated wealth to stop them from exerting undue influence on society. People also have a tendency to commit suicide from boredom after existing for more than 300 years,” answered Brown. He didn’t want to answer the question directly.

			“Maybe you don’t need regeneration,” Marika answered. There was a cryptic tone in her voice. “Your friend looks like he can handle himself, he seems almost a bit sinister, if you ask me. Did you have problems dealing with him in your past?”

			“There are always problems, but I’m very well trained.”

			Owing to his extensive superior training, Brown had always been able to outmatch Brett physically, but now he was not so sure. He was still recovering from the ravages of a severe drug addiction. It had been in the process of killing him towards the end of his tenth year in prison; just prior to being plucked out of there and sent to Pirrus to put down a revolution. 

			“It looks like you’re doing well for yourself, Brett,” said Brown, when introductions were over.

			Brett replied that looks could be deceptive; he had lost a whole lot of money going through regeneration recently. He was supposed to have been compulsorily retired for ten years, but they had extended his contract for a further five years. An exception because they needed him, however his retirement would start the following year.

			“Well, at least you’ll have a few more tons of spare cash to play with after this contract. Are you going to go back to Earth next year?” asked Brown.

			“Well, I was actually thinking of going to Levita, as you did a few years ago,” replied Brett. “You said you were having a great time there and then I didn’t hear anything from you.”

			“You need to be very careful there; things didn’t go very well for me. I got relieved of my money.”

			“And now you’re back again doing what you do best.” Brett’s laugh was a little sharp.

			“What’s that?” asked Marika, intrigued.

			“Smashing people up,” said Brett. He arched his eyebrows as if to emphasise the humour in the rancorous defaming statement.

			“It wasn’t like that this time,” protested Brown, a little surprised.

			“Oh, no? Tell that to the Baccrans. They’re being battered back to the Stone Age as we speak.” Brett broke into a wicked smile.

			Brown protested that the Baccrans had taken a gamble against Earth and it hadn’t paid off, so they were paying for it now. This meeting seems to have got off on the wrong foot, thought Brown.

			“It is always the same, though. When Earth smashes another lot up, they always happen to be bad guys,” said Brett, with deliberate sarcasm in his voice, but then changed to a softer tone. He suggested that as they were there to have a good time they should go and have a few drinks or would Brown like to get high?

			Would Brett remember any of the coded signals from all those years ago that they had devised? Brown could hardly remember them himself. No, he would probably have to be blunt, but he would have to let Brett know somehow that he needed to see him alone. However, he had decided to try the signals first. 

			 “Just been through a very rough patch so I’m off drugs at the moment,” shrugged Brown.

			“Not like the good old days, then?” smiled Brett.

			They had been on opposite sides of a conflict, more than twenty-five years ago, on one of the colonies seeking independence from Earth. It was an old, familiar story; Brown had been sent to crush the rebellion. It was, as always, the inevitable first standard reaction from EPA, the Earth Policy Administration.

			Brown had met Brett at a parley, in a negotiation to settle matters, while hostilities carried on. Brown had managed to turn Brett, and that’s when they had developed set coded signals to communicate with each other.

			Things had worked out quite well at first, and Brown had been able to destabilise the revolution by working with inside knowledge and pre-empting and arresting the key figures. Nevertheless, in the end, the other side had found out that Brett was working for him, and Brown had to mount a rescue mission to save Brett’s life. They had been friends ever since. Once the hostilities had ended, Brown had offered him resettlement on Earth.

			“You two look like you’ve lived a little,” said Marika.

			“You don’t know the half of it, or what you’re taking on with this one, sister,” agreed Brett.

			“I have a lot to learn, it seems,” said Marika.

			When they had settled in a bar, Marika asked Brett what he actually did on the Outer Reach space station.

			Brett seemed evasive. He told her that he was in charge of procuring materials for particular manufacturing projects that people were involved in at present. He was sorry that he couldn’t give her any further details.

			Marika nodded that that was quite okay, but then asked Brett why he wanted to settle on Levita. Brett explained that due to a eugenics programme in the past, the women in Levita were particularly beautiful.

			“They have killed off all the people who were not beautiful,” smiled Brett, his eyebrows arched up again. It seemed like his trademark expression when dabbling in gallows humour.

			“You’re joking,” exclaimed Marika. She looked shocked.

			“No, it’s perfectly true. Apparently, the girls there like men from Earth because we’re a bit ugly compared to the men there. Ask Jim. He was there,” smiled Brett.

			“And the Earth’s government is going to allow you to go there? Aren’t we getting ready to have war against them soon?” asked Brown.

			“I don’t think it’s going to happen,” said Brett. He sounded confident. “In any case, who says I need the government’s permission to go there. There’s no such requirement at present.”

			“Just be very careful, so you don’t get swindled,” said Brown.

			“I’ll bear it in mind,” said Brett.

			The rest of the evening passed fairly smoothly, and just before they separated, Brett tapped Brown’s arm, just when he was thinking of bringing up the matter again.

			Brett told Brown that if he was looking for some entertainment, he should go to Rita’s the next day and ask for Maria. Around two in the afternoon was quite a good time. Brown informed him that Marika would be there to keep an eye on him.

			“Is she your girlfriend?”

			“She’s my minder,” Brown smiled and looked resigned.

			Marika looked quite surprised by Brown’s frankness about their relationship.

			“What is this place?” she asked.

			“The place is an exotic whorehouse,” laughed Brett.

			Marika seemed slightly shocked and said that she would leave the two of them alone to chat about it. With a noticeable look of disgust on her face, she excused herself so that she could visit the restroom. The two men found themselves alone. There had been no need for the coded signal after all.

			Brett remarked that she seemed a bit touchy for a minder. He still remembered the old signal and would have everything arranged. She wouldn’t be able to follow Brown into the interior. He could give her the slip then.

			“I wish there was some other way,” said Brown.

			“I’m afraid at such short notice that’s all I can come up with,” shrugged Brett.

			When Marika came back, they parted company from Brett and headed for the ship. Brown asked Marika what her impression of Brett was.

			“I thought he was rather hostile towards you,” commented Marika. “Can you trust him?”

			“You think so?” Brown tried to act surprised, but in reality, he was also thinking the same. “Well, he told me of a good place to check out though. I’d like to go there tomorrow afternoon,” Brown said again. He wondered why Marika had brought up the matter of trust between him and Brett. It began to worry him.

			“Where is Rita’s?” asked Marika; she had recovered her composure.

			“It’s on the other side of town.”

			“Is it really a brothel?”

			“It’s an exotic whorehouse.” Brown wanted to put her off going with him.

			“I didn’t think you were interested in that sort of stuff.”

			“I’ve changed my mind. Brett told me how great this place is, so I don’t want to miss out. I’m unlikely to come back this way again very soon.”

			“I see. I’ll still have to come with you,” insisted Marika.

			“You’re very welcome to, but you’ll have to wait in the lobby. You’re not coming into the room with me unless you want to join in,” laughed Brown.

			“The lobby should be fine,” said Marika, a little tersely.

			They didn’t talk very much on the way back and said goodnight when they reached their cabins. Brown sensed that Marika was not too happy with his decision earlier but was tight-lipped about it. He, however, needed to go through with another meeting with Brett.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Brown and Marika made their way to Rita’s. They noticed there were free gliders available for their use. These were scooter-type vehicles, but without wheels. They levitated magnetically and travelled at low speeds. There were faster shuttles also available, all free of charge to the public.

			Brown was not quite sure about what to expect at Rita’s, given Brett’s slightly hostile attitude towards him. In the end, he put it down to Brett having a gruff sort of nature, as he recalled from his association with him in the past. Even so, he needed to see Brett if he wanted to find the information he was looking for.

			Brown was desperate to find out more about the situation on Levita. Brett would be more up to date with that, especially if he was thinking of settling over there. Brown was also sure that Brett would be able to give him some contacts on Earth because of his business links there; people who could help him find out things and provide services he required when he was back on Earth.

			Brown knew a big problem with the space station was getting past security. Normally one needed clearance to visit most parts of the space-city, let alone the other parts of the station complex, though there was a tourist sector that was readily accessible. The whole structure was a big manufacturing hub for Earth and was also a place where ships were built and serviced, including warships. As such, it was full of space docks.

			Whilst there were some people who lived and eventually died at the place, most were contract workers. They lived under basic conditions to earn tax-free income and thereafter went back home. There was a lot of strategic information that could be gleaned on the station and lots of contacts forged with people from different parts of the galaxy.

			Brown had done his homework on the station. He knew that after Earth, this was the most secure place in the galaxy. It was rumoured that the whole station could be surrounded by a force field if attacked and it was also rumoured that another such station was under development in another distant part of the galaxy. Earth was planning to dominate proceedings for a very long time.

			“Don’t forget the captain has requested that you be present at the gala reception dinner for all passengers tonight. He would like you to join him at his table.”

			“That’s kind of him,” said Brown. High honours indeed, he thought.

			“It seems you’ve caught the public’s imagination. The success of your latest mission is really big news back on Earth, and you have been pronounced a hero of Earth.” Marika smiled in a congenial fashion. Her aquamarine eyes sparkled with excitement as she brushed her dark blonde hair from her face. She looked eager to please him, but Brown wanted to avoid temptation. It was annoying that she was so damned attractive.

			“It was just a job, but I’m glad I could complete it successfully.” Brown tried to be modest. 

			“I’ll try to arrange things, so you have a good cruise.”

			“That’s good,” replied Brown. The trip was going to take around three weeks, and he could do with a little distraction. He wanted to take his mind off Gina, the girl he had left behind on the planet Pirrus, and the sad reality hit him again that the relationship was over.

			“The captain would personally like to hear about your exploits from you. It’s not very often that they have a living legend travelling with them.”

			“Will you be present at the captain’s table yourself?” asked Brown.

			“Unfortunately I’m not of sufficient rank to warrant a seat there. The table is normally filled with dignitaries and celebs; however, I’ll be at hand at a nearby table,” sighed Marika.

			“That’s a shame. I was looking forward to having a chat with you. I’ve hardly had a chance to talk to you so far, and there’s so much catching up to do.” Brown looked disappointed.

			“Oh, there’ll be plenty of opportunity for that later on. There’s also going to be music and dancing,” Marika reassured him.

			“In that case, you must have a dance with me. I used to be a good dancer, but I’m badly out of practice.” In truth, he had been an excellent dancer, courtesy of his last wife, who had been an avid participator and had managed to convince him to take it up.

			“I’m sure you’ll catch on again very quickly. I’ll look forward to that,” said Marika. It was interesting, almost strange, that she was almost extra nice, even though she didn’t approve of his visit to Rita’s.

			“Tell me, just out of interest, what are your exact duties?” Brown slipped the question in, trying to catch Marika off guard, but she was equal to the situation.

			“To look after your comforts primarily, though I have some other general duties as well,” Marika answered without being ruffled even slightly. She was smiling.

			Brown wondered how far that word ‘comforts’ would stretch. He was eager to find out more about her.

			“Have you been in the cruise business long?” he asked.

			“No, this is my first trip, and normally it’s not part of my remit. I was specially assigned, much to my surprise, when they found out that you wanted to travel back to Earth on a cruise ship.”

			“Yes, I wanted to have a change from the normal military transport. It has been a very hard few months, and I needed time to reflect on things instead of starting my debriefing immediately. So, they sent you to keep an eye on me?”

			“I wouldn’t put it quite like that. Right now, you’ve become a precious asset, but you have a bit of a history of straying.” Marika smiled; she seemed to be enjoying the conversation.

			“To keep me out of trouble, I see,” Brown laughed.

			“Primarily to make sure that you didn’t go off to Levita. Relations are very strained with them at present and almost at a breaking point,” shrugged Marika.

			“So you know about my exploits on Levita?” asked Brown.

			“All I know is that you killed a few people there and landed in jail on Earth for it, though ostensibly for tax evasion.”

			“You’re very well informed. Does that affect your opinion of me?”

			“Not a lot. I’m sure you had good reasons for doing what you did, and you paid for it. I’ll try to make sure that I don’t cross you the wrong way.”

			“Very diplomatic,” laughed Brown. “Does everybody else know about this?”

			“No, only I’m privy to this information on this ship.”

			“Good,” said Brown. Maybe she doesn’t know everything, he thought. 

			They had reached the lobby at Rita’s.

			“Until later then,” said Marika. 

			“Until later,” replied Brown.

			Marika made herself comfortable in the lobby. She seemed to be accepting things quite stoically and didn’t make a fuss as Brown went off with Maria, a buxom redhead, to another level.

			“Has Brett been in touch with you?” Brown asked Maria.

			“Yes, I have his address here. I’ll show you the back way out, but first, we need to settle my fees,” Maria smiled in a businesslike fashion.

			“Brett didn’t mention any fees.” Brown was a bit surprised.

			“Well, a girl’s got to make a living. While I’m pretending to be with you, I won’t be earning any money.”

			She had a point. Brown paid up with a smile even though it wasn’t cheap. After leaving the building, Brown jumped on a glider on a different street and made his way to the address given to him. His pass, provided to him by Brett, automatically allowed him to cross the semi-permeable barrier that separated the port area from the rest of the city, without raising any alarms. However, he noticed that there were also two men who were following him. They had been loitering on the street near the back door of Rita’s and jumped on gliders at the same time as Brown. He made a mental note of the riders.

			Much to Brown’s relief, one rider veered off pretty soon while the other carried on behind him. He then also suddenly veered off in the opposite direction, when Brown was joined by a third man. Brown had a sneaking suspicion that this man looked like the first man in different clothing. It was quite easy to alter ones clothing, without actually having to change, especially the colour. This time Brown made a good mental note of the man.

			A few minutes later, the third man veered off, and Brown was joined by a fourth man, who, Brown was sure, resembled the second man in different clothing also. They were definitely keeping tabs on him, but had made no moves to apprehend him or take him out.

			Brown knew he was in trouble. He wasn’t armed, so how was he going to defend himself if or when they made a move. However, the fourth man also veered off as he neared Brett’s address. It was a medium-sized glass and aluminium building. Brown pressed the buzzer on the video link.

			Brett’s face appeared on the screen. “Come on up, buddy,” said Brett, “third floor.”

			Brown took the elevator to the third floor. His sixth sense was tingling; something was not quite right. This was a sense he had developed over years of combat experience, a form of subliminal assessment, enhanced recognition of patterns missed by almost all people in their focus for acute details. It was an ability to extrapolate and join the gaps in abstract information to reach a conclusion for evasive action in threatening circumstances.

			Brown got out of the elevator and pressed the intercom button next to the door to the office suite. The doors swung open with a buzz, and he entered into a lobby area, but there was nobody there.

			“I’m in the office straight ahead of you,” announced Brett’s disembodied voice.

			Very strange, thought Brown, as he pushed the door open and entered the office room. He walked towards the desk behind which Brett was seated.

			“Really great to see you again,” guffawed Brett as his eyebrows arched up. “It’s a company holiday, so nobody’s…,” Brett was saying, as he reached towards a drawer. Brown vaulted the desk in one bound and kicked him on the chin. He was unconscious before he touched the floor and never got a chance to finish his sentence. Yes, he was back, thought Brown, that was more like his old self again. The regeneration was taking effect.

			Brown checked the drawer, and indeed Brett had been reaching for a gun. He took it out, and as he looked up at a monitor screen, he saw the two men who had been following him earlier, enter the office building.

			Brown checked the charge setting on the gun and set it to maximum, in case the two men were mandroids. He propped Brett up on the chair and swivelled it around, so it faced the opposite direction to the door. He then moved away from the desk, slid down to the floor and took up a firing position.

			He saw the two men on the monitor, silently enter the lobby and they were moving straight towards Brett’s office. Brown waited silently. The two men pushed the door open and entered the office almost together. Brown shot them both before they had time to react. They had been too confident of their position.

			The men crumpled to the floor; they had big holes in them, but what Brown saw next amazed him. They were healing fast; the men were mandroids. Brown ran up and shot the first one through an eye at very close range, and as he was lining up the second one, it reached out and caught his leg. Brown just managed to squeeze the charge off before being flipped over. The mandroid was trying to sit up, but collapsed again with its brain fried, just like the other one.

			Brett was beginning to stir when Brown looked at him, so he altered the setting of the gun and gave Brett a low charge. Brett fell back into the chair; he would be out for quite a while. Brown was now fairly certain that Brett had invited him into a trap, but why? Somebody wanted to get hold of him, and Brett had been out to facilitate that, but they had wanted him alive, or he would be dead by now.

			Brown went through Brett’s pocket and found a personal manocom. He took out his own specialist device and began copying all the information in it. It was easy to do for his device easily found the access code in Brett’s one. He then opened up Brett’s computer, again breaking the code, started copying all the files he could access into his manocom, his own personal communicator.

			As he was finishing, the street buzzer sounded, and Brown looked up and saw it was Marika. She had somehow managed to locate him. Brown told her to wait; he would be out soon. He did not want her to find out what was going on, but he was surprised by the tenacity of the girl. He shut the computer down and put back Brett’s communicator into Brett’s pocket.

			Brown looked for the controls of the monitor so he could delete any recordings of him, but could not find any, so he fried the monitor with a shot. He thought of killing Brett but decided it was better to let him live. 

			Brett was most likely to hush up what had happened, rather than let the company security or the local authorities get involved. Failure was probably not an option in his job. Brown wiped the gun and closed Brett’s limp fingers around it then resting it on his lap, made his way down to the street.

			         Marika looked angry, but Brown managed to calm her down.

			“I’m sorry, but I had to meet my friend alone,” said Brown. “After all, I didn’t agree to have you as my minder, did I? How did you find me?”

			She told him that she had bugged him the day before and had heard everything when she had gone to the restroom. A tracking device was in his food that morning, but he needn’t worry; he would pass the tracker out by the next day. When she had seen that he was on the move, she had gone to Maria and forced her to give the address. She already had security clearance to enter the zone.

			“Let’s go,” said Brown. He was impressed by her doggedness. “We shouldn’t hang around here for too long. What time is the captain expecting us? I don’t have anything to wear.” There is now going to be no diversionary trip to Levita anytime soon, thought Brown.

			Marika informed him that a new tuxedo had been left for him in his room. It should be a perfect fit as he had been scanned when he had boarded the ship. He should let her know if there were any problems. She also gave Brown another personal manocom that he could use to contact her at any time directly, and she was clear that she meant at any time. It had an encrypted delivery system which was hard to crack. Brown couldn’t help thinking that somehow Marika seemed happier and eager to please him.

			“What other personal services do you offer?” asked Brown.

			“Not what you’re thinking of,” she laughed, “but I can arrange for someone to visit you if you wish it.”

			Brown laughed and said that wouldn’t be necessary. She was definitely testing Brown. She was playing with him. 

			“I’ll leave you now then. I will see you later at the reception,” said Marika, bringing his attention back to the present.

			“I’ll look forward to it,” nodded Brown. “Oh, I hope they’re not expecting me to make a speech.”

			“Not unless you want to. But I’m sure it would be very interesting.”

			“Well, you haven’t heard me make a speech, but I’ll try to spare you that dubious pleasure,” said Brown.

			 

			 

			Marika was waiting for him at the entrance to a very large hall. She looked even better out of her work clothes, in a formal aquamarine gown, which matched her eyes. 

			Brown smiled as he greeted Marika and complimented her on her choice of the gown. They were then shown to the captain’s table, where she introduced him to the captain. He was a rather portly man, who looked older than Brown, but Brown guessed that he was probably much younger. The man sported a fashionable beard and seemed quite jovial.

			“Ah, our famous guest. Your Excellency, it’s such a pleasure to have you on board for this trip.” The captain extended a large hand. “Captain Grant, at your service.” 

			“It’s my great pleasure to meet you, sir,” Brown returned the compliment. “But please, call me Jim. After all, I’m on holiday.”

			The captain stated that he would try to make his holiday as memorable as possible. He reiterated that Marika had been specially assigned to Brown by the EPA. She had informed him of this already and accordingly they had arranged for her to sit next to Brown at his table. She had already been allocated the cabin next to Brown earlier when the ship had docked.

			“That’s very kind of you. This is a surprise as I wasn’t expecting a fanfare.”

			“I have it on high authority that the fanfare will really start when you get back to Earth. Meanwhile, we can only make sure that you do not want for anything on this trip.”

			It seemed to Brown that the captain was well aware of the importance of looking after him. Brown wondered why the EPA had suddenly decided to go the extra mile to pamper him. He had already done the job they had asked him to do, a task from which they had not expected him to survive. They had been well aware of how bad his health was when they sent him to Pirrus. They were not expecting him to return after completing his mission there, the gravity of which they had also underestimated.

			Marika said that she had been greatly surprised about her being moved to better accommodation, next to Brown, as well as by her upgrade to the captain’s table and thanked him profusely. Some other minor celebrity had no doubt been pushed aside to make way for her. Brown was glad to have her next to him, especially with the captain on the other side of him. A little gong sounded, a signal for people to take up their places, and then the first drinks were served.

			“Thanks for moving me to this table,” she said again. “I appreciate it greatly.”

			“Think nothing of it,” said Brown, though he had nothing to do with it. Why disappoint her, he thought, let her believe what she thinks.

			The dinner proceeded in a grand manner, with more drinks and sumptuous food and a lot of banter. At the end of the meal, the captain stood up to announce the dos and don’ts of the trip and to thank the passengers for being on it. However, the next announcement took Brown by surprise.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” said the captain, “we are also favoured by the presence of a very distinguished guest, who single-handedly saved one of the gems of the EPA, the planet Pirrus, from falling into the hands of the Lizards from Baccra. This is His Excellency, James T. Brown, who is travelling with us.”

			 A terrific ripple of applause burst out all around the hall. Brown noted sardonically that there seemed to be a great many patriotic souls present on the cruise; people who had an inherent dislike for lizards, even though it was extremely unlikely that they had actually encountered anybody from Baccra, the home planet of the Lizard people. Brown was beginning to feel a little sorry for them, knowing what was unfolding and how ruthless Earth could be in pursuing its goals. The propaganda machine was in full swing to justify all actions taken by the EPA against Baccra.

			“Do you think it was a good idea?” he asked Marika. “Now, everybody knows who I am and what I look like.”

			“Don’t worry too much,” she assured him. “I’m sure you’re safe from any attack on the ship. What does the T stand for? They didn’t inform me.”

			“It stands for ‘Terrible’,” smiled Brown.

			“Shouldn’t that be ‘The Terrible’?” laughed Marika.

			Brown had already given the captain a reduced version of events on Pirrus, leaving out the sensitive bits. He had no inclination to repeat the whole story again but could not refuse to get up to deliver a speech. He kept it short, saying the whole thing was still top secret. Luckily, the captain took his hint and did not press him any further.

			The function carried on, the liquor flowed freely along with different barbiturates, and then the dancing started in earnest. The recent events on Pirrus were still fresh in his mind and preoccupied him. Brown was finding it hard to relax when Marika asked him to dance. It was a tango.

			Somehow, the Argentine tango had survived the centuries, like bingo and golf, and was still popular.

			“I haven’t done any dancing in a very long time,” protested Brown.

			“But you have danced the tango before?”

			“Yes, of course,” said Brown. It was a lifetime ago, as far as he was concerned. It was before Pirrus, before Levita when he was still married to his last wife. She had been a dance enthusiast, and he had been forced to keep up. He had learnt well.

			Brown took to the floor and danced very hesitatingly at first. The close-hold was exhilarating, and her perfume reminded him of the past and almost gave him a high. He found the vapours mixed with her perspiration almost intoxicating. The girl was obviously profuse with her pheromones. He moved in for a closer grip, and she didn’t object.

			“So, why did they really send you?” he asked her, catching her by surprise. “Who do you report to?”

			Marika assured him that there was nothing really sinister going on. They just wanted her to keep an eye on him when the ship docked at ports on its way to Earth. She was just supposed to go around with him, to see who he met and to make sure he didn’t disappear to another world.

			“Why would I do that? This is like coercion, pretty as you are.”

			“The EPA seems to be worried about your connection with Levita, to tell the truth,” said Marika. “They told me not to discuss it, but I don’t see any harm in it. I prefer to be as honest with you as I can be.”

			This is interesting, thought Brown, is she mellowing towards me?

			“What are they worried about?”

			“You let one of their agents go when you had her in your hands.”

			“You mean Miss Lanzy? We had nothing on her. In any case, it was Benson, my security officer, who let her go. He’s dead now.”

			“Who died under mysterious circumstances; killed by the unknown killer on your base. A killer who has not been caught but Benson’s log showed that he had let Lanzy go on your orders.”

			 “There was a lot going on at the time. My remit was to stop the planet from getting out of our control,” said Brown.

			“You certainly did a good job there. Still, there are many unanswered questions.” Marika smiled.

			“But I need to go back to Earth for my regeneration, so why would I stray?”

			That was the strange thing, Marika told him. According to the records, Brown looked much younger now than he did when he had gone to Pirrus, six months ago. His doctor had also apparently reported that Brown’s drug habit, which he had acquired in prison, had been cured. How was that possible without regeneration? That particular drug habit was incurable without it, according to his files.

			“I had no idea that I’ve been cured. The doc didn’t tell me that. He did give me a lot of intensive treatments, so that may have cured me,” Brown lied.

			Marika was right of course, but what she didn’t know was that Brown was regenerating naturally. He had gone through a forced shape change into an amphibian when nearly drowning and that had triggered his regeneration somehow. 

			He was likely part alien in origin, he had heard myths about shape-changing aliens, but it seemed it was a well-kept secret, and he needed to find out more. Meanwhile, he needed to pretend that he had to go through the artificial regeneration process which had been invented for pure humans to prolong their lives.

			“We have to take another look into that doctor’s report before we get back to Earth,” said Marika with a relish that worried Brown... “Anyway, you seem to be an excellent dancer. It looks like it’s all coming back to you.”

			“Well, you make it so easy for me. Tell me, what are your other accomplishments?”

			“They’re all very modest, but you’re right, we were taught to dance well. It is a requirement in my job.”

			“In that case, let’s not waste your talents. We should stay on the floor for another dance.”

			“You may start them talking,” laughed Marika. “The rumour mill works overtime in a closed environment like this ship.”

			“I don’t care,” said Brown. “I’m on holiday, but I think the captain’s got his eye on you as well. He’s been watching us rather intently.”

			“You think so? But he should know, I’m off limits to him.”

			“In that case, we should carry on indefinitely,” smiled Brown. “I’m enjoying this too much.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The cruise ship was going to make one more stop before a non-stop flight to Earth. They had been in space for twelve artificial days already. The days on the ship were obviously artificial, but the cruise ship followed a pattern of days and nights similar to that on any planet. This enabled the passengers to follow a routine without getting disorientated. It was a luxury cruise, and all the guests were being pampered to the fullest extent.

			Brown took full advantage of the situation, once he felt sure that there would be no repercussions from his trip to see Brett. Marika had not brought it up again in her conversations with him; maybe she was waiting for instructions.

			Brown had been busy looking at the data he had purloined from Brett when he could find the time away from the ubiquitous Marika, who Brown found to be a pleasant irritation. However, Brown decided that it would be unwise to confide in her about anything in the data or what had happened on the space station.

			He wanted to find out if he had stumbled onto something top secret after what had just been a plot to kidnap him. In which case, who was really behind it? He was fairly positive that it had been a kidnap attempt, for if they had wanted to take him out, they could have done so quite easily before he had even reached Brett’s office.

			Brown wondered if Brett was aware that Brown had breached his security and had copied his sensitive data. Brown decided to make an encrypted copy in case he lost his own device. He popped into one of the ship’s stores to buy a data storage unit when Marika was not around.

			The ship had a huge shopping centre where travellers could indulge in luxury shopping, but it also catered for all small needs of the holidaymakers as well.

			“You’ve been avoiding me lately,” complained Marika.

			“Why do you say that?” asked Brown. “I spend all my time with you instead of some of the pretty women that seem to be around on this trip. Most of them are rich as well.”

			“You don’t need money”, laughed Marika, “after what the EPA has just paid you. You are a very rich man, even after you pay for your regeneration, though you definitely don’t look like you need it.”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” said Brown. She was insistent, but it was still best to go on denying it.

			“In the doctor’s report on you, it seems you started feeling a lot better after you returned from your mission to the interior of Pirrus. You know the time when you rescued the girl and her father, the rebel leader Zalamus.”

			“You seemed to be very well informed,” said Brown, but he was not too surprised.

			“That’s my job. Seriously though, you’ve been looking younger and younger since then and especially since you boarded this ship. Did anything special happen out there?”

			“Like what?” 

			“Anything unusual, that’s all. Don’t worry about it if you don’t want to tell me.”

			Brown was in two minds, whether to tell her about his involuntarily changing shape into an amphibian when drowning. In the end, he decided that it was best to keep that information secret. He himself was not too sure what had happened, but since then he had been regenerating. He desperately needed to find out more about his condition first. He had heard vague rumours of an alien race that had assimilated with humans on Earth. Did that have something to do with him?

			“I can’t remember anything unusual,” shrugged Brown. “Tell me, what kind of thing are you looking for?”

			“Nothing in particular,” shrugged Marika, “just any experiences that might explain why you’re suddenly looking younger.”

			“Maybe meeting such a pretty girl like you has kick-started my hormones.”

			“I heard the Pirrussian girl you rescued is a real beauty. Do you regret leaving her behind?” asked Marika. The questions seemed to be getting a bit personal. Was there a flicker of interest behind them?

			“She is, and I regret leaving her, but the decision was mutual. I offered to bring her with me, but she refused.” Brown decided it was best to be honest; he was sure all that information about him was on his file.

			In fact, he had been rewarded very adequately so he hadn’t lacked the required resources for the start he needed for a successful life on Pirrus with Gina, Zalamus’s daughter. Though this probably would have worked out rather well, he had been restless to get back to Earth. 

			He had been told that his parents had died in an accident just after his birth, but now he was almost certain that this was a lie. He had been abandoned, and he wanted to find out why. It definitely had to be something to do with his heritage, which was in doubt suddenly after his first 150 years of living life as a normal human being and even going through his first regeneration treatment at the age of seventy-five.

			Brown had made sure before leaving that semi-autonomous status was granted to the planet, after the discovery that natives had originated from Earth and for their help against the invasion. Things were going to take off on Pirrus now that vast deposits of mito-carbonium had been discovered. Aside from its many other applications, this substance currently powered the vast majority of spaceships.

			“That’s a shame,” commented Marika, bringing Brown abruptly back to the present, “but I’m sure you’ll soon find a suitable replacement or at least somebody to fill the void.”

			Is she referring to herself? mused Brown; if so, she is playing a clever game. He decided to play along. “Well, you’d do very nicely,” he said, giving her a look of intent.

			“You’re not shy at coming forward, Mr Brown,” she smiled. “We hardly know each other.”

			“Yet we’ve had more than ten dates already.”

			“You can’t call these dates! I’m just doing my job. You’re also a man of ill repute, visiting an exotic brothel as you did.”

			“But you know full well that nothing happened there.” Brown wanted to play with her further.

			“But other people don’t know that. I’m sure a few people saw you go in there and me sitting in the lobby. What must they have thought?” There was mock horror on her face.

			“Well, it’s a long cruise. I’m sure we can reach some accommodation before the end of it,” laughed Brown.

			“Well then, you must stop spending so much time on your own in your cabin and be out and about more often. It’s good for your health.”

			“I’m sure you’re absolutely right,” nodded Brown.

			“Maybe you’d like to go down for a tour of Paz,” suggested Marika.

			The Space Adventurer was going to be in orbit around the planet Paz. There was a rudimentary space platform that served as a dock for spaceships, and from which one could take a shuttle to the planet below. It was not possible for the big cruise liner to touch down on the surface of the planet. It had been built in space like most big ships and stayed in space.

			“I’m afraid it’s probably rather risky for me to do so,” said Brown.

			A routine tour of the surface was being offered, but Brown knew it was best not to take a chance. There had been one attempt on him already, and most likely, there would be more. He had no idea where they were originating from, but he knew going down to the planet would be too risky. He needed to be careful until he found out more.

			“Did you know,” Marika was saying – she seemed interested in seeing the planet – “Paz is a heavy world much bigger than Earth? It has a lot of water and is in the zone that makes life possible.” And life was there in abundance. It was very sparsely populated by quite primitive humanoids. They could be totally ignored by Earth without infringing on their lifestyle because of the vastness of the planet.

			“Why do you think it’s risky for you?” asked Marika suddenly.

			Paz was promoted as a hunter’s paradise, but there was no time for big game hunting for Brown, the ship wouldn’t be there long enough. The ship was only there for some passengers to disembark on a hunting tour of exotic animals and to pick up some other people, for the return trip to Earth.

			“The planet has not really been fully explored or settled yet, but already there is a challenge from a group in a nearby solar system that the planet belongs to them. Even though it is almost impossible to dislodge the EPA from the planet, I may become a target as I represent the EPA.” That was the best explanation Brown could come up with. He didn’t want to elaborate on what had taken place earlier on Outer Reach. Not counting the imaginary enemy he had just made up he had enough real enemies for him to be extremely cautious.

			After the ship had docked, Brown watched the passengers disembark from the ship. There were over a hundred of them. The craze for big game hunting had never died down.

			In return, around 150 people came aboard the ship. Brown tried to scrutinise them as best as he could. He had got Marika to ask the captain if he could be allowed to observe them as they came aboard, and he had been granted permission.

			Brown did not know what he was looking for. A familiar face, an odd trait, some tell-tale sign that would trigger his sixth sense to start tingling? The captain had been intrigued and asked him if he was looking for anybody in particular. 

			Brown shook his head, “I’m just curious to see what sort of people make up big game hunters.”

			Marika was also watching the newcomers intently. The men and women coming on board were carrying a lot of firepower with them and therefore had to be searched thoroughly and be relieved of their hardware. Since the debacle of a military star-ship being blown up in orbit around Pirrus by a human bomb, during Brown’s posting there, security measures had been tightened considerably. 

			After several hours, the boarding was completed. During this time, Brown had failed to notice anything untoward about the passengers.

			“You seem to be observing the new passengers very closely,” said Marika. “Were you expecting somebody or some trouble?”

			“These are troubled times and I have many enemies, so it pays to be careful, but you seem to be doing the same yourself, so who were you expecting?”

			“Well, I’m of the same opinion as yourself, though not looking for anybody in particular,” agreed Marika. They were both looking for somebody who could be after him. Brown in particular felt a bit paranoid, after the little episode at Outer Reach.

			“Shall we go round to one of the bars later on and have a drink?” asked Brown, seeing that it was evening already.

			Marika said that she could meet him in an hour as she had to send a message first, and had to visit the communications room. Brown told her that he needed to pick up something from his cabin so that suited him. Brown didn’t question her further about the message she had to send. It seemed innocuous enough. Obviously, she needed to report in and possibly receive instructions. 

			Brown had decided that he needed to pick up his gun in case there was going to be any problem with the influx of new passengers. He also wanted to hit the bars earlier by himself to have a look around. He informed her that he would meet her in the captain’s bar, later on.

			Brown left his cabin after a short while and decided to try out another bar called the Pirates Bar. The ship had several bars, all with different themes to make the passengers feel at home. As he popped his head into the doorway of the Pirates, he spied Marika deep in conversation with one of the new passengers at the bar. Brown quickly reversed direction, hoping Marika hadn’t spotted him. He made a mental note of the man she was talking to.

			Brown made his way to yet another bar called the Fun Palace and ordered a drink. He was missing his favourite drink he used to have on Pirrus and was still feeling a pang of remorse about leaving Gina behind. He had thought of sending her a message and getting in touch with her, but he was almost sure that it was in her best interest to leave her alone and let her get on with her life.

			A young female approached him at the bar as he was getting another drink. He had seen her several times during the time he had been on the ship but not had an occasion to talk to her before.

			“Hello,” she said, “you remind me of somebody famous. I’m Leela.”

			“Hello, Leela, I’m Jim,” replied Brown. “You surprise me. Normally I try to keep a low profile.”

			Leela told him she was trying to remember where she had seen Brown before, other than on the ship. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter,” continued Leela. “Are you enjoying your holiday?”

			“I’m beginning to enjoy it more already.” Brown smiled while trying to size up the woman.

			She looked quite young though looks could be deceptive, with a tanned face and a lithe body that looked as if she spent a great deal of time working on it. All in all, she was a very good-looking brunette, with a smile that could really dazzle. She was dressed in a green sarong and jewellery to match that exuded wealth and privilege.

			Leela remarked that she was a little bored. Though she was enjoying herself a good deal, so far, the whole space thing had been a bit dull. Leela smiled seductively, and Brown found it impossible to ignore.

			“Maybe you should’ve gone big game hunting on Paz,” suggested Brown.

			“Where? Oh, Paz, the place where we’re docked now. With a name like that you’d think it would be more peaceful. Anyway, I was hoping to hunt some big game of my own on the ship.”

			Brown took an instant liking to her; she was witty, with a slightly skewed sense of humour. Yes, Paz or peace was indeed the wrong name for a place whose main draw was killing animals.

			“Well, you must be pretty well off to be able to come on a cruise like this,” said Brown.

			“You could say that, though my father’s paying for this one.”

			“That’s very generous of him,” commented Brown.

			She said her father was a very generous man when he wanted to be. At present, he was looking for a young wife, probably somebody her age, so he wanted her out of the way for a while.

			“Am I allowed to ask you who your father is?”

			“Only if you buy me a drink,” she laughed. There was that humour again; all drinks on the cruise ship were free to guests.

			“Where are my manners?” said Brown. “What would you like?”

			“How about a nice cocktail? You choose.”

			Brown decided to get her a Wicked Alien, which despite its name was not too strong, though it was not too weak either. He had tried one earlier and liked the taste. He didn’t want to get her too drunk and end up having to spend the night with her out of guilt. He was supposed to be meeting Marika in a few minutes. Brown ordered the drink, which was served up in minutes by a robot bartender.

			“I know where I remember you from,” Leela said suddenly. “I saw you going into that exotic whorehouse with that girlfriend of yours. Where is she?”

			“Having a drink with another man. She’s not my girlfriend; she’s an associate of mine.”

			“So that’s what they’re called these days. Anyway, she must be pretty liberal-minded to accompany you to a whorehouse. I’m sure she wasn’t going there for her own benefit.”

			Brown replied that they didn’t call them whorehouses anymore. They were now called Palaces of Pleasure. And, yes, they could cater for her taste as well. He had a wicked look on his face.

			“So you’re a man of pleasure as well as a man of leisure. What do you do for a living?”        

			“I kill people,” said Brown and meant it as a joke to gauge her reaction.

			“I’m easily impressed,” said Leela, without batting an eyelid, which implied exactly the opposite.

			“You were going to tell me your father’s name earlier,” Brown cajoled her.

			“Was I? Well, it is Vincent Junkers. Does it ring any bells?”

			“The industrialist, who owns half of Earth?” Brown was surprised.

			True, he did own a lot, including people, emphasised Leela in a matter-of-fact tone. He could probably use somebody like Brown. But then, her father was sure that very soon he would have some extraordinary machines to do his bidding.

			“Oh!” Brown’s ears pricked up. “Where is he building them?”

			“That’s supposed to be a secret,” said Leela, “but you look like a nice man. Can I trust you?”

			“Of course, implicitly,” said Brown.

			“But I don’t know you well enough,” complained Leela.

			Where is all this going? The conversation seemed to be taking on a momentum of its own. However, he needed to pursue this, after what he had witnessed at the Outer Reach space station, during the ship’s last stop. But before he could reply, the manocom given to him by Marika buzzed.

			“Where are you?” he heard Marika ask on his device.

			“I’m afraid I’ll have to postpone our meeting until later on. I’m busy with something else.” Brown hung up.

			“Your girlfriend?” taunted Leela.

			“Not quite, but she’s got my best interest in mind,” said Brown. “Now, where were we? Oh yes, you were going to tell me a secret.”

			“One I suspect you already know,” smiled Leela. “Would you like to meet my father? You could ask him yourself.”

			“Is that possible? Why would he see me?” asked Brown.

			“You look like a man who would interest him. Maybe I could introduce you if I got to know you better.”

			Brown ordered another round. Marika would have to wait. He needed to pursue things further. He asked Leela how she was able to venture out on a cruise all by herself. Wasn’t she worried about her security? He wanted to find out more about her present situation.

			She said Brown needn’t worry, her father had provided adequate safeguards.  She pointed to two brutes near the door; they were her guardian angels.

			“I see,” said Brown, feeling glad he had asked. “Hope they don’t dislike me then.”

			“They have strict instructions about non-interference and take their orders from me,” Leela was emphatic.

			“So, how can I get to know you better?”

			“I thought you were a man of pleasure, and I’m on a pleasure cruise.”

			“Of course,” said Brown. “Your place or mine?”

			“Let’s go to mine. I think you’ll find it a bit more sumptuous than yours.”

			“Why did you pick on me?”

			“You look like a man of experience. If my father can indulge himself with some young woman, why not the opposite for me? An older man with experience.”

			“Let’s go then,” said Brown. He didn’t see any benefit in arguing against her logic. “I’m easily convinced.” He repeated her phrase though he knew this was far from the truth. He wanted to find out the real reason why she had picked him.

			When they reached Leela’s cabin, Brown realised that he had been slumming it until now. His own quite large cabin was very modest compared to Leela’s suite. It even boasted a ‘bubble’, a cushion of air one could float on. As Brown started to undress her, she asked him something which intrigued him.

			“You met with a friend at the space station we visited earlier before Paz?”

			“Yes, I haven’t seen him in a long time,” said Brown.

			“Do you know much about the Outer Reach?” asked Leela.

			Brown stated that he really didn’t know anything about Outer Reach, other than his friend Brett was working there on some import-export business, but he hadn’t wanted to talk about it much. He had wanted to talk about Levita instead, as Brown used to live on that planet for a while. He said he was retiring there the following year.

			“He didn’t mention my father’s business then?” asked Leela.

			“Any reason why he should?” Brown did his best to look disinterested.

			“My father has a big research facility at the station, and your friend does a lot of work for him.”

			Brown intimated that sounded very interesting. He would have been very interested in having a look around. Leela smiled. If only she had known him before, she could have given him a guided tour of the facility.

			Brown asked her what they were trying to develop there. Did they have some of those extraordinary machines she had mentioned earlier? If so, why were they being built? Was Earth preparing for another war?

			“No more questions, please,” said Leela as she kissed him. Brown decided it was not a bad idea to get down to the business at hand. It was going to be very exciting, making love on a ‘bubble’ again.

			Brown asked her what the wonderful perfume was that she was wearing. It was very intoxicating, and he had never come across it before. Leela remarked it was very interesting that he could smell it and she seemed surprised. It was very special, but not everyone could sense it. It was now Brown’s turn to be intrigued.

			Early in the morning after an exhausting night, she got up and made for the shower. Brown decided to follow suit and join her, but there was going to be no further frolicking.

			“Maybe you should go back to your cabin now,” suggested Leela to Brown, catching him by surprise. “I have things to do.” She sounded very mysterious.

			“Okay,” said Brown, “but you never answered my question.”

			She said she thought Brown already knew more than he should. 

			“What about later today? Would you like to meet up again?”

			“It will not be possible for us to meet later.” She sounded very curt.

			“Oh!” Brown was disappointed. 

			“Do you always carry a gun?” asked Leela.

			“It has saved my life on several occasions,” Brown said matter-of-factly.

			“I suppose you have a lot of enemies, now that I remember who you are and where I’ve seen you before.”

			“Oh! Where? I was introduced by the captain earlier on during the first reception he had.” He felt quite sure that she had known all along.

			“I didn’t attend that. I saw you on one of the many news broadcasts before that. But you look much younger than I remember, so it confused me.”

			“What is your interest in me, really?” It was time to be direct.

			“Well, if you insist, my father wanted me to find out if you had anything to do with the destruction of the two advanced mandroids on Outer Reach.”

			“So that’s what they’re making there?” smiled Brown. “Who do you think was responsible?”

			Leela ignored his first question and said that she thought it was somebody else. Did he not think so? She looked him in the eye. “You do kill people, often in quite large numbers, as on Pirrus, but maybe not these two.” She had a wicked smile on her face. “You’re lucky you made friends with me though, as now I know something more about you.” Leela sounded very enigmatic.

			Leela informed him that it would not be possible for her to keep in touch with Brown as her father might get other ideas, even though she had a feeling that such a meeting could be mutually very beneficial. She was still smiling, but said that he needed to be very careful in the meantime, and also keep his nose out of her father’s business. It seemed to her that Brown already had enough people after him, so he did not need to add to that list.“I’ve only killed people if it was forced upon me,” said Brown, but he was not sure if that was what she was referring to. “Well, I’ll be off then.” He wondered why she wanted to protect him and from what, for he was convinced she knew the truth. “Thanks for everything.”

			Brown got back to his quarters and everything seemed to be fine there. That had been a stark warning from Leela, even though she had been very friendly. Obviously, there were things afoot that he had no knowledge of and despite the warning, he had to find out more. He went to bed to catch up on some much-needed sleep.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Brown awoke to the banging on his cabin door. It was already late morning, so he got up and opened the door. It was Marika.

			“I was a bit worried,” she said. “You didn’t show up for breakfast; you must’ve had a very good night.”

			“Bit too much to drink.” Brown proffered an excuse he hoped would be reasonable. “I’m not used to this holiday routine.”

			“So, who was the brunette you were with last night?”

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” replied Brown.

			“Surprise me,” insisted Marika.

			“She was Leela Junkers, daughter of Vincent Junkers,” said Brown. He could immediately see the surprise that registered on Marika’s face.

			“Well, she’s a catch,” Marika admitted. “But I think she left the Space Adventurer this morning though, just before we left the spaceport of Paz.”

			“No wonder she couldn’t see me today,” mused Brown.

			“What was that?” asked Marika.

			“She told me she couldn’t see me today.”

			“What did you two get up to last night, I wonder?”

			“She wanted to talk and have a drink, so that’s what we did. She was fun to talk to,” Brown explained.

			“I bet she was.” Marika looked a little jealous.

			“It’s a pity I won’t be seeing her again.” Brown tried to mollify her.

			“Are you sure?” A look of incredulity spread across her face.

			“She just wanted somebody to talk to. I think being so rich can be quite lonely.”

			“And you were the lucky man.” Marika looked disgusted.

			“Sorry I stood you up.” Brown put on his best sorry face.

			“Don’t be sorry on my account. I’m only here to keep an eye on you,” said Marika in a measured tone, but Brown could sense she was rattled.

			Marika told him that she had heard a noise in his cabin the night before when Brown was away. However, when she had gone round to investigate it, she hadn’t found anybody there. She asked if everything was fine. Brown told her everything was okay, as far as he could tell. He felt eager to get her out of the way so he could check properly.

			“Well, I’d better get ready as it’ll soon be time for lunch. I could have lunch with you,” he said to her.

			“Okay, I’ll see you later,” said Marika. 

			As soon as Marika left, Brown opened the room safe to have a look for the storage unit, but it was not there. Nothing else had been touched, and there was no sign of a break-in. He had been half-expecting something like this to happen and was happy that his scheme had worked.

			Brown had made two copies and had left the sanitised version in the safe, so he still had the other copy. He had mainly been worried about Marika getting hold of the information, but he was almost sure it was not her who had rifled the safe. The information was vital to Brown as it gave him details of Brett’s contacts on Earth, amongst other data about his operations.

			What had Leela meant when she had warned him to be careful? Brown remembered now that she had boarded the cruise ship at the Delta Quadrant like him. So, had she tracked him the last few days or somehow found out that he had met Brett? 

			Brown was quite sure Leela knew that he was the man who had destroyed the two mandroids, but she was going to lie to her dad about that. He wondered what her likely motive was behind that lie. Brown doubted that she would have had prior knowledge about the storage device, but her men probably had been searching for any information related to him and had removed it for further analysis.

			 He had certainly felt the night before that Leela had also tried to download data from his own manocom by hacking its code to gather data, as he had done to Brett. Brown could not tell if she had been successful or not, but he had already made sure that there was nothing important to collect.

			Brown retrieved the other chip from its hiding place and attached it to his manocom. He had some time before his lunch with Marika and wanted to review some of the data he had gathered from Brett. He had already had a cursory look at it, and there were some bits there that especially interested him.

			Brett had a list of contacts on Earth, but what was more interesting was that he also had a list of contacts on Levita, a planet that had figured heavily in Brown’s previous misfortunes. One of the contacts was his ex-girlfriend’s stepfather, Demba. This was intriguing, to say the least. Brett was in business with Demba, and this would explain a possible plot to kidnap Brown.

			So Demba wanted him and so did the Levitian Government, though unlikely for the same reasons. The government was not interested in the misdeeds he had committed there. According to Lanzy, the spy he had allowed to escape on Pirrus, they were ready to offer him a full pardon. They were interested in finding out more about him; his physical make-up, in being the first Earthman to have a child with a Levitian woman.

			Brown put away the micro storage device and decided to have a quick radiation shower, which invigorated his muscles while cleaning his skin, without the need to get wet. He preferred water but was in a hurry to get ready for his lunch with Marika, as he wanted to find out a few things from her. There were still a few days of cruising left before reaching Earth, and he wanted to mentally prepare himself for what lay ahead if that was at all possible.

			A few minutes later, Brown knocked on Marika’s door. She didn’t disappoint when she came out. It seemed her body-hugging blue and gold outfit had been specially designed to provoke a reaction; in this case, Brown’s reaction.

			“Wow, you are an absolute vision. I like the way your dress complements your skin tone. You certainly have an eye for fashion.” He was laying it on a bit thick, but what was there to lose after disappointing her earlier because of Leela? He was beginning to enjoy himself on his cruise.

			Brown thought he saw a faint blush appear on her cheeks. Either she’s a fantastic actress, or she genuinely appreciates my compliments, thought Brown.

			“Where would you like to go?” asked Brown.

			“There’s a little restaurant on the fourth deck down. It’s an absolutely fabulous little place. I was going to take you there yesterday before you got hijacked.”

			“We’ll make up for it today.” He offered her his arm and then arm in arm they headed for the nearest elevator to make their way down to level 4, below.

			“Do you know there’s another dance tonight,” said Marika, “to welcome the new guests? You’ve been invited to join the captain again.”

			“How about you? Where will you be?”

			“Next to you, I think, unless you want me to sit elsewhere. After your escapade last night, maybe you’d like to branch out further.”

			“No, you’re fine next to me, but what about your friend that you were chatting to last night?”

			“Who’s that?” Marika looked surprised.

			“The guy you were talking to in the Pirates Bar.”

			“I don’t know him at all. I popped into that bar by mistake, and he made a pass at me, that’s all, I’m afraid,” replied Marika nonchalantly.

			As they sat down for lunch, Brown asked Marika if she knew what his itinerary would be once they reached Earth. Marika, however, did not know as her assignment finished when they reached Earth, and she had to return to her old job.

			“Well, we’d better make the most of our time on this ship,” said Brown and then added almost as an afterthought, “What’s your old job, by the way?”

			“I was a trainee investigator with a bureau of intelligence. For some reason, I don’t quite understand why I was specially inducted to babysit you.”

			“Thanks. You didn’t seem too perturbed about me being with Leela yesterday.”

			“I didn’t see any danger in it, and frankly speaking, would you have listened to me if I asked you to stay away from her? Anyway, I knew who she was.”

			“But you seemed surprised when I mentioned her this morning,” said Brown.

			“I was surprised that you could pick up somebody like that and wanted to know if you actually knew who she was.”

			“To tell the truth,” said Brown, “it was she who picked me up.”

			“That’s interesting, but why?”

			“She was looking for somebody mature to talk to. Her own father is rather occupied at present with trying to marry a girl younger than herself.”

			“The lying bitch.” Marika let out some unexpected expletives that took Brown aback. “Nothing’s further from the truth; it was just a line to hook you.”

			“Why do you say that?” asked Brown.

			Marika said she had no reports of that kind. She had been checking up on Leela and her father. He was a well-respected industrialist. In fact, he had a research facility on Outer Reach, where Brown’s new friend Leela was supposed to have disembarked from the ship. However, according to the captain, she decided to stay on after receiving a message. She must have had another agenda in picking Brown up the night before.

			“Have you got any idea what they produce there?” asked Brown.

			“No, extremely hush-hush,” replied Marika.

			“Does Brett work for Leela’s father?”

			As far as Marika knew, he ran an independent import-export facility. He was involved in procuring materials for firms engaged in business there, including that of Vincent Junkers. Brown couldn’t help but feel that he wasn’t getting the full picture somehow. There seemed to be a lot going on there and one way or another, he had become involved in it after his meeting with Brett.

			“What did you get up to when you saw your friend Brett for the second time?” probed Marika. “We’ve had some disturbing reports emanating from Outer Reach recently.”

			“About what?” asked Brown, feigning surprise.

			Marika said that she had been told that authorities had recently come across two bodies which were humanoid, but not human. They closely resembled humans in all respects, except they were artificial.

			“You mean like mandroids,” prompted Brown.

			“It seemed they were a step beyond, more like human androids,” reiterated Marika. “The EPA has impounded them and is examining them.” They had also asked her to find out if Brown was involved in any way, without letting him know, but she wanted to be frank with him.

			“Is somebody producing them at the space station?”

			“I’ve not been told where they came from. They resemble humans so closely that it’s impossible to tell them apart, except under very close scrutiny. They would pass through any scanners we have at present.”

			“What happened to them?”

			“They were shot, apparently at close range through the eye. Are you sure it wasn’t you who did it?”

			“That’s very disturbing if you ask me. Anyway, how could I have shot them? You know I wasn’t carrying a gun.”

			“That’s very true, and I’ve put it in my report.” 

			“Why were they shot in the eye? What do you think?”

			Marika stated she did not know why, but according to the report, they had been shot through the eye at close range.

			Brown told her that he thought it was because they must have been very difficult to kill; so how would he be able to take out two of them? Maybe she should get the authorities to investigate Mr Vincent Junkers’ facility on Outer Reach.

			Brown wanted to point the authorities in the right direction without giving himself away. He had been very lucky to have managed to overcome those two super mandroids, but he needed to find out who was a threat to him and why. It was, of course, possible that the authorities were already aware of this project.

			“You know I was warned by Leela to be extremely careful,” said Brown. “Why do you think she said that? Are there any known threats against me, according to any information you have?”

			“I’m not quite sure who other than the obvious suspects would target you,” shrugged Marika. “Again, I’ve only been given limited information.”

			“You mean the Levitians and the Baccrans?” asked Brown. He was already aware of these threats but had discounted them.

			“Exactly! However, there may be some extreme circles on Earth, where people probably think that you cannot be trusted.”

			“Why’s that? I did everything required of me,” protested Brown.

			She explained that he had also become involved with the locals and then had compromised the whole situation by releasing their DNA profile. This had established that they were originally from Earth, and then he had helped them to acquire their semi-independent status. This had infuriated the EPA.

			“That was necessary for our survival,” protested Brown again.

			Marika said that the authorities probably didn’t see it quite that way. His dealings with Lara Lanzy, who they thought was a Levitian spy, remained suspicious.  She was smiling, but she was deadly serious. This girl has done her homework, thought Brown, but he knew the information was not a secret.

			Brown told her that there might be people who wanted to harm him or even see him disappear. Marika looked slightly alarmed as in that case her life was in danger too. Her face filled with concern, but she dismissed it. She thought it all sounded a bit extreme, but told him to expect a good grilling when he was debriefed on Earth.  She began to laugh as it seemed to strike her that Brown was a bit paranoid.

			“Don’t worry, I’m here to look after you,” Marika assured him.

			The lunch ended, and they made their way back to their quarters, and Brown felt that he had achieved a great deal in progressing his relationship with Marika. She came across as an enigma herself with almost perfect looks and great intelligence, but somehow naïve at the same time. It was as if she was on some sort of a learning curve herself.

			 

			 

			That evening as they were finishing their dinner at the captain’s table, pandemonium broke out on the cruise ship. The liner was being approached by an unidentified warship, which had suddenly jumped out from hyperspace. The captain had to leave in a hurry to attend to the bridge. Brown asked him what was going on, but he was told by the captain that he had no prior knowledge of the ship and no further news on the matter.

			Brown asked if he and Marika could accompany the captain, but his request was turned down. He was advised by the captain to carry on as normal with the function. Most likely, the matter was nothing serious. Sometimes in the vastness of space, there was still the odd contact with another ship by coincidence. This was probably one of those situations, and there was nothing to worry about.

			Brown asked Marika to accompany him to the viewing deck to see if they could make out anything. When they got to the viewing deck, they found it full of other passengers, also trying to observe what was going on.

			They could make out that a shuttle had detached itself from the other ship and was making its way to the cruise liner. Obviously, there was something going on after all, as this seemed to be an unscheduled stop. This was just before the cruise liner was supposed to make its own hyperspace jump to the outer reaches of Earth’s solar system.

			A few minutes later, a call came over the ship’s communication system asking for Brown and Marika to make themselves available at the bridge.

			“It looks like the captain has finally granted your request to be present there,” said Marika. “Shall we go?”

			“Not so quick,” replied Brown. His sense of danger had kicked in, and he wanted to make sure. He said he would go back to the cabin first. He felt there was something wrong, and he needed his weapon. There had been no way of carrying his gun at dinner as it was a little too bulky to be concealed under his dinner jacket. He had been unable to bring a concealed wrist weapon aboard with him. This was his favourite weapon of choice but he had lost the last one during the skirmishes on Pirrus.

			“Are you sure?” asked Marika surprised. “Everything looks normal to me.”

			“Why the sudden change of heart? Also, we have no idea who we’re dealing with.”

			“Surely they would have identified themselves to the bridge.” Marika was still reluctant.

			Even then, Brown said, they only had their word. She needed to trust him as he had been in many tight situations before this. And, if there was something wrong, once they went to the bridge, they could be overpowered. Brown nudged Marika forward, and they hurried along the corridors towards their quarters.

			“Don’t look up,” he said again. “It’ll take them longer to recognise us on the monitors.”

			As they came around the corner to Brown’s cabin, two other men in uniform were approaching from the opposite direction. They had guns in their hands.

			Brown opened the cabin door by pressing his palm on the sensor and shoved Marika inside. As he was getting in, one of the figures shouted at him.

			“Stop, or I’ll shoot.”

			Brown dived in after Marika as a blast from the man’s gun hit the side of the cabin and left an orange afterglow for a minute moment. That wasn’t very friendly, thought Brown, as he ran to the cabin safe and after punching his code in, pulled his own gun out.

			“This might be a good time to open the inter-communicating door to your cabin.”

			“I don’t think we can,” said Marika. “You need to present your palm on this side and me on the other side, to open it.”

			“Don’t you wish now you had got a bit friendlier earlier,” quipped Brown. “Stand aside.”

			Brown blasted the control panel and pushed the door back. It slid open slowly. Brown had a quick look inside and then motioned Marika to go in and then followed her inside. He then pushed the door back to the closed position. He realised as he left his room that there seemed to be somebody blasting the outer door of his room.

			As Marika went to get her weapon, Brown opened the outer door of Marika’s cabin. There was no security code required to open the door from the inside. As he had guessed, there was one uniformed man standing outside, and the other was inside his cabin.

			Brown shot the man before he could turn round and he slumped silently to the floor. Brown picked up the man’s gun and went towards his own cabin’s exterior door, completing a full circle. The door was open, but there was nobody inside.

			Then he heard a shriek from Marika; she was grappling with the other man. Brown slid open the intercommunicating door and saw the other man had Marika in an arm-lock and was trying to drag her towards the outer door. He shot the man in the back, and he fell to the floor, dragging Marika down with him.

			“I was a bit slow at opening the safe door; he rushed me,” said Marika. “Have you killed him?”

			“No, they’re just stunned. Get his gun and cover him while I get the other one.”

			However, as Brown came round to where he had left the other man, there was nobody there. The man was gone. Brown cautiously went into his cabin and then back into Marika’s, but there was no sign of the second man.

			“That was a quick recovery,” said Brown. “I think it must’ve been a mandroid.”

			“This one’s still out cold,” said Marika.

			“Good, we can interrogate him later,” said Brown.

			Fifteen minutes went by, and as they were wondering what their next course of action should be, the intercom in his room buzzed and then again in Marika’s room. Brown answered. It was the captain.

			“Are you all right?” he asked. He seemed concerned. “One of them just left on the shuttle they came in.”

			“I’m fine and so is Miss von Trapp. We’ve got one of them here.”

			The captain suddenly informed him that the spaceship was moving off and was now making a jump into hyperspace. That was very strange, and he did not know what was going on. They had told him that they were from a special investigative branch of the EPA and had a warrant to arrest Brown.

			It was obviously bogus, commented Brown, and asked if the captain could send some people down to his cabin to take the man into custody. They could interrogate him later. Also, they should send somebody to repair his cabin’s front door.

			“Will do,” said the captain. “The people you have requested will be there immediately,” said the captain. “My apologies, I hope you were not too inconvenienced. You will, of course, be fully compensated and upgraded to better accommodation immediately.” He was full of apologies.

			“Tomorrow will do. I’m too tired for all that today.” Brown was irked.

			The captain was as good as his word. Very soon, a detail turned up to take the still unconscious man into custody, and in another thirty minutes, the outer door had been repaired. Brown had forgotten to mention the inner door, and Marika made no mention of it either.

			“Well, shall we go back to the dance?” asked Brown.

			“Just give me a few minutes to freshen up, please.” Marika left for her cabin.

			Brown got himself a drink from the dispenser and relaxed on the couch. Adrenalin was still pumping through his blood, and he wondered about what had just taken place. This was the second attempt on him in the last few days. He needed to get some answers fast.

			“I’m ready,” said Marika, from the other side of the door, “but I have a better idea.” The door slid open, and she entered the room. She was completely naked.

			“Well, this is a surprise,” said Brown.

			“Any objections?”

			“None that comes to mind immediately.”

			“Good, I’d like to show you my appreciation.”

			“And, I can see, there’s an awful lot to appreciate.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			An hour later Brown was rudely disturbed by the captain’s voice on the intercom and asked to present himself at the bridge with Marika. Another shuttle would be arriving soon from an Earth Space Force warship that had suddenly materialised after a hyperspace jump. There would be officers on board who would like to question Brown before escorting the prisoner to their ship.

			Brown asked if he could have a few minutes with the prisoner alone before the officers from the ship arrived. He was desperate to find out why people were targeting him. The captain urged him to hurry as they were expecting the shuttle soon.

			As Brown waited for Marika to get ready, his head was spinning from the sheer weight of the events that had unfolded in the last few days. The sudden offer of intimacy by Marika had taken him by surprise and had been difficult for him to turn down. Brown wondered if he had done the right thing, but after the intensive few months on Pirrus on his last assignment, he needed a break. Leela had already made it clear that there was no future in that relationship.

			He needed to be friends with Marika as she was bound to prove useful in the future. She could help him find out things he wanted to know on Earth; he was hardly in a position to refuse favours to somebody like that. She had seemed eager to thank him for what she perceived as his role in saving her life. Even then, her change in mood and a sudden desire to please him still caught him totally by surprise.

			However, there was something odd about the way she had made love. It seemed somehow different from what he would normally expect from such a beautiful woman. Though she had injected a lot of passion into the lovemaking, it strangely also came across as rather inexperienced. Either she did not have much experience of such proceedings or the act was part of a bigger agenda, and she had just been waiting for the right opportunity to go through the motions. Either way, he had enjoyed it immensely. 

			They hurried with her to where they were holding the prisoner. The man had agreed to see him but alone. Marika was furious; she wanted to be there when Brown questioned him.

			In the end, they reached a compromise. Marika would go in with him initially, and then Brown would get the chance to interrogate the man alone. This suited Brown, as he didn’t want to upset Marika unnecessarily.

			They found the man locked in a cell, which was one of only two on the ship. Apparently, these facilities were rarely required and therefore, the provisions for incarcerating people were minuscule compared to the size of the ship.

			“What is she doing here?” asked the man, pointing at Marika. “I only agreed to talk to you.” He was handcuffed and was seated at a table. There were two other chairs there.

			“Well, my associate wants to know why you were trying to kill us?” asked Brown, sitting down on one of the chairs. Marika followed suit.

			“Kill you?” the man laughed. “You would already be dead if we were trying to do that.”

			“Then what were you trying to do?” asked Marika.

			“Our orders were to kidnap you,” said the man, indicating Brown, “but you got lucky.”

			“Who ordered you to do that, and where were you going to take us?” asked Brown.

			“You’re unlikely to find that out,” smiled the man. “I’m not authorised to tell you that unless we managed to get you aboard our ship.”

			“Your ship has long gone,” said Brown.

			“I know. We couldn’t risk confrontation with the Earth ship chasing us.”

			“Well, they’re coming to pick you up soon. They will break you down whether you like it or not,” Brown smiled back.

			“I know. Now can I speak to you alone?” asked the man.

			Brown looked at Marika. She nodded and went out of the room, closing the door behind her.

			“Can they still hear us?” the man asked.

			“I expect so,” said Brown. He brought out a packet of mints from his pocket. He opened it, took one and then offered the man one, which he declined. Brown put the packet down on the table.

			“Now you can talk in private,” Brown said again. “This is a disrupter. I brought it along in case we needed it.”

			“Where did you get that girl?” asked the man. “Do you know who she is?”

			“She has been assigned to me by the EPA for this trip back to Earth.”

			“So they’re keeping an eye on you,” said the man. “You’re in for a surprise when you get back to Earth. Why are you going back?”

			Brown said that he was going there for his regeneration, but the man replied that he did not look like he needed one. Brown ignored the remark; it was suddenly getting too obvious that he did not need regeneration. He asked the man again who he represented and why he wanted to kidnap him. The man said he was from a secret organisation which was trying to save Earth from further conflict. He thought Brown might be able to help them.

			Brown was flabbergasted, but he was told that he would find that out soon, though the man did not know exactly how. He then suddenly asked if Brown knew what the girl was. The man’s emphasis on the word ‘what’ caught Brown unexpectedly, so he asked the man what he meant. Was there no end to the surprises?

			“Is she human?” the prisoner asked. “I blasted her with a stun charge that would have floored an ox, but almost nothing happened to her. While I was grappling with her and thinking about what to do next, I got surprised by you.”

			“You think she is a mandroid?” asked Brown. “But she can’t be.”

			“So she has made love to you already,” the man sniggered at his conclusion, much to Brown’s annoyance.  He said that they had heard rumours and she must be one of the new proto-humans that had all the normal human functions and an alien DNA, which made them super strong. They had heard that these types could probably even reproduce. If in fact she was that, she was really an artificial human.

			“You’re joking!”

			“I wish I was. We don’t know who’s really in charge of the EPA anymore with all these new projects being undertaken.”

			“You also had a mandroid with you,” said Brown.

			“Not like her. It didn’t have any human DNA, and it can’t reproduce. If we had managed to capture her, we could’ve found out more.”

			“How can I find out if Marika is an artificial human, without shooting her?”

			The man told Brown that he had no idea, but he said that they had knowledge about an advanced version of mandroids being developed by the Junkers’ Corporation on Outer Reach. They feared those were being developed so Junkers could have his own army to mount an invasion somewhere. 

			Brown felt not too surprised by this assertion, but he was more interested in information about Marika. He asked the man again what more he knew about artificial humans. He wanted to find out who was making them.

			“We have no idea, most likely somebody who wants to replace humans,” laughed the man, much to Brown’s frustration.

			“That’s madness, why would they want to replace humans?”

			“I don’t have the answer to that question either, but I know that the sperm count on Earth has dropped dramatically.”

			 “What about the humans on other worlds? Surely they could reverse the trend by letting some of them in.”

			“They’re considered tainted by Earth probably. Maybe these people want to build a super-race on Earth and then re-conquer all those other planets that have gained independence. I expect that includes your beloved Pirrus.”

			“I see, and you want me to believe this far-fetched story of yours?” Brown shook his head.

			“I’m afraid I cannot tell you any more, whatever you choose to believe. It’s time for you to leave before the others get here to take me to the other ship. Be very careful. Goodbye.”

			“They’ll get everything out of you. Why not be reasonable and tell me all?”

			“I don’t know which side you’re going to take,” the man laughed. “We were hoping it would be ours. You’ll find out everything sooner or later; then you will have to choose.”

			“How can I make a difference? I’m just one man.”

			The man said that sometimes one person could make all the difference if he or she was in a pivotal position. According to their predictable situations vectoral analysis, a programme which they had developed, Brown stood out to be such a person. He seemed to be the fulcrum that could affect the outcome of many things, maybe even save humanity.

			Brown felt very flattered but said that he thought that they had vastly overestimated his importance and influence. He said goodbye and took another mint out of the packet and put it back into his pocket. He was not quite sure if other people outside the cell had overheard that conversation or not. Marika was waiting for him outside, with a funny look on her face.

			“We couldn’t make out anything of your conversation from out here. The audio suddenly started playing up. That was a long chat, what was he talking about?” she asked.

			“He was pleading with me to keep him on this ship.”

			“You don’t have the authority.”

			“That’s what I told him,” shrugged Brown. “He seemed desperate.”

			“He’s worried about what’s going to happen to him, I suppose.”

			“Let’s go. I think the captain wants to see us.”

			 

			 

			Brown’s mind was in turmoil as they approached the bridge. Was the man speaking the truth? If so, how did it affect him? Was there indeed something strange about Marika, or was that his imagination? Did the man know about him and his ability to change shape, albeit under duress only?  They made their way to the bridge and were greeted by the captain, who introduced them to the two officers from the warship. They had just come aboard from a shuttle that had docked.

			“This is Sergeant Black and Ensign Patel. They are here to escort the prisoner to the warship.”

			“I understand you have been questioning the prisoner yourself, Your Excellency,” said Sgt Black.

			“I was trying to find out why they were targeting me,” said Brown.

			“What did he tell you?”

			“Nothing useful.”

			“Don’t worry, we’ll get it out of him,” said Sgt Black. “Our captain has asked me to inform you that he requests you to relocate to our ship, to avoid any further incidents.”

			“Thank you, but I don’t think that will be necessary. I have been informed that we’ll be making the jump to Earth space soon. Things should be pretty secure then.” 

			“I’ll inform the captain of your decision, sir. We will go and take custody of the prisoner,” said the officer.

			“Just a minute,” said Brown. “Who are these people and what do you think they wanted with me?”

			“We don’t have any information at present, or what they wanted with you until we question the man.”

			Brown asked them where the other ship originated from, but they told him that they were not at liberty to give him that information at present. Though if he joined them on their ship, the captain maybe could provide Brown with the details. Brown told him not to worry about it, but he himself was quite worried about the whole situation.

			The two men from the warship shuttle left, and Brown and Marika made their way back to his cabin. He asked Marika what she knew about the whole situation as he didn’t get a chance to ask her about it earlier.

			“I have no idea who these people are. I was sent to keep an eye on you, so you didn’t stray, but I wasn’t expecting anybody to come after you,” said Marika.

			“What is the current political situation on Earth?” asked Brown. “Are there any groups trying to overthrow the government at present?”

			“There are always dissatisfied people, but the government is very stable.”

			“Tell me what changed your mind about me.”

			“I wanted to thank you for saving my life. I had been thinking about getting together with you the night before, but you got grabbed by Leela, so I hope I wasn’t a disappointment.”

			“You were great, but you seemed a little tentative about things.”

			“I haven’t had too much experience in that field. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s absolutely fine,” said Brown, “though you must’ve led a very sheltered life.” He wanted to prompt Marika into opening up more.

			“You could say that,” smiled Marika. “I was brought up in a home for orphans. Conditions were very strict there. After that, I have been too busy for relationships.”

			“Well, we’ve still got a few days of this trip left, so we could try making up for lost opportunities.” Brown grabbed Marika and gave her a kiss.

			However, their conversation was suddenly interrupted by the door buzzer. The door opened before Brown could get to it. The two crewmen from the warship were standing there, along with two other security men from the cruise ship.

			“Sorry to interrupt you, but we need to have an urgent word with you,” said Ensign Patel. They stepped inside without waiting for Brown to invite them in.

			“It seems the prisoner is dead. What do you know about it?” asked Sgt Black.

			“How did he die?” Brown was shocked.

			“The doctors are examining him as we speak. It seems you’re the last person who saw him alive, sir.”

			“And he was still alive when I left him,” stated Brown.

			“We don’t know about that until we establish the cause of his death.” The ensign was adamant. “An initial assessment is being carried out at present.”

			Brown suggested that the man must have killed himself somehow. What interest would he have to kill the prisoner? He just wanted to find out who he was working for, just as much as they were. Brown was thinking furiously; the man must’ve committed suicide, rather than divulge any information under questioning. Brown had condemned the man to his fate by taking him prisoner.

			Ensign Patel said that they would wait there until the doctors had concluded their examination. It wouldn’t take too long to find the cause of death; meanwhile, they should make themselves comfortable.Brown and Marika sat down and looked at each other resignedly. The minutes ticked away and then the intercom in the room buzzed. Black answered the call. A few minutes later, he looked up at Brown. His face displayed the slightest hint of a smile.

			“Well, it seems you’re in the clear, Your Excellency. He ingested something well after seeing you. It was in the decorative motif on his clothes.”

			“He seemed rather worried about ending up in your hands,” said Brown sarcastically.

			“There’s still one further mystery. It seems the audio-visual recording had a malfunction while you were talking to him.”

			“I had no idea we were being recorded,” said Brown.

			“Routine procedure during interrogations,” said Patel. “It’s a mystery why it stopped recording any sound.”

			“Not my problem,” said Brown, stamping his authority. He assumed he still had some left after all the publicity about his campaign in Pirrus. “I think we are done here.”

			“Yes, we’ll leave you now, sir,” said Black, who had been in communications with what Brown assumed to be somebody in his ship. “We’ll take the body away for further analysis on our ship. Goodbye.”

			The men left, and Brown closed the cabin door. He looked at Marika; her face was contorted in a slightly cynical smile.

			“You disrupted the audio-visual signals, didn’t you? You didn’t want us to hear anything from outside,” said Marika.

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” protested Brown.

			“Yes, I’m sure! I don’t think you’re very honest with me.”

			“Are you totally honest with me?” asked Brown. “After all, you’ve been sent to spy on me.”

			“I suppose so,” admitted Marika, “but I’m trying to treat you as fairly as I can.”

			“Tell me what you really know about me.”

			“They didn’t brief me about anything but your recent background. I know that you’ve been in prison for tax fraud. Before that, you were on Levita for a while and got swindled there by your ex-girlfriend and her family.”

			“What else?”

			“The Levitian Government wants you for killing a few people there, and your ex-girlfriend has had a son by you. Because of your successful past record, you were reprieved and sent to Pirrus.”

			“Anything else?”

			“I seem to have an overwhelming urge to mate with you, which doesn’t seem rational,” confessed Marika, going red in the face at the thought of having said a little too much probably.

			That was interesting. He asked her to tell him about the home she was brought up in. How many people were there with her? This was Brown’s chance to find out more about Marika’s background, while she was in a talkative mood.

			Marika said that there had been ten of them and they had had a happy childhood there. She had lots of good memories of growing up there. Marika’s face seemed to light up and brim with happiness for a moment, as she recalled her past. Brown wondered if the memories were real, or had been implanted in her head artificially.

			“You must’ve had some opportunity to mix with boys there,” prompted Brown.

			“No, we were all girls there, and the place was quite isolated.”

			“I see you then went into service with the EPA.”

			“No,” she answered. They had further education and training when they were eighteen for a couple of years at a different place, before being separated. After that, she had joined the EPA service for further training on and off the field for a further two years before graduating. Here she was, six months later. She didn’t really know where the other girls were; they weren’t encouraged to keep in touch. However, she could probably find out if she tried.

			“And they told you nothing more about me?” asked Brown.

			“No, but I was given strict orders not to get involved with you. They said I couldn’t trust you. I don’t know why they sent me; my life was suddenly totally disrupted.”

			“So you’re disobeying orders by having this relationship with me.”

			“Exactly, that is why it is so irrational. I don’t understand myself at all.”

			“Don’t worry about it. There’s no need to mention it to anyone. No public displays of affection, though,” said Brown. He was relieved that Marika was displaying some real emotion.

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Marika, stripping off and getting into Brown’s bed.

			She’s beginning to open up, thought Brown. Was she really an artificial human or just some orphan the state had taken into its care at an early stage of her life? In any case, Brown didn’t see any point in disappointing her. He was on holiday after all, and he didn’t think he would see Leela again anytime soon. 

			 

			 

			The next morning when Brown awoke, Marika had already left his cabin and had gone back to hers. Brown made a mental note to tell the captain not to bother moving him into more luxurious accommodation, in case it involved Marika not being able to move with him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Brown spent the next few days trying to draw out Marika and make her open up more about herself. However, it was difficult going, although she seemed to enjoy the physical relationship she had formed with Brown.

			The ship had made the jump into hyperspace, so there were no stars or worlds to be seen, just a vortex of light and shade they were passing through. Time seemed to stand still even though normal life carried on board the ship.

			“We’ll soon be there,” sighed Marika, who had made the jump before, on her way to meet Brown.

			”Would you have liked it to go on longer?” asked Brown.

			“I wouldn’t mind,” she sighed again. “But once we’re back on Earth, we’ll probably have to go our separate ways.”

			“I could ask for you to be assigned to me for a while. Maybe they’ll grant my request.”

			“That would look very suspicious to them. I told you I was not supposed to have a relationship with you. I had a very strict warning about that.”

			“Yes, but it has happened,” said Brown. “Why not come clean about it? What’s the worst that can happen?”

			“I may lose my job. What will I do then?” asked an exasperated Marika.

			“You can always get another. Why did they send you, instead of a man?” asked Brown equally exasperated.

			“Maybe they’re testing me. They want to be sure that I can’t be turned.”

			Brown somehow felt that there was more to it than that. He then questioned her about her previous assignment and was informed that she had been asked to infiltrate a group which they thought was dangerous to the government, but in the end, it all turned out to be harmless.

			“How did you go about it?”

			“I got a man in the group interested in me. It started out as fun but soon got a bit boring. I got rid of him when the surveillance ended.”

			“So you’re good at seducing men?” laughed Brown.

			“That was my second relationship with a man, and it was disappointing. I did have one or two, other short relationships, but found there was always something lacking.”

			 Brown asked her if she had ever thought of having any children. Brown decided to throw the question in while the going was good. He wanted to know how she would react. She replied that she hadn’t really considered it with the other men, though one had tried. He had terminated the relationship when it hadn’t worked. 

			Brown thought it seemed a little strange that they were deliberately placing her in positions where she would become involved with the opposite sex. Were they trying her out to see how she got on with men? This would make sense, if what the prisoner had told him was true.“I’ve heard a report that the sperm count of men on Earth has fallen sharply. Is that true?” Brown wanted to find out if Marika had any further information. It was possible that this situation was somehow tied up with her.

			“Where did you hear that?” Marika seemed surprised.

			“The prisoner who killed himself said so.”

			“What else did he tell you? You seem to be withholding something from me.”

			“There’s nothing that I’m withholding from you that is important.” Brown tried to allay her suspicions; the girl seemed very astute. “You didn’t answer my question: do you think of having children?”

			“I don’t know if I can,” said Marika, “but I wouldn’t mind having yours.” Marika laughed.

			“Why do you say that?” asked Brown, surprised.

			“They told me I have a variant gene, and it may not be possible to have children. There, now you know everything about me,” smiled Marika.

			Brown’s mind was in overdrive; maybe the prisoner was telling the truth after all. Did she know when the men on Earth started becoming infertile? She thought it was a recent phenomenon, probably in the last two years or so, but she couldn’t be sure. Marika seemed puzzled; she asked whether Brown had become infertile. She looked quite perturbed at the thought.

			Brown assured her that he did not have that problem. He suddenly thought of something strange, almost improbable. Had he been deliberately chosen to father a child with Marika, because of his past track record? 

			 “Are you trying to have a child with me?” asked an alarmed Brown.

			“No, I’m trying to follow orders not to get involved with you. But, as I said, I do feel a certain urge to mate with you, in a way I didn’t feel before. It’s as if my body’s got a mind of its own.”

			“I expect you’re just enjoying the love-making,” remarked Brown. He was relieved that she was not trying to have his baby. He needed to find out more about her background.

			“What is your earliest childhood memory?” inquired Brown.

			“Why do you ask that?” Marika looked surprised.

			“I just would like to know more about you,” Brown soft-pedalled.

			“I have early childhood memories of my parents, playing with them. That’s before they died in an accident and I was brought to the home.”

			“What age were you then?” Brown persisted.

			“About seven. Where’s all this leading to?” Marika looked slightly alarmed.

			Brown decided it was time to let it go. There was no way he was going to be able to decide yet whether or not she was an artificial being or not. Also, there was no way he could tell her what the prisoner had said about her, especially if it was not true. He would have to let things take their course and see what happened.

			If she had been manufactured to create a new super race, as the prisoner had thought, then who was behind the project and why had the authorities agreed to send her to meet him? Were he and people like him a part of a plan? He needed answers to all these questions that were welling up inside him.

			There had to be more people like him around, and he needed to find out who they were when he reached Earth. But where could he find out, was the next question on his mind. He had a list of names from Brett’s files and of course, there was also Leela, who would be on Earth soon after his arrival there. However, he was not at all sure if she would see him again.

			“There’s no need for any alarm.” Brown tried to find the most reassuring tone he could muster and spoke boldly in a loud voice. “I would like to continue a relationship with you when we reach Earth, but things may not work out because of our different schedules.”

			“I would also like to carry on if it was at all possible,” said Marika, “but maybe we should just cool things for a few weeks before meeting up again.”

			“That’s probably a good idea, as you’d be in the clear then. They can hardly order you to stop seeing me.”

			“They can’t make me follow orders like that once we reach Earth.” Marika looked very determined.

			Brown needed to get to the bottom of this mystery. Somehow, Marika seemed a key part of this jigsaw. In any case, she was a valuable contact, and he was more than just a little fond of her. But how could he make sure that he did not lose contact with her once back on Earth?

			 

			 

			The next three artificial days passed quite fast. There was a lot to do on the ship as, after all, it was a cruise ship and full of people on jaunts of different kinds. Brown and Marika came across a few of the holidaymakers who seemed quite friendly. Brown started to relax and enjoy himself.

			One day they met up with the man who Marika claimed had tried to chat her up in the Pirates Bar. He had another woman in tow now. It seemed bizarre the way they bumped into Brown and Marika accidentally, but almost as if on purpose. Marika introduced him to Brown and Tomas, in turn, introduced his girlfriend, Celia, to them. They had met on the ship.

			Brown felt pretty sceptical about what to believe after his experiences on the ship so far. Could he really trust anybody, for that matter? Could he even trust Marika? Tomas was heading back to Earth after a business trip and had decided to take in a cruise, as he needed a break. To enjoy the rest of the cruise, Brown decided to accept this on face value but keep an eye on him.

			He asked Tomas what business he was in. Brown had noted that the man had boarded the ship at the space station Outer Reach, but then so had a lot of people. Tomas told him that he worked for a company on Outer Reach that involved his liaising between Earth and the station.

			Brown commented that his job sounded very interesting and there seemed to be a lot of corporations engaged in rather hush-hush projects on Outer Reach.

			“Who told you that?” exclaimed Tomas. He seemed surprised by Brown’s knowledge of the place.

			“It was Leela Junkers. I met her on this ship. Her father has a big complex there. Maybe you know of it.”

			“Who doesn’t?” said Thomas sarcastically; he sounded slightly bitter. “They’re very big, but I don’t work for them.”

			“Who do you work for?” asked Brown.

			“Another company. We’re their rivals. That’s all I can tell you, I’m afraid.”

			“So you’re involved with the artificial humans as well as androids who are just like humans,” smiled Brown, trying to gauge Tomas’s reaction.

			“You think you know a lot, or you’re just fishing. Maybe this knowledge could be really dangerous even for you,” warned Tomas.

			Marika, who had been listening intently up to now, spoke up. She said there was no need to go into further detail about Tomas’s business interest and wanted to talk about something else. Brown was not sure if she was trying to protect him or Tomas.

			“Whereabouts on Earth are you going to be based?” asked Tomas.

			“I’m going to London,” said Brown. “That’s where I’ll be based.”

			“The place is still very quaint. I gather it was rebuilt 300 years ago to look like the old city. It’s a coincidence, but that’s where I’m going as well,” said Tomas.

			“Well, I suppose you know the city quite well then. There’s no population pressure anymore these days. From what I gather, there are going to be even fewer people around soon, with birth rates plummeting all over Earth.”

			“There could be,” said Tomas; he seemed to be trying not to confirm Brown’s statement...

			“That’s where people like you come in, I suppose,” laughed Brown. “They can all be replaced with artificial people.”

			“Don’t even joke about that when you’re on Earth, my friend,” said Tomas seriously. “If you value your life, I would leave that subject alone.”

			“What are you talking about?” asked Celia, who having been very quiet up to now, spoke up suddenly. “What artificial people? Like mandroids, you mean?”

			“No, like you and me,” said Brown, as he looked at Tomas to gauge his reaction again.

			“You’re joking, of course,” said Celia.

			“Yes, it’s a little joke between Tomas and me. We’d better get back to our cabins. Tomorrow we come out of hyperspace. I think I need my rest.”

			“We’ll be back on Earth in no time at all,” Marika sighed. 

			“See you around,” said Tomas. “Be careful with your little jokes.” There seemed to be an ominous tone in his voice.

			“You’re the third person to warn me to be careful in the last few days. I’m beginning to believe it,” replied Brown in a sarcastic tone. “Bye for now.”

			“Yes, good luck with your return,” said Tomas. “Maybe we’ll run into each other in London.” They left, and Brown felt sure that he was going to be seeing Tomas again soon.

			“What was all that talk about artificial humans?” asked Marika when they were alone. “I’m beginning to think that you probably think I’m one of them.”

			“Why do you say that?” Brown tried to act surprised.

			“All those questions about my childhood memories; and now I know why you were asking them. So what do you think?”

			“I think you are perfectly normal,” Brown reassured her, but he wasn’t sure at all.

			“Are you sure?” Marika eyed him.

			“Absolutely, you make love like a real woman. I should know.”

			“Oh, good, I’m glad,” replied Marika. Relief showed on her face. Brown wasn’t sure whether to tell her what the prisoner had said about her.

			If she was one of them and didn’t know it, there was probably a good reason for it. He didn’t have to plant doubts in her mind about that right now; but what if she knew that she was an artificial human being and was just pretending not to know?Either way, he decided, he could not trust her with any more information at present. He would just have to play along until such time he could be sure one way or another and then decide what to do.

			 

			 

			The cruise ship burst into the Earth’s sun’s solar system near Saturn the next day. Brown was quite used to the space jumps, but still always marvelled at the event when he came out of one. It was such a change to burst out of the twilight zone suddenly into the panoply of stars and planets. 

			They were going to take in the view of Saturn and its rings and then Jupiter and Mars, before reaching Earth. This would take a couple more days.

			Marika had not been exhibiting any outward sign of distress after their last conversation the night before and had made love even more vigorously, as if to prove a point. Brown decided it was good for her to relax. He wanted to enjoy the next couple of days also. After all, he was on holiday.

			“So we’re going to meet up in a few weeks at a prearranged time and place, without further communication during the time in between. How will we get in touch?” asked Brown.

			“Agreed,” said Marika. “You can reach me on the manocom I gave you. It should still work, hopefully. It won’t be much fun without you after the last few days.”

			 “We’ve still got a couple of days to make the most of it.”

			“What will you be doing in the coming weeks?” asked Marika.

			Brown told her that he expected to go through regeneration, and it was going to be expensive. Marika said again that he didn’t need to, as he seemed to have got appreciably younger during the voyage.

			Brown protested and tried his best to laugh off her suggestion that he was regenerating. It was most likely because he was feeling very relaxed as Marika had been putting him through his paces, which was enough to make any man look young. 

			“Well, you’re better as a lover than the last man I was with,” said Marika. There was a wicked grin spreading across her face. He asked her what she would be doing after landing on Earth.

			Marika thought that would depend on a few things, but most likely, she would have to go back to her old job. Brown said he would probably take in the sights before his regeneration as he was looking forward to getting to know London again after not being there for a long time. Marika thought it sounded like fun and wished she could be with him, but that was probably unlikely. Brown agreed that he was going to miss her too.

			 

			 

			They were being hailed by the captain. He wanted to let them know about the message he had just received from Earth, as they neared the planet.

			The last two nights and days had flashed by, and though they had been fun, Marika looked sad. They had done a bit of shopping, and he had bought her an expensive necklace. They had also tried the pool, and Marika proved to be an excellent swimmer. Brown, of course, was naturally better, he had always been better at it than most people, and now he suddenly knew why. It had possibly to do with his newly discovered alien heritage.

			 In the last few days, they had done a bit of socialising and ran into Tomas and Celia a couple of times and had drinks with them. It occurred to Brown that Tomas was there to probably keep an eye on him, but he couldn’t be sure. He spent a lot of time dancing with Marika, which was another thing she excelled in. But, now on the last day on the ship, she looked so sad that Brown was at a loss about what to do.

			Brown also had the odd dance with Celia, as Tomas didn’t like dancing. While he had been having a last dance with her the night before, he had decided to ask her directly as a joke if Tomas had been sent to keep an eye on him.

			“I don’t think he’s interested in you,” said Celia. “He asked me to find out how Marika has been getting on with you physically. I refused, of course. I won’t be seeing him after we dock; he’s a lousy lover.”

			This had set alarm bells ringing in Brown’s head immediately. Marika wouldn’t be around much longer. He was still not sure if she was an artificial human or not. How could he find out without upsetting her? He felt an urgency suddenly to discuss things with her but didn’t know how to broach the subject. 

			Brown and Marika went round to see the captain about the message and say goodbye. The man absolutely brimmed with smiles. He had been very attentive towards Brown.

			“You won’t believe what’s being organised for you. The EPA has arranged for you to be honoured by the United Regions Assembly.”

			There were no more nation-states, only a world government. The countries were now regions, but still had to be catered for and the United Regions Assembly had now replaced the United Nations, based in the now rebuilt city that used to be New York. It had now been renamed, the Grand East Coast City.

			Brown still preferred the old name, but it brought back a lot of bad memories for people. It had been the first city to have been totally nuked by a dirty bomb and had been a radioactive waste ground for a couple of centuries before they managed to clean it up.

			“When do I have to get there?” asked Brown.

			“Almost immediately, I’m afraid. As soon as we dock, you will be transferred to the Grand East Coast City’s spaceport and then to the Grand Hotel near the United Regions Assembly Hall. You will be initially debriefed there, and then after a couple of days, you will address the assembly. That’s all the information I’ve got.”

			“What about Marika? Will she be with me?” asked Brown hopefully. This turn of events was going to completely upset the timetable he had planned. He had to try to get her to come with him.

			“They didn’t say anything about her, I’m afraid,” said the captain.

			“Could you please send a request, so she can be with me during this time?” asked Brown.

			“I can do that immediately,” said the captain.

			“I’m from London, so I’m likely to be sent there rather than allowed to go with you; probably directly from the docking station,” said Marika. “That’s where you were also supposed to go; maybe you will end up there at some stage later on.”

			“Don’t be too sure,” said the captain good-humouredly, not realising the anguish which Brown felt sure Marika was going through. “Now that you’re a hero, you may end up in China. How’s your Earthspeak3?”

			“Fairly good,” said Brown. “I prefer London, though.”

			The captain offered them some refreshments and asked them to be seated while they waited for the reply to Brown’s request to come through.

			The reply came within the hour. The answer was negative. Brown’s request had not been granted. Marika was to proceed straight to London, directly from the space dock, by shuttle to the London spaceport. 

			“I knew they would deny your request,” said Marika gloomily.

			“Okay, let’s go back to the cabin. We need to prepare ourselves for things,” said Brown.

			“How do you mean?” asked Marika.

			Brown told her to wait until they were clear of the captain’s office. He thanked the captain, and after telling him that they were going to pack their bags, they left.

			“You need to decide on what to do; maybe you don’t have six weeks.” 

			“Why, what do you mean?” asked Marika.

			“I just have a bad feeling about this, and I’m normally pretty good with my hunches. You’ll have to trust me on this one and make sure you don’t tell anybody.”

			“I’ll do as you ask, even though I’m not sure about all this,” said Marika. “What makes you think something bad is about to happen soon?” 

			“The prisoner who killed himself told me something about you, but I didn’t want to alarm you. Tell me, are you hiding something from me about yourself?”

			“No, I told you everything. What is it you’re not telling me? You think that maybe I’m an artificial human?”

			“I didn’t say that, but do you really want to find out if you are?” asked Brown. “Did you know Tomas is here to keep an eye on you? I also have a funny feeling that maybe he is an advanced mandroid; that’s why he didn’t like talking about artificial humans. Celia said he was a lousy lover. I’m just guessing, but you should be aware of the possibility.”

			“I had no idea.” Marika looked alarmed.

			“I found out by accident,” said Brown. “The surveillance would make sense if you were an artificial human. You need to be careful.”

			“I would like to know if I am, so I can prepare myself better for things to come,” pleaded Marika.

			“You remember that man shot you, and then what happened?”

			“Nothing, his gun had malfunctioned. I just felt a tingle.”

			“Well, his gun didn’t malfunction. It would have knocked a normal human out, but it didn’t do anything to you, because you’re different.”

			“I find that difficult to believe. Are you sure?”

			“I can shoot you again with a stun charge that will knock out any normal human being,” said Brown. “Let’s say nothing happens to you again, would you accept?” 

			“I suppose so,” said Marika reluctantly. Brown pulled his gun out and shot her. She was still standing.

			“Looks like you may be right,” cried Marika. There were tears in her eyes.

			“If that is the case, I think you may have been deliberately sent to meet me, to see how you get on. Maybe they are experimenting with you, and maybe they want to find out if I can make you pregnant. I’m the first human to have a child with a Levitian. I don’t really know what their plans are for you.”

			 “All possibilities sound pretty bad. My future doesn’t seem to be very bright. I’m just a guinea pig. I need to get away from them. Can you help me?”

			“If you can get away, make it to the Grand East Coast City. I’m sorry, but there’s no way I can get you away at present. I’m sure we’re being watched. Try to get away when you can. I’m afraid I’m beginning to agree with the prisoner that whoever they are, they would like to breed a race of super-humans to replace the human race on Earth. Are you pregnant?”

			“I don’t think so. You’ll have to shoot me again, just to convince me. The thing is,” she paused. Her eyes filled with desperation. “Will you still want to see me, even if I’m different?”

			“More than you think, whatever you are,” confided Brown. He was intrigued by the whole situation. “We need to find out the answers to many questions.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Brown arrived at the Grand Hotel in Grand East Coast City after an uneventful shuttle flight. He had said goodbye to Marika at the space dock. She had been quite emotional, and it had affected him more than he thought possible.

			Brown was supposed to meet two representatives from the EPA the next day. There would be an initial debriefing, before the United Regions Assembly meeting a couple of days later.

			The Grand was an opulent glossy structure, built to impress on a munificent scale. It had 500 units, ranging from simple double rooms to penthouse suites. The elevators were super-fast, and one could feel the g-force as if they were taking off.

			Brown had been given a penthouse suite, with an enormous bathroom and a sunken bath. However, he didn’t envisage spending much time in his room. He wanted to run down some of the contacts on Brett’s database, who happened to be based within the perimeters of the Grand East Coast City.

			A moment of self-doubt filled his mind. What was he looking for? What was his task, now that he was back on Earth? It had been so much simpler on Pirrus. His sole aim had been to survive, but now it was different.

			He had come to Earth, ostensibly for regeneration he did not need. What he really wanted was to find out what the mysteries of his origins were and also to somehow make his way to Levita to see his son. However, in view of the recent events on Pirrus that task was going to prove very difficult, if not impossible, as Earth was posturing for war with Levita.

			Anyway, events had overtaken him, so what was his foremost task now? Was it to find Marika again as soon as possible before something happened to her? Did he owe her some loyalty? He didn’t even really know her that well. Was she a trap that had been set for him? If so, for what purpose? Maybe a lot of the answers he was looking for actually lay with her.

			He hadn’t been expecting to address a United Regions (UR) Assembly meeting. That had come as a complete surprise, and he wondered what was behind this arrangement. What was the EPA’s objective in arranging this? In his experience, there was always a hidden agenda. What was it that they wanted him to say? No doubt, they were going to brief him about it the next day.

			Brown soon decided not to waste any more time thinking about the debriefing, but picked a name from Brett’s database and dialled his number. The man he chose was a security consultant and had worked, or still worked, with the Junkers Corporation. Maybe this was a mistake on his part, to pick somebody who was already connected to the Junkers. 

			He had destroyed two of their advanced mandroids. And, maybe now, the government had wind of the Junkers Corporation’s project, if they did not know about this already. The government had impounded the two android bodies. This had been confirmed in a recent news broadcast, though it did not talk about advanced mandroids. No doubt, Brett had managed to get rid of them from his office. 

			Brown deduced that Brett must have had his reasons for dumping the mandroid bodies. Most likely, he must have panicked and did not want the Junkers Corporation to find out what had transpired. The strange thing was that Leela knew somehow that he had been responsible. It looked as if Brett had managed to point the finger of blame at him after all. He was unlikely to be in their good books.

			At that moment, a knock on the door broke Brown’s concentration. He wasn’t expecting anybody that night, so who could that be? Brown checked the door’s monitor. To his great surprise, it was Tomas. He had thought that he might run into Tomas again but wasn’t expecting to see him again so soon.

			Brown had been allowed to keep his weapon, so he fetched it and put it in his pocket, before opening the door.

			“This is a surprise. I wasn’t expecting to see you,” said Brown.

			Tomas produced an ID card and said he was an agent of The Global Security Agency and was there on official business. Brown had no idea who they were but assumed the agency was one of the many quasi-private security organisations which handled government contracts, usually the dirty ones.

			“So, you were on the ship to keep an eye on me,” smiled Brown.

			“Wrong, I was on the ship to keep an eye on Marika, who was keeping an eye on you,” Tomas smiled back.

			“Did she know that?” asked Brown who tried to look surprised.

			“Of course not, though it’s possible that she may have suspected.”

			“I never thought I would see you again,” said Brown.

			 “Well, you wouldn’t have, but Marika has disappeared. We want to find out what you know about that?” Tomas looked grim.

			“Why should I know anything?” Brown was now really surprised by the turn of events.

			“We all know what was going on between you two. I was there to make sure that she got back to London,” said Tomas.

			“Well, nobody told me that I wasn’t allowed to have a bit of innocent fun. Anyway, I left for this place before she caught her shuttle, so I don’t have a clue what happened after that. You’re the one who was keeping an eye on her,” said Brown.

			“So you didn’t make any arrangements with her; or with other people to help her to escape?”

			“Escape? I didn’t know she was a prisoner!” Brown acted surprised.

			“Well, she was and she wasn’t; she is a valuable asset,” said Tomas.

			“What do you mean?” asked Brown.

			“I’m telling you because I think you already know. She is an artificial human being, an experiment. We call them ‘proto-humans’. She belongs to us.”

			“How do I come into all this? What was she doing on the cruise ship?”

			“She was there to reproduce with you,” laughed Tomas. “Can I come in or are you hiding her in there?”

			Brown was a little surprised by this frank admission and wondered where all this was leading to. He decided it was best to deny any knowledge of these facts and to look incredulous. 

			“Do you really expect me to believe any of this nonsense? Who created these so-called proto-humans, and for what purpose? How many of these are running around now?” asked Brown. “You can come in; I have nothing to hide.”

			“I know it is difficult to believe, but it’s only a logical next step from mandroids. All I can tell you is, there were a few of them created, but most have been terminated already,” said Tomas seriously. Brown was really shocked now and asked why they had been terminated, after all the effort they had put in to bring them up from the age of seven. It was disgusting.

			“That’s what she told you, ha, ha, but that’s all artificial memory that’s been implanted in her,” Tomas laughed. “She’s only been around for two years, I’m afraid.”

			“Only two years, but she seemed very good at her job,” commented a surprised Brown.

			“Of course, we have been training her for two years. She thinks she was working for the EPA, but in reality, she was working for our own security agency. As we often undertake assignments on behalf of the EPA, it was easy for us to send her to meet you.”

			“Now you say she has escaped your control. She’s not stupid then.”

			“It’s possible we may have trained her too well,” smiled Tomas.

			Tomas informed Brown that these artificial humans, once formed, could not be programmed. Once they found out that they were not human, they could not be controlled and therefore could not be trusted; so could be harmful to society.

			“Why were they created in the first place if they were only going to be terminated later,” asked Brown.

			“To see if we could improve the human stock. If they reproduced, we wouldn’t need to terminate them; at least then, they would have a stake in society,” said Tomas. He seemed to be trying to make the argument sound very logical, almost benign, but to Brown, it sounded banal.

			“The whole thing sounds totally horrific if you ask me. I hope you don’t catch her.”

			He asked Tomas why they had picked on him, though he was sure he already knew the answer to that question. Tomas confirmed his suspicions. They had known about his child with Narissa, the Levitian woman. He was their last hope, and she would have to be terminated if Brown didn’t succeed.

			Tomas said that by placing Marika on the ship, they had known that Brown wouldn’t be able to resist her. That stupid woman Leela nearly ruined it, but luckily she left soon afterwards.Brown protested that Marika had been ordered to keep away from him, but Tomas informed him that was part of the experiment. The proto-humans had an alien gene which meant her urge to reproduce would be overwhelming if she met the right person. It was also responsible for making them very strong.

			“Well, as I said, I don’t have a clue where she is. It was only a bit of fun for me. I didn’t even know that she was not human.” Brown tried to sound positive. “Thanks for telling me though. Of course, I’ll let her know if I see her again what you said about her.” 

			“If she doesn’t know what she is,” asked a surprised Tomas, “why is she trying to disappear? It doesn’t make any sense, but it’s no joking matter.”

			Brown suggested that maybe she’d been kidnapped by other people who were also trying to breed artificial humans. Leela Junkers had told him that two of their advanced mandroids, who were also like humans, had been destroyed on Outer Reach. Therefore her father’s company was producing them as well.  

			Brown deliberately relayed that information, to impress upon Tomas how sketchy his own knowledge was about artificial humans. Tomas corrected him that the Junkers’ advanced mandroids were different. They were not proto-humans, so they couldn’t reproduce and could be controlled much more easily. They could be programmed.

			“Why are you telling me all this?” asked Brown.

			“In case Marika contacts you. I need to warn you that she is very dangerous,” said Tomas.

			“Really? She seemed to be very friendly,” protested Brown.

			“That’s their sweet side until they turn. They’re much stronger than a normal person and not at all easy to kill,” continued Tomas, “so, you could be in danger. Inform us straight away if you hear from her.”

			“Okay, I will,” Brown assured him. “She was just a bit of fun. I had no idea all this was going on.”

			“In that case, would you mind signing this piece of paper?  It states that you abrogate all rights to any children that she may produce.  In case she is pregnant already.”

			“I’m sorry, I can’t do that,” shrugged Brown. “I’m not going to sign anything since I wasn’t informed of all this right from the start. I don’t even know if you’re telling the truth about her, or giving me a cock-and-bull story, about her being an artificial human being.”

			“You’ll be sorry for refusing to sign.” Tomas looked grim.

			“Are you threatening me? Get out of my room now,” said Brown. He deduced that the best thing to do was show his indignation, even though he was pretending to be angry. Marika wasn’t pregnant as far as he knew, but it was cheeky to say the least on Tomas’s part, to expect him to sign his rights away. Somehow, he was glad that Tomas had turned up though, as he had learned a lot about what was happening.

			“I’m going,” said Tomas, “but you’ll be hearing from me again soon.”

			“You haven’t told me how and when she managed to get away from you,” said Brown.

			“She escaped yesterday when I wasn’t present, and you’re my first port of call since arrival. Make sure you contact me if you hear from her. The penalties if you help her will be very severe, even for you.”

			Tomas left leaving Brown wondering where Marika was. He was now very concerned about her. The last thing he wanted was for her to be terminated, though he didn’t want her to be pregnant either. He was disgusted that Marika could be treated just as chattel that belonged to somebody. It was indeed very surprising that she had no rights of her own, even though she was a living, breathing, sentient being, but then the whole concept was so new, the laws had not probably even begun to catch up. 

			Brown wasn’t sure now if Marika would actually turn up to their pre-arranged rendezvous in six weeks’ time but he had to be there just in case. One thing Brown was sure of though if she did, he was going to do his damnedest to save her.

			Brown also wondered how much these people actually knew about him. Surely, they could not know that he had changed shape or that he was regenerating already without going through the actual renewal process. He needed to make sure that people didn’t find out more about him until he was ready to give this information. He wondered how he was going to achieve this when he suddenly thought of the drug habit that had nearly finished him off. 

			It had been meant to kill him, but he had survived because of his strange physiology. If he could get hold of some of that stuff, if they thought he was still hooked on it… that would fool even the EPA.  He needed to get hold of a supply of it before going for regeneration.

			He had gathered from his little chat with Tomas that it was unlikely the EPA was keeping a close eye on him. He had already fulfilled the task they had set him to do. He was probably now superfluous to their requirements, except for the purposes of publicity for their cause. So he should be fairly free to go about his own business without too much hindrance.

			Tomas, it seemed, worked for a private organisation, and Brown had no idea who controlled it. It could be another arm of the Junkers Corporation for all he knew. It was possible that even Tomas didn’t know.

			Brown also needed to find out about the organisation that wanted to kidnap him and Marika from the ship and for which the prisoner had given his life. But where was he going to start to find the answers to all these questions?  Brown had already decided earlier that he would try out some of the numbers he had purloined from Brett and see where that led him.

			He rang the number from his own personal communicator after donning a wig he carried with him and a gumshield, which altered his features. However, there was no immediate reply. He put the communicator down and poured himself a drink from the vast array at his disposal in the room. They were doing all they could to look after him and all his creature comforts.

			He dialled the number again. This time there was a reply from the other end, and a picture of a man appeared on his communicator. It was a fairly good-looking man with a small scar on his face, which gave him a sinister look.

			“Who are you, and how did you get this number?” asked the man.

			“Are you Rolf? I got this number from a friend of mine called Brett, on the Outer Reach space station.”

			“What is your name, and what do you want?” Rolf was direct. The steely blue eyes gleamed in his chiselled features. Brown noticed he had, oddly, a curly dark brown mop of hair.

			“Could we meet up, so we can discuss things face to face? I need some help with a number of things. Brett said you might be able to help. The name is Jones, Sam Jones.”

			Brown had decided that it was safer not to give his real name as yet, in case Brett had been in touch and they were expecting him.

			“Well, maybe you would you like to come up to my office?” asked the man.

			“Okay, let’s have the address. I’ve got your name already.” Brown made a note of the address.

			“When would you like to come to the office?” asked Rolf in a somewhat friendlier tone. But somehow, after his last experience at Brett’s office, Brown was not too keen.

			“I would like to see you tonight if possible, but rather than meet you at your office, can we meet at a bar near my hotel? If you can provide me with the services I require, I can pay you an appropriate price. I’m at the Grand Central Hotel.”

			“Okay, we can meet at Jake’s Bar, which is a short taxi ride away. Come there in an hour,” said Rolf.

			“I’ll see you there.” Brown hung up. He wished he still had his concealed wrist weapon. It was ideal for such assignations.

			Previously such a weapon had saved his life many times. He decided he would try to acquire one again the following day after his meeting with the two officials from the EPA. Maybe he could get them to supply him with one, though it was probably not a very good idea to approach them.

			Brown took his wig off and his gumshield out. He strapped on his gun and shoulder holster and put on a slightly loose jacket to cover them. He needed to pop into a cloakroom somewhere in the lobby away from his room, to put his wig back on, so as not to arouse any suspicions from the security.

			Ten minutes later, suitably attired, he hailed a cab outside from the dozens that were waiting there. He wanted to arrive at Jake’s bar slightly earlier than expected to get an idea of the layout of the place, in case he needed to make a hurried departure.

			The bar was well lit and fairly empty. There was a 3D fight taking place between two holograms in one corner on a stage. After checking out the facilities, Brown chose a spot away from the stage, near the exit and sat down with his back to a wall. There was no obvious escape route out through the toilets, so the emergency escape route was probably through the kitchen. He decided it was not worth worrying about it anymore and took out his packet of mints and after popping one in his mouth, placed it on the table.

			The robot waiter came up to his table, and Brown ordered a drink without too much alcohol in it, as he wanted to keep a clear head. From where he sat, he had a good view of who was entering or leaving the bar, without being obvious.

			He didn’t have to wait too long before a tall man entered the bar from the street. It was Rolf.

			“Over here,” Brown spoke up as Rolf came towards him. Brown noticed that Rolf was a huge man, but the good thing was that he was smiling.

			“You wanted to see me?” Rolf sat down without shaking hands. “Well, here I am.”

			“Good. I need to know something first. Tell me in what capacity, if at all, you’re employed by the Junkers Corporation?” asked Brown, hoping for the right answer.

			“That’s confidential. But basically, I provide things for them. Things which are sometimes difficult to get hold of.”

			“Do you know Leela at all?”

			“That’s two things. Anyway, she’s too high up the tree. I normally deal through Brett, but I’ve met her. Have you?”

			“As it happens I have and will be meeting her again soon when she comes to Earth in a few weeks’ time,” said Brown, trying to impress.

			“Name dropping is not going to get you anywhere.” Rolf gazed coolly at Brown and motioned to the robot waiter to serve him.

			“How about hard cash then?” Brown asked. “What do you know about artificial humans?”

			“All depends on what you want to know? I can find out for a cost.”

			“I’m looking for all info on advanced mandroids, which self-heal and how they can be controlled and any artificially-made humans here on Earth. Is there such a facility on Earth, and where is it located? How long is the lifespan of such things? Is it limited by any factors, or is it determined by the manufacturer? Can they reproduce?”

			“That’s a lot of questions. I’ve heard rumours of there being a very hush-hush project. I know Junkers has a facility on Outer Reach for making advanced mandroids, but I don’t know if they have one on Earth. As for artificial human beings, this is the first time I’ve heard of it.”

			“Can you find out? If they are being produced here, I need the location.”

			“That will cost you 4,000 international credits, paid in gold bars,” said Rolf. There were no more notes and coins in circulation; small-sized gold bars were readily available from dispensers. As the value of gold had absolutely skyrocketed over the centuries, a very small bar was worth a hundred credits.

			“Okay, but the information, better be good,” said Brown. “I also need a supply of the drug Sweet Death.”

			“That’ll be another thousand. You know that thing is an absolute killer. You can’t get off it once you start on it.” Rolf let out a whistle.

			“My friend’s already hooked on it, and his supply has run out.”

			“It’s his funeral. The only way to get rid of it is through regeneration.”

			“So I’ve heard. Can you get hold of it though?”

			“I’m pretty sure I can get hold of some, but as I said, it’ll cost you an extra thousand. I want 2,000 in advance.”

			“I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” said Brown. “You come back with the Sweet Death by the day after tomorrow, and I’ll pay for it. I’ll also give you 1,000 in advance for the information. The rest when I get it.”

			“Okay, have it your own way, day after tomorrow then.”

			“I’m only in town for a few days, so I’m in a hurry,” said Brown. “By the way, how’s your sperm count?”

			“I’ll see what I can do,” said Rolf smiling. He got up and left without another word, ignoring Brown’s last question.

			Well, that went fairly well, thought Brown. He decided he would get the gold bars from vending machines which were situated in most shopping malls, in secure shops. He also wanted to buy the concealed wrist weapon he had been thinking about if he could get hold of one. 

			He decided he would contact the secret banking organisation that he had been a member of more than ten years ago before he had gone to prison. He wanted to find out if his account with them was still working. They had also been helpful at directing him to outlets where he could get hold of illicit items, but really, he wanted to find out how much of his illicit funds he still had left.

			He had acquired these assets during his many years of service for little favours he had done to grateful people and the secret banking organisation handled these for him away from the prying eyes of the government.

			Brown left Jake’s bar after pocketing his packet of mints.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			Brown woke early the next morning and placed an order for a silk shirt from a particular outlet, on the worldwide web, using his manocom to access the site, giving his size and the colour he required. His communicator buzzed moments later, and he was informed that the selected item was out of stock, but he could go down to a certain shop later that day to try and secure something similar. Brown said he would be there later that afternoon. In reality, he was being given the directions to meet up with a representative of the secret banking organisation by the shop; the silk shirt was optional. Before that, he had a meeting with the EPA officials that morning.

			Brown made his way down to the restaurant for breakfast rather than have room service. This was the first time he was on Earth as a free man in a long time, and he wanted to savour the air of freedom along with a sumptuous breakfast.

			About ten o’clock, after his return to his suite, there was a knock on the door. Two men in dark suits introduced themselves to Brown as being from the EPA.

			“We’re here to brief you about what you should say in your address at the United Regions Assembly,” said one, a Mr Richardson.

			“Yes, it is very important that you stick to the script guidelines,” said the other, a Colonel Saunders.

			“And what’s this guideline?” asked Brown while he was quietly making up his mind to do the opposite. There was a lot he wanted to say.

			“Don’t mention your past. I mean, being in prison, etc., or the drug habit which nearly killed you,” said Mr Richardson.

			“Also don’t mention the involvement of the Levitians in the attempted invasion of Pirrus,” said Col. Saunders.

			“Why’s that? They were deeply involved,” protested Brown.

			“We only have your word for it,” said Col. Saunders. “We don’t want to go to war with them at present. We have perceived a greater threat; there is an alliance of former Earth colonies challenging us on every front for domination. We don’t want the Levitians teaming up with them.”

			“But you have been battering the Baccrans horribly while you let the Levitians go completely free.” It suddenly occurred to Brown that this was a more satisfactory outcome and it suited him, but there was a point to be made.

			“Well, the Baccrans were caught with their hands in the cookie jar, so it’s nothing more than they deserve. Anyway, people don’t like lizards much.”

			“You already impounded or destroyed their deep-space vessels; now you’re taking over their colony in the next solar system. They have a population problem. We don’t have any.”

			“We have to make an example of them to keep others quiet,” said Mr Richardson.

			“All right, please yourself. Tell me something. I’ve had a report that the sperm count on Earth has dropped off drastically and may affect population growth and that you’re trying to breed artificial humans to take their place. Is that true?”

			“Utter nonsense,” retorted Col. Saunders. “Where did you hear this?”

			“From a very reliable source,” said Brown. “Why don’t you let people from other colonies resettle back on Earth instead, if the Earth population needs to recover?”

			“We are unable to discuss this matter with you. I can assure you we will find the best solution.”

			“But you do have a programme to breed proto-humans?” Brown was fishing for information, but none was forthcoming.

			 

			 

			Brown met up with the representative of the secret banking organisation that afternoon at a prearranged rendezvous in a bar, after arranging the appointment at the shop where he bought a silk shirt.

			It was an AI like Max, the AI he had previously met in Levita. They looked identical, and for a moment, Brown was confused.

			“Max,” said Brown, “you’re back on Earth from Levita.”

			“Welcome to Earth, Mr Brown. We don’t like to use official titles. My name’s Eric. Max is still on Levita. We look identical, hence the confusion.”

			They were sitting at a table in the bar, and there was a book on the table. Brown knew from previous experience that it was a disrupter, to stop other people eavesdropping on their conversation. Brown also knew that AIs still existed, even though they had been banned a couple of centuries ago. If one didn’t know, he looked just like an ordinary man.

			“I wasn’t sure that the process would still work,” mused Brown.

			“Of course. If it didn’t, we would have got in touch with you. You’re still a client, and you have a balance of nearly 4 million credits.”

			“I don’t need the money at this moment,” said Brown, pleasantly surprised by the amount. “But I need to get hold of a few things. Max directed me to a shop in Levita, where I managed to get hold of a concealed wrist weapon and communicator. Is there anywhere you can direct me in this city?”

			“Sure.” The AI produced a card and gave it to him. “Go there and say Eric sent you. They’ll take care of it.”

			“Can you give me any news of Levita, please?” asked Brown.

			“You have been offered a pardon if you go back to Levita and full compensation for the funds you lost. But be careful as it may be a ruse to get hold of you.”

			“I expect they still want to know how it was possible for me to have a child with a Levitian woman,” smiled Brown.

			“Your residence in Central City has been taken over by your girlfriend there. She now lives there with your son. The government is looking after them,” said Eric.

			“That’s good to know,” said Brown. “One other thing, could you please tell me where one can get somebody a new identity?”

			“Ask them at that shop when you go there,” said Eric, pointing at the card. “They can direct you, but it’ll cost you a lot of money to set it up.”

			“How much?” asked Brown. He wanted to get a rough idea.

			“At least 100,000 universal credits, but you have the funds.”

			“How did my funds get to 4 million? Last time I used it, there was only a couple of million left.”

			“Our investments are doing rather well as, of course, they are all unethical,” said Eric. “Anything else I can do for you? Remember we can’t help you if you get into trouble on this planet.”

			“I know. That’s all for the moment.”

			“Well, goodbye then.” Eric got up, collected his book and left.

			Brown decided not to waste any time and headed for the shop Eric had referred him to. It turned out to be another high-end clothes outlet.

			On his way back to the hotel he also purchased the gold bars required to pay Rolf the next day. Back in his hotel suite, his thoughts drifted to Marika. Did she know that the people she had grown up with had already been terminated, as Tomas had indicated?

			They were probably watching him, though not too closely, but just in case she turned up at the hotel. In reality, they probably weren’t expecting it, as they did not suspect Marika was aware that she was an artificial human. In the end, Brown fell asleep and had a turbulent night.

			 

			 

			Brown was on his way to meet Rolf at Jake’s Bar. He had his blonde wig on and his gumshield. He was sure that nobody had noticed the change in his appearance that he had made in a cloakroom before leaving the hotel. The hotel was just too big, and there were too many people milling about. Brown was armed, though he was not expecting any trouble.

			Earlier in the day, he had been preparing for his big speech at the UR Assembly. He was in two minds whether to follow the guidelines set by the two officials who had visited him the day before. In the end, he decided that there was no point in ruffling feathers unnecessarily. It wasn’t going to achieve anything or even trigger a change in policy.

			He was still a small cog in the EPA. They were happy to hold him up as a shining example of the success of their policy but were disinterested in listening to his opinion.

			Brown had tried to be early again for the meeting, but this time he found Rolf was already there, sitting at the exact spot he had occupied the last time. Brown had no option but to take the other seat, with his back to the street door.

			The place was busier this time; there were a few groups of people sitting at the other tables. In particular, he noticed there were two men sitting not too far away, near the door, sipping their drinks. Had Rolf brought some muscle with him? If so, why?

			Brown ordered a drink, brought out his packet of mints and took one, after offering Rolf one, which he declined.

			“Well, how did you get on?” asked Brown.

			“I got the stuff you ordered, but I’m still searching for the other information. Have you got the payment?” asked Rolf. Things were as Brown had expected them to be.

			“Yeah, 2,000 in gold bars,” nodded Brown. “Are those two goons sitting near the door with you?”

			“Nothing to do with me,” said Rolf, nonchalantly. “They were already here when I came in.”

			“Where do you want to do the exchange? In here?” 

			“It’s better out in the street. When we finish our drinks, we could leave together and go to another bar nearby. On the way, we could conclude the transaction. You can then check things at the other place. It would’ve been easier if you had come to the office.”

			“Sorry, I’ve had some bad experiences of offices,” said Brown.

			“That’s okay; we’ll do it as we discussed. You can trust me. After all, you’re going to pay me a lot more money next time for the information.”

			“The information had better be worth it,” said Brown.

			“I can guarantee it will be what you expect. I like a good relationship with clients as then we can do return business,” said Rolf in an assuring tone.

			“I’m sure we can do more business if things turn out okay. If not, you’ll find I can make life very uncomfortable for you,” smiled Brown.

			“Are you threatening me?” Rolf gave an indignant laugh.

			“No, just a warning,” said Brown. “Don’t forget, I have Leela’s ear. I’ll be meeting her very soon.” It was a lie, but one that could impress Rolf.

			“I’m sure you will be able to put in a good word for me,” Rolf smirked.

			“I’m sure of it. Shall we go?” asked Brown.

			“Okay by me.” Rolf got up. Brown pocketed his mints and followed. He kept his eye on the other two men to see if there was any reaction from them.

			As they went past the two men near the door, Brown thought he got a funny look from one of them. It put Brown on edge, but neither made any move to follow them. 

			Brown looked back further down the street but he still could not see any signs of anybody following them.

			As they turned a corner, Rolf passed him a small package which Brown pocketed. Further down the street, Brown passed on the small, heavy bag he carried with him to Rolf.

			Soon they were in another bar where they had a quiet drink and parted, agreeing to meet in three days’ time. I am going to be stuck in the Grand East Coast City at least for a week or two, depending on a few things, thought Brown.

			On the way back, Brown kept a lookout for the two men in the first bar but didn’t see either of them. He decided that maybe Rolf was telling the truth after all. Brown relaxed as he got back to the hotel.

			He had bought a listening device the day before and had placed a minuscule bug transmitter in the bag he had given Rolf. Back at the hotel, he switched on the listening device after sweeping his own package from Rolf for bugs, and his suite for good measure. He found two in the rooms, but none in the packaging.

			He hoped that Rolf would take out the gold bars in his office. As the bag was quite attractive, he also hoped Rolf would keep it, or if not throw it in the bin in the office. In which case, Brown would hope to pick up some additional information from Rolf, without him knowing about it. Once activated, the bug would migrate out of the bag and imbed itself in the office hopefully without being noticed.

			Brown checked the contents of the package. It was the stuff he had ordered. It was Sweet Death, the drug that had hooked him for seven years; the stuff that should have killed him. A drug full of parasites that ate up the brain and nervous system, and now he was going to inject the infernal substance into his body again before regeneration. He hoped that this would have the effect of fooling the relevant authorities into thinking that he was just a normal human during regeneration. It was the height of insanity, but he wanted to protect his true identity from people who might cause him harm until he was sure of things.

			The receiver of the listening device beeped. Rolf was speaking to somebody. “I should hear from Brett by tomorrow, and then I’ll know if he sent him to me or not. Meanwhile, keep an eye on him.”

			“What about the info he asked for?” asked a voice who Brown presumed to be one of the two men Brown had seen in the bar.

			“I’m not sure we can get hold of it. If we don’t, we’ll just feed him something and take his money, even if it’s not the right info. If he gives us any trouble, you two can deal with him.”

			“He’s definitely staying at the Grand. We saw him going in there after he left the other bar you took him to. I don’t think he should be too much trouble.”

			“I don’t think he noticed us following him,” said the other man.

			Brown chuckled; indeed, he had not noticed them. They had been following him to make sure that he was definitely staying at the Grand, even though he had given that information to Rolf. At least it seemed the two were not the advanced mandroids he had already encountered. He was dreading meeting up with some more of those anytime soon. The problem was he would still have to meet Rolf to see if he did have any information. Worryingly though, the man was checking up on him with Brett.

			Brown noticed that he was getting side-tracked from his original mission to find out more about his origins and also to go to Levita to meet his son. Maybe he needed a much bolder initiative. He couldn’t, however, stop thinking that this new development of artificial humans and his origins were somehow interlinked.

			Brown decided that after his address at the assembly, he would try to visit the headquarters of the foster home that had brought him up. He had then been adopted by a family, now long dead as they could not afford regeneration. At that time regeneration had only just been introduced and was hideously expensive for most people. However, adequate but not over-generous funds had always been available for him to have a fairly good outcome in life, which he now suspected were not from his foster parents.

			Brown decided to give Tomas a call to find out more about the artificial breeding programme and if he had managed to find Marika. Tomas said he was back in London searching for her, though he would be at the Grand East Coast City to hear him address the assembly to see if she turned up there.

			“Why would she do that?” asked Brown.

			“Well, we have a feeling that she thinks she can manipulate you, so she might ask for your help,” said Tomas. “Make sure you report her to us immediately if she does. She is armed and dangerous.”

			“Can you tell me more about the alien genes that have been introduced into these proto-humans? What is their function?”

			“I can’t tell you where the genes come from, but as I told you before they seem to make them extremely strong and were also supposed to give them an urge to breed. However, so far, that has failed completely. Maybe they’re only good for selective sections of the population, or they just can’t breed.”

			“How do you mean?” asked Brown.

			“People like you, who have a successful track record. The programme has been a complete failure with other normal people,” said Tomas.

			“Maybe it hasn’t worked because of the drop in sperm count recently,” suggested Brown.

			“I’ll tell you something in confidence. I’ve heard reports that whatever is causing this seems to be targeted only against certain sections of the population, the rest are unaffected by it. That’s all I know, but it hasn’t affected you, has it?”

			“Where can I find out more?”

			“Well, if you help us out with Marika, I can introduce you to the director of the body that is conducting research into the whole thing, but first you will have to help me.”

			“Of course I will if she contacts me, I don’t want a dangerous fugitive running around. Tell me, have you heard any rumours about a species which came to Earth and interbred with humans and had offspring with them?”

			“I’ve heard the rumours, but I’ve never come across any such people or their progeny. Apparently, they’re supposed to have adaptable DNA, which can mimic human DNA, so you can’t tell them apart. What makes you ask about that?”

			“Just some rumours I’ve heard. I was curious,” said Brown.

			“For all I know, you could be one of them,” laughed Tomas. “After all, you’ve had a child with a Levitian. The first ever, we’re told, by a human. Since you were already on Pirrus when that news broke, we haven’t had a chance to check you out.”

			“Is that’s why you chose me? To see if Marika could become pregnant? Well, she hasn’t.”

			“That’s a pity. You were our last hope. Now she’ll have to be terminated like the rest.”

			“What a waste of people’s lives! It’s criminal. Couldn’t you have done something else with them?” Brown was disgusted. “What a waste!”

			Tomas sighed. He agreed with Brown. However, they could become a threat to human society if they could not successfully assimilate with humans, who they were likely to resent later when they found out about themselves. It wasn’t his decision to terminate anybody; it came from above. He was just obeying orders. He had hoped Marika would become pregnant. He said he actually liked her, but as he had informed Brown, Marika was not recognised as human, and as such had no legal rights. They were the property of a corporation that deemed them as a failed experiment.

			 “Maybe she found out what happened to the others, so she escaped,” said Brown.

			“Impossible, but you never know,” said Tomas. They ended their conversation, and Brown felt happy that, at last, he seemed to be getting somewhere.

			 

			 

			The next morning the two officials were there to pick Brown up for his debut at the UR Assembly. The event would take place in the Great Hall, which held about 10,000 people.

			Brown wasn’t the only one giving a speech. There were quite a few delegates before and after him. Some were complaining about Earth’s continued expansion into habitable planets in other solar systems. The EPA was trying to present a case that such expansion was in Earth’s interest. Brown was being presented to show the benevolent face of the EPA. They wanted to showcase EPA’s dealings with natives of these planets, though in this case, they were actually originally from Earth anyway.

			One of the delegates making speeches said the Earth’s population was being depleted and a large percentage of able-bodied people were being sent off to other parts of the galaxy. It was time to reverse the trend and start resettling immigrants back on Earth.

			The subject of the decline in sperm count of Earth’s men finally came up. One speaker thought it was a general decline in the quality of men left behind that had caused the crisis.

			Another delegate said that there was no crisis in his region and the whole thing was temporary, and things would soon recover. Another said it was a plot against the Chinese, who now counted for nearly fifty per cent of the Earth’s population after the great wars. They were more adversely affected by the drop in the sperm count.

			The EPA council chairman tried to reassure people that it was not the case, and the whole thing was being investigated. There was no mention of any artificial human breeding programme or indeed anything about super mandroids. It occurred to Brown that not many delegates were at all aware of these developments.

			Ultimately his turn came. He was introduced as His Excellency James T Brown, formerly the Arbitrator of Pirrus. Under his watch, great strides had been made. He had single-handedly defeated an attempted invasion of Pirrus by the Baccrans and had saved Pirrus. Also, after finding out that the native Pirrussians were actually originally from Earth, had granted them semi-autonomous status to rule themselves.

			Brown began to wonder if there was anything left for him to say. In the end, he settled for a eulogy of the EPA and said it was great for him to be back on Earth to assure everybody that the EPA was doing an excellent job in the face of overwhelming odds, in keeping Earth safe. He hoped that the sperm count would soon be back to normal, though maybe they should start thinking about producing some artificial human beings, just in case it didn’t happen.

			This little joke brought some stern and apprehensive looks from some of the officials, but as it caused a lot of laughter to break out amongst the delegates, nobody complained. If they only knew how close to the truth that was, thought Brown, it would have caused a riot.

			Brown then decided for good measure to bring up the super mandroids, without referring to them directly. He said mankind had become too dependent on mandroids and maybe one day these bio-engineered androids, if allowed to develop further, would take over the Earth. In which case, they would be back to the AI situation of a couple of centuries ago, when they had to be banned.

			He advised more use should be made of the natives where possible instead of requiring huge budgets to be spent on the continuous development of advanced mandroids. Brown was sure that this would not go down at all well with the EPA and he was probably digging his own grave. However, the temptation was too great, given the current platform, not to publicise his concerns about the matter.

			He cited the example of Pirrus, where the natives were instrumental in resisting and then stopping the invasion by the Baccrans, and really deserved their autonomy. The Baccrans were now also well defeated and had lost their colony planet. It would be better to stop short of attacking their home planet as this would result in a great loss of manpower and resources unnecessarily.

			He was not at all sure whether it would alter any policy directives, but after coming across the two super mandroids he had destroyed, something needed to be done. He was careful though not to mention the Outer Reach space station and what was going on there.

			Brown ended his speech to rousing cheers but was aware that he might have caused a few ripples in the cosy world of the EPA machinery. He would probably need to watch his back. He had made his point and hoped the EPA would take notice. The policy of continuous expansion was unsustainable, and Earth needed to bring others into the fold and create an alliance of sorts. Sooner or later, they would run into a civilisation that was more advanced and more capable than them.

			He was not quite sure why he was suddenly bothered by all this. All his life he had been quite happy to ruthlessly toe the line, but somehow his experience in Pirrus had fundamentally changed him.

			The two officials Col. Saunders and Mr Richardson came up to him as he left the podium.

			“You deviated from the speech guidelines,” said Richardson.

			“How do you mean?” asked Brown. “I didn’t mention my past or the Levitians once.”

			“You brought up an artificial breeding programme and also praised the Pirrussians for your victory,” retorted Richardson.

			“I mentioned the breeding programme as a joke and got a good laugh.” Brown deflected Richardson’s thrust. “Unless it’s true and that’s why you’re getting so touchy.”

			“Of course not,” said Richardson emphatically. Either he was a good liar, or he really didn’t know.

			 “What I said about the Pirrussians is completely true.” Brown pushed his advantage home. “Without their help, we would have lost the planet to the Baccrans. I think they deserve their autonomy and I don’t care whose toes I step on to get it for them. Now that it is on record, the EPA won’t dare backtrack on the deal I made with them.”

			“You think you’re very clever, but you’re bordering on insubordination,” Col. Saunders cut in. “Who are you to decide whether we should attack Baccra or not?”

			“It’s just a suggestion, but I was in Pirrus and know first-hand just how overstretched we are,” insisted Brown.

			“That’s why we’re developing the advanced mandroids. How dare you mention that programme? What do you know about it?” asked Saunders.

			“When I was on the cruise ship coming back to Earth, it stopped at the Outer Reach space station. I met Vincent Junkers’ daughter, Leela. She said two such advanced mandroids had been destroyed there and asked me if I knew anything about it. I had no idea until then.”

			“Why did she ask you that?” asked Saunders.

			“I don’t really know,” said Brown. “I had nothing to do with it.”

			“How long will you be in the city?” asked Richardson.

			“The next week or two. I’m due to go in for regeneration in London after debriefing here.”

			“Make sure you’re still here for the next few days until you hear from us. I think you may be summoned upstairs for your debriefing right here in this city,” said Saunders.

			“I’m in no hurry to go anywhere,” said Brown. “It looks like I may have touched a nerve somewhere.”

			As the two officials left, he saw from the corner of his eye Tomas approaching him. At the same time, for a fleeting second, he thought he saw the man who had been his prisoner on the cruise ship and had committed suicide on the vessel. Surely that was impossible, so he must have imagined it. Tomas was looking at him.

			“That was a bit naughty to mention artificial humans,” said Tomas. “You could’ve blown the whole project wide open. Good thing they took it as a joke.”

			“I don’t think people are ready to believe in it quite yet. In any case, with or without Marika, you may not have a project for very long,” smiled Brown.

			“We’ll find her soon enough, don’t worry.” Tomas looked grim. “She will contact you sooner or later.”

			Brown hoped that she would.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			He was due for a meeting with Rolf the following day. A fairly uneventful day had already passed without demanding Brown’s attention. He did not get any more transmissions from the bug in Rolf’s office, so most likely it had been disposed of with the packaging or in some other way.

			Thinking about the last conversation he had overheard, he decided it was probably best not to bother meeting Rolf again. He was just likely to lose more money for some useless information at best, but it could get much worse if the two goons decided to step in for any reason.

			Brown still had the manocom Marika had given him on the cruise ship. He had forgotten that he had switched it off after reaching the Grand East Coast City. Brown now switched it back on to see if Marika would contact him, as Tomas had expected her to do, but he was disappointed to see there were no messages.

			He decided to give her a call himself as he felt an urge to contact her after hearing what lay ahead for her. This could be what Tomas had intended him to do and the reason why he had been so forthcoming with all the information about Marika. However, there was no reply from Marika. It was possible that she had ditched her own communicator, so it couldn’t be traced.

			Suddenly the receiver for the bug bleeped. Rolf was talking again to somebody in his office. So the bug is still working, thought Brown.

			“That’s very interesting.” Rolf was speaking. “So, you actually managed to get hold of some information about the artificial breeding programme. I thought this guy was talking complete nonsense.”

			“It definitely exists. It’s located in England, but I haven’t got the exact location yet,” said the other voice.

			“What’s the programme?” asked Rolf.

			“Apparently they managed to create a few artificial humans, all females, to see if they could breed with normal humans. These are a step beyond the super mandroids your friend Brett’s been involved with for the Junkers Corporation.”

			“What the status of the programme at present?”

			“So far, it’s unsuccessful. They were supposed to produce a superior human, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to work out.”

			“I wonder why Sam Jones is interested in the programme?” asked Rolf. Brown’s ears pricked up at the mention of his alias.

			“We should find out. Maybe we could get your friend interested, or somebody from the Junkers Corporation.”

			“They’re likely to pay big, especially if we can get hold of one of these artificial humans,” said Rolf. “I’m meeting him again tomorrow.”

			“Let’s hope he turns up,” said the man.

			“Otherwise we go looking for him. He shouldn’t be too hard to find. We know where he is staying,” said Rolf, sounding very ominous.

			Well, now he had to meet Rolf again, thought Brown. He wanted to find out all they knew about the matter. But then again, why, he wondered? He would be better off minding his own business and leaving things alone. Get on with things that were more important to him, like finding out more about his origins and getting to Levita somehow and meeting his son.

			However, somewhere in the back of his mind was a subconscious thought that worried him. There was no logical basis for it, but there it was, that somehow all these events were inexplicably interlinked. His long life had often depended on such hunches, the ones that his sub-conscious brain somehow came up with well before all the facts emerged and he managed to link things together; a sense he had developed over time, and it was warning him that he was in great peril.

			Still, he would have to meet Rolf, but not at the bar like last time. Brown would have to surprise him at a time of his own choosing. He desperately wished he had some help he could fall back on.

			The manocom, given to him by Marika rang suddenly, and it made Brown jump. He picked it up and answered. It was Marika.

			“Hello, how are you?” He didn’t mention her name. “They’re looking for you. Is it okay for you to talk?”

			“It should be okay for a while; it’s encrypted. I’m here, and I need to see you immediately. Where are you?”

			“I’m at the Grand Hotel, but don’t come here. They’re monitoring this place. Tomas said he was sure that you would contact me.”

			“That bastard, I’d like to get hold of him.”

			“That’s what he said about you,” said Brown.

			“Okay, meet me at the Union Bar at Union Square in one hour. Make sure you’re not followed. I’ll have a black wig on.”

			“And I’ll have a blonde one,” laughed Brown. Marika rang off before Brown could say anything more.

			 

			 

			Brown left the hotel and decided to make a detour via Rolf’s office first. He wanted to check out the location first. He got the cab to drive past it first and then drop him off further up the road near a subway station.

			Rolf’s office was a moderate-sized edifice further out in the suburbs, consisting of four floors. Brown had Rolf’s address from his first conversation with him, but he didn’t have enough time to check it out thoroughly at that moment, so he walked down into the station to catch a shuttle.

			New York had changed considerably since it had been flattened. There wasn’t the population pressure anymore to build high-rise blocks. The low structured terraced buildings were spaced out much more between blocks.

			The buildings were all made from either natural materials or long-lasting biodegradable ones, and Rolf’s office building was no exception. It was situated on a local high street, not in an isolated position, but along with other buildings of similar nature.

			After a short, fast ride, Brown reached Union Square but decided not to get off. He continued on to the next station to see if anybody was following him and then moved to catch the shuttle going the other way. As the shuttles were fairly small, he felt confident in the blonde wig that nobody had followed him. He had donned the wig away from his quarters, in a restroom on another floor of the hotel.

			Brown made it into the Union Bar in a few minutes after taking a short walk around the square. The place had been built with an old-fashioned theme in mind, with covered sidewalks under wide arches, on which the actual colonial-style structure stood and surrounded the paved courtyard on all sides, with a fountain in the middle of it. It was a tourist hotspot and was making a bustling trade. It was very warm for early April.

			After further observation, Brown sat down at a table of an adjoining bar and ordered a drink. There was still twenty minutes left, and he sat quietly and sipped his drink. He kept a good watch for any unwanted attention, while he observed Marika sitting not too far away. She had a small bag with her.

			When he saw her get up and enter the Union Bar building, he followed her inside. Marika was seated on a seat at the bar, and Brown took up the seat next to her.

			“Hello gorgeous, the name’s Jones, Sam Jones. Can I buy you a drink?”

			“I don’t drink,” said Marika, “but maybe some water. The name’s Maria.”

			Brown noticed her eyes were a different colour and her nose looked slightly bigger. He shook her hand and ordered the drinks. Brown noticed there was an actual man serving the drinks. After the drinks came, Brown motioned her to move to an isolated table away from the bar.

			As they sat down, Brown brought out his packet of mints and offered Marika one. He then took one himself and put down the packet on the table.

			“Great to see you, hope you had no problems getting here,” said Brown. “Those green eyes look really stunning.”

			“I’m wearing coloured lenses. The journey was fairly routine; after all, I’m a trained intelligence officer. I’ve picked up a trick or two when doing surveillance work on how to avoid being tracked.”

			“How did you manage to get away from Tomas?” asked Brown.

			“I overpowered the two security personnel accompanying me from the shuttle after Tomas left. I had to wait for him to leave first,” said Marika.

			“Why’s that?” asked Brown.

			“In case he’s a mandroid. If he is, he’s a very advanced one, like the two you destroyed on Outer Reach, I expect.”

			“How do you know I did such a thing?”

			“It was obvious to me and also probably also to Leela. She has been either ordered to leave you alone, or she has a soft spot for you,” smiled Marika. “That’s why she let you go.”

			“I never thought of that,” admitted Brown.

			She said she couldn’t risk a confrontation with Tomas as he was bound to be stronger than her if he was an advanced mandroid as Brown had thought. He was on the shuttle with Marika, and she knew the signs weren’t good when two officials came to meet her at the space-shuttle port in London. They said that they were both going to accompany her to where they were going to take her. Tomas then left without breaking his cover.

			“What made you so apprehensive?”

			After she had found out that she was not human, thanks to Brown, she had tried to get in touch with the others from the home she had been brought up in. But there was no reply from any of them. Suddenly they were all totally incommunicado. This convinced Marika that her future was probably not very bright.

			Brown wasn’t sure whether it was all right to give her the bad news straight away. He didn’t want to spook her by telling her what Tomas had told him, that all her sisters had been terminated. In any case, he was not sure if this was the truth.

			“Tomas said you’re part of a breeding programme, to see if you could mate with humans to improve the human stock. But the programme has been unsuccessful.”

			 “What do you mean?” asked Marika, surprised.

			“Tomas told me that the other girls have all been terminated because they were unsuccessful in getting pregnant.”

			“So, what are they going to do with me?” asked Marika, her face filled with horror.

			“I don’t know,” said Brown. “They probably wouldn’t terminate you if you were pregnant, but they wouldn’t let you go.”

			“You mean, experiment on us?”

			“I’m afraid so,” said Brown.

			“Can’t you stop it?” agonised Marika.

			“I doubt it.” Brown felt frustrated and very helpless. “You have no rights as you’re not classed as a person under the law, and I have no claim on you. The best thing I could try is to get you away from Earth, after getting you a new identity.”

			“You can do that?” She was surprised.

			“I have some contacts,” said Brown. “Let’s not waste time, let’s go there now and get you the new ID and funds to support yourself first. I’ll tell you about another development on the way.”

			“Now I’m sure why they sent me to meet you, because they knew that you already had a son with an alien Levitian. Because you’re different.”

			“Don’t mention this to anyone,” warned Brown.

			 “Are you sure you want to do this for me? You’re risking a lot.”

			“I don’t have a choice. I’m a sucker for a pretty face.” Brown felt sorry for her, but he also liked her spirit and was determined to do what he could for her.

			Marika thanked him profusely as they jumped into a cab. Brown was thankful that facial recognition technology had been banned from most areas, including cabs, because of privacy issues. It was only present in certain sensitive areas, which included the underground system where it was a deliberate government policy.

			Brown hoped she was not on a wanted list yet as Tomas was pretty confident that she would come to see him. He was glad that she had changed her appearance. Maybe she should permanently alter it, by dying her hair.

			“It would probably be best I suppose,” agreed Marika reluctantly.

			On the way to the address that had been supplied by the shop, where Brown had purchased his security gear, he filled Marika in about Rolf and his associates.

			He had been employing the man, and he had come up with some intriguing information about the project that created her. Apparently, there was a facility just outside London where the programme had been taking shape. Did she know anything about this place?

			“I have no idea,” said Marika, “maybe that’s where they were taking me before I escaped.”

			Brown filled her in about the difficult situation he was in. Rolf was setting a trap to extort money from him. He had made an appointment for the next day, but he wanted to surprise Rolf earlier in his office. He wanted to get hold of the information Rolf had but was worried that there would be too many of them for him to deal with.

			“I can help you,” said Marika. “We need info if we’re to find out what has happened to my sisters.”

			“But it would be very dangerous for you.”

			“I’m willing to take the risk, but what about you? Why should you take such a risk?”

			“I think it’s linked to something else I’m working on. I need to find answers to some questions I have about things.”

			“In that case, we definitely must pay Rolf a visit.”

			 

			 

			Brown and Marika left the cab before they reached their destination. It was a made-to-measure clothes shop and a portrait gallery, which also sold hats. However, when they got inside, they were in for a disappointment. As Marika was not already a client, there was some protocol they had to go through, and it would take a couple of days longer at least. They asked for a lot of details, took a 3D hologram of Marika and asked her if she was going to keep her false nose enhancement or if she wanted to strip it off. She decided she should keep it so they provided her with an address where she could make it permanent.

			They asked Brown to transfer a couple of hundred thousand credits to Marika’s new account, which was going to be in the name of Helga Vatne. Marika would then be charged from this account for their services. Once everything was in place, they could go ahead. An hour passed before they could leave after Marika had also purchased a hat and ordered some clothes.

			“We need to find you a place to stay before I go back to the hotel. I can’t take you back there as they will be watching for you and I have to go back in case they miss me.”

			“We need a cheap area where they’re not too fussy,” said Marika.

			“Are you armed?” asked Brown.

			“Of course,” said Marika. “I’ve also done some research about where to go, but I only came into town this morning and didn’t have time to look. I took a rather circuitous route to get here, but it looks like I wasted my time if they’re expecting me to show up here.”

			“Well, they can’t be sure, so you did the right thing,” Brown consoled her.

			Another half an hour later, they were booked in as Mr and Mrs Black. Brown paid with mini gold bars and also gave Marika a few of them. As Brown lay on the bed, he felt somewhat mentally exhausted. Marika stroked his hair softly and kissed him. He held her tightly against him and kissed her back. Was it love? Probably not, but it was close enough. He had become very fond of her.

			Later they went for a meal around the corner and afterwards Brown walked her back to the hotel. Marika asked him what the plan was for the next day. Brown told her not to call him. He would meet her at her hotel by lunchtime. He would wait for Rolf to contact him. His meeting with him was scheduled for 5.30 p.m. at the bar, but he wanted to hit Rolf’s office at 4 p.m. and surprise him. Brown left soon afterwards for his own hotel.

			When he got there, he took off his wig in a men’s room on another floor and made his way back to his suite. Once there, he ordered another meal on room service to register his presence in the hotel. It had been a long day, so he wanted to freshen up, but while he was thinking about it, there was a knock on his door.

			That meal’s here pretty quick, thought Brown, as he opened the door and got a gun shoved into his face. It was the two thugs he had seen at Jake’s Bar the other night.

			“Surprise!” said the large blonde man with the gun and pushed his way in.

			“I thought the meeting was for tomorrow,” said Brown. “I haven’t got the money yet.”

			“That’s all right, we’re getting paid much more for this job,” said the man with the gun. “Regards from your friend Brett, we know who you are.”

			“What do you want?” asked Brown.

			“We’re coming to that,” said the other man, “but first we want to know where the girl is.” He was slightly shorter than the first one, but of a stronger build. His face carried a permanent sneer matching the cruel look in his eyes.

			“Which girl?” Brown asked.

			“The artificial one you’ve been having fun with. We know all about her from Brett. Your friend saw her with you on Outer Reach. That’s why you’re so keen to find out about the artificial breeding programme.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Brown. “She seemed perfectly normal to me. In any case, I haven’t seen her since I left the cruise ship.”

			“Check him for weapons, he’s tricky,” said the first man. Brown held the lapels of his jacket open and the second man took the gun out from his shoulder holster. “See, I told you. Brett warned Rolf about him.”

			“Where’s Rolf?” asked Brown. “Why is he suddenly interested in this girl?”

			“She’s worth a lot of money to the right party. Now tell us where she is.” The second man slapped Brown hard across his face.

			“You’re making a mistake,” said Brown.

			“No, the mistake is yours,” said the second man again. He slapped Brown hard again, this time with the butt of his own gun. It hurt like hell. “You’ve already made your speech, so they won’t miss you too much if we kill you.”

			Brown told him that he could pay them a lot of money if they let him go, but they were not interested in Brown’s money. Brett wanted him to pay for what Brown had done to him. The man had a wicked grin on his face. This was obviously something he enjoyed doing.

			“Now tell us where the girl is if you know what’s good for you. We’ll have to hurt you badly if you don’t,” said the first man.

			“Tell Rolf I want to do a deal,” said Brown.

			“So you do know where she is?” said the first man.

			“I didn’t say that, but maybe I can find out. How did you get past hotel security?” Brown knew he had to keep them talking if he was going to survive.

			“They think we’re on official business. Now sit down over there while we speak to Rolf.” 

			As Brown sat down, there was suddenly a knock on the door again at that moment.

			“Who’s that?” asked the second man turning sideways. The man holding the gun was also distracted for a second. Brown shot him through the heart with his wrist weapon, and he slumped to the floor with a squeal, a look of surprise and pain on his face.

			As the second man tried to spin around, Brown shot him in the left arm, which held Brown’s gun. He dropped it with a shriek but tried to reach for his own gun with his right hand. Brown shot him again in the right arm. He squealed again and dropped the other gun.

			Brown wanted him alive. He got up and kicked him savagely in his abdomen, and as the man doubled up, Brown knocked him out with a blow to his face. There was another knock at the door. 

			“Just a minute,” said Brown, as he collected his own gun and holstered it. He kicked the other guns away out of reach. Brown opened the door a little and looked outside. It was the meal he had ordered, a hamburger.

			“Is everything all right, sir?” asked the attendant.

			Brown assured him that everything was fine. He opened the door slightly more and accepted the food and gave the man a mini gold bar. He looked ecstatic as he left, not believing his eyes. Brown closed the door and gave the second man another kick in the ribs. He groaned; he was awake, his eyes now open and full of fear.

			Brown bit into the hamburger and realised one of his teeth was slightly loose. He shifted the hamburger to the other side of his mouth and smiled at the man.

			“Now tell me exactly where and when Rolf is expecting you back,” said Brown.

			“At his office,” the man cowered.

			“I suppose he sent you to kill me once I told you where the girl is,” said Brown.

			“No, he didn’t,” pleaded the man. “We were just going to rough you up a little.” The man’s eyes now looked slightly furtive, and the sneer was gone. “We’re both government agents, looking into Rolf’s connections. When your name came up, we were asked to investigate you and find the girl.”

			“Why don’t I believe you? Even if you’re an agent, you seem to be a rogue one,” said Brown trying to make up his mind.

			“Why don’t you believe me? There is a group of people out there who want you dead. I can provide you with information on them.”

			“What about your colleague? I’ve killed him, so what will happen about that?”

			“You give us the girl, and I’ll make sure nothing happens to you. I’ll say you shot him in self-defence.” Incredibly the man was still bargaining with him.

			“I wouldn’t give you the girl, even if I trusted you,” Brown cut him short.

			“So you know where the girl is?” the man sounded desperate.

			“Yes,” said Brown. He pulled out his gun from his shoulder holster in one swift, smooth motion and shot the man through the eye. He had concluded that he didn’t have much choice in the matter. He wanted to surprise Rolf that evening and couldn’t take the chance of letting the man live, in case he somehow managed to warn Rolf beforehand. He also didn’t want the man to give his version of events to the authorities, contradicting Brown’s own version. There was too much at stake.

			Brown looked at the second man. The laser had made a hole in his eye socket and cauterised it, as the dead man took on a grotesque look. His wrist weapon had only made very small holes and had also cauterised the wounds, so there was hardly any bleeding. Brown took off the first man’s jacket and put it on over his own. The man was slightly bigger than Brown, so it fitted, and as his shot had missed the jacket, there was no hole in it. Brown also borrowed his hat. He put them both in a bag with his blonde wig, to change into later.

			He searched both men and found what he was looking for, three electronic entry keys. One of them was bound to fit Rolf’s building’s door. Before leaving, he took out his larger gun and shot the two men again, where he had shot them with the wrist weapon, to hide the signature effect of that gun. He used very short bursts so as not to cause too much damage.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			Brown reached Rolf’s office soon after ten. He had hailed a taxi further down the road, instead of taking a cab from the hotel, even though he was in a hurry.

			The building looked deserted from the outside as it was quite late, but Brown knew that Rolf was still in there on the second floor. He was waiting for the return of his two agents with the news. Rolf had given Brown the details of his office earlier, before his first meeting with him, though Brown had declined that invitation to go there.

			As Brown, applied the cards on the security sensor, he almost felt a pang of remorse for executing the last man. Was he developing a conscience? However, he knew from his past experience, ruthlessness was one of the keys to his survival. He was almost sure that he would not have survived the ordeal if he had not managed to turn the tables on them, after what he had done to Brett. This was no time for weakness.

			The second card worked and the front door opened with a click. Brown had the hat pulled down over his blonde wig, so it would be difficult to make out his face on a monitor.

			He went to the elevator and pressed the key for the second floor, but came out of it as the lift moved up and climbed the stairs instead. He didn’t want to be confronted by anybody when the lift door opened.

			Brown came up the stairwell and stood in front of another set of double doors. The doors were open, and Brown moved past them looking for Rolf’s office. As he moved forward as silently as possible, he heard Rolf’s voice to his right. He was talking to somebody on his office communicator. Brown opened the door and stepped in.

			“Where’s—?” Rolf looked at him and didn’t finish the sentence. Surprise showed on his face, but he made no effort to reach for a weapon, as Brown was already pointing his gun at him. Brown silently motioned for him to switch off the communicator.

			“Something’s come up. I’ll call you back later,” said Rolf and hung up. “What are you doing here?” he asked Brown.

			“None of your men could make it,” said Brown and smiled. “I’m here instead.”

			“What are you talking about?” asked Rolf, trying to look nonchalant.

			“I came to see you. I think you have some information for me.”

			“What information? You’re supposed to see me tomorrow.” Rolf tried to brush him off.

			“Cut out the games, both your men are dead. Unless you want to die immediately, you will give me the correct information about the artificial breeding programme. I know you have it.”

			“What are you going to do to me after you get the information?” asked Rolf. He seemed genuinely worried now. 

			“Depends on the information. Where is it?”

			“In my drawer. It’s highly sensitive.” Rolf went to open his drawer.

			“Not so fast. Stand up and come out here,” ordered Brown. “Keep your hands on your head. I’ll shoot you if you move them.”

			“I won’t,” said Rolf.

			Brown moved around to the other side of the desk. “Okay, turn your back towards me and keep your hands behind your head.”

			Brown opened the drawer; there was no gun inside. He continued searching, found a packet and opened it. There they were, some photos, but no map of the location. There was also another item that was shaped like a gun, but clearly, it wasn’t one.

			Rolf was a big man, and he probably had a gun under his jacket. However, Brown didn’t want to go near him to relieve him of it, in case he tried to grab Brown. He didn’t want him to take it out using his other hand either.

			 “Where did you get hold of these?” asked Brown.

			“I have my sources, but as you can probably see, we haven’t got the location. If you kill me there’s no way you’re going to get it,” said Rolf.

			“So you’ve been in touch with Brett; does he know anything about these?”

			“Of course. He wants to pay me a lot for the research and for the girl too,” shrugged Rolf.

			Brown asked him if it was a government project.

			Rolf told him he didn’t think so. It seemed the project had been a failure and could be wound down. All he knew was that there were a lot of people who would be interested in the research if they could get hold of it.

			Brown also asked him what Brett had wanted Rolf to do to him. Rolf assured him that Brett didn’t want anything to happen to Brown. He just wanted to get hold of the girl for research purposes. Therefore Brown had killed two men for nothing, protested Rolf.

			 Brown replied that he thought Rolf was lying. Those men didn’t look like they were going to let Brown go. He was desperately trying to work out what to do with Rolf at that moment.

			“Brett told me he had instructions from Leela not to harm you, even though she knows that you have destroyed the two advanced mandroids on Outer Reach.”

			To find out more about how Rolf’s mind was working, while deciding what to do with him, Brown asked Rolf about the strange new device in Rolf’s drawer. The answer took Brown by surprise; it was a device which could control advanced mandroids and even reprogramme them. Obviously, one needed to know what they were doing.

			“Why are you giving me all this information?” asked Brown.

			“So you can allow me to live, instead of killing me,” said Rolf. “I can be very useful to you.”

			“You’ll kill me at the first opportunity you get,” said Brown.

			“Not if you pay me,” said Rolf.

			“How much?”

			“Give me 10,000 international credits for the info and for the device, including instructions on how to use it. I’m sure you have the money.”

			“And you’ll leave the girl and me alone.”

			“Sure, why not? There must be a few more left in the facility.”

			“Where do I send you the money?” asked Brown.

			“I’ll give you the details,” said Rolf.

			Brown ordered Rolf to turn around and lift his gun out with his thumb and forefinger and throw it on the floor. Rolf did as he was told without showing any signs of hostility.

			Brown asked Rolf where he got the device from. Rolf said Brett supplied him with the Zinger, as they called the device. It had been developed by another organisation to which Junkers had supplied advanced mandroids. Junkers Corporation didn’t know anything about the device. 

			Brown remarked that the advanced mandroids would be useless if it fell into the hands of the enemy. He was bemused that something like that was already in existence, while the mandroids were still at a development stage and was sure he didn’t entirely believe Rolf that Brett was the source.

			“Exactly. The funny thing is the device does not work on the old type of mandroids,” Rolf carried on. He assured Brown that he didn’t want to tangle with Brown anymore unless they did some business again. Brown was really a very dangerous man. He had destroyed two super mandroids and now killed two of his best men. Nobody he knew could boast of that. 

			“I’ll be more than happy with the 10,000 credits. I doubt I’ll get a better offer without a lot of repercussions.”

			“What will you tell Brett?”

			“The breeding programme has been terminated along with all the specimens.”

			“Good, I’ll take the device and your account details. I’ll send you the money soon. From time to time, I may need your help, but I’ll pay you well,” said Brown.

			“Sure, I’ll help you out if I can.” Brown watched him as he took out the stuff and put it in a bag for him. He also wrote down an account number.

			“Don’t worry; it’s not bugged,” laughed Rolf. He pulled out a bug scanner and ran it over the bag. “I found the device you put in the package, but probably after you already got enough information from it.”

			“What about Brett? What was he trying to do to me back on the Outer Reach?”

			“He was going to ship you to Levita,” Rolf laughed again. “You’re still worth a lot of money out there, it seems.”

			“Don’t get tempted to come after me and tell him to leave me alone. Next time I won’t spare him or you.”

			“Be careful,” said Rolf, as Brown left. “You still have a lot of other enemies.”

			 

			 

			Brown made his way to the hotel where Marika was holed up, making sure he wasn’t being followed. He wanted to leave a few of the things with her before he made his way back to the Grand Hotel.    

			Marika opened the door cautiously and let him in, looking a little surprised by his borrowed jacket and hat. Brown filled her in with the evening’s events and his discovery that some of Marika’s sisters were probably still being held at a secret facility. He called them sisters because of a lack of a more suitable word, and it was a term she had herself used.

			“We need to get them out of there before they are killed,” pleaded Marika.

			“We have absolutely zero chance of success,” said Brown. “You’ll be signing your own death warrant, and I don’t really want to spend another twenty years in prison.”      

			“You just can’t leave them there,” protested Marika.

			“I’m afraid you have to think in terms of saving yourself, especially now that you’ve managed to get away. It’s going to be an uphill struggle just to manage that.” Brown gave her a hug, trying to make her accept the status quo, but she was not very happy.

			He told her that it was going to be a busy time the following day, to put it mildly. There was going to be a major investigation when they found out what had happened if they hadn’t done so already. He would have to get past that before he could see her again.

			“What about our appointment for my new ID?”

			He said she would have to go to the place by herself. They would be paid if they were able to do the job. She just had to collect the items from them after she got the details about her new funds and how she could access it. 

			Brown told her that he wanted to leave some stuff with her, as he didn’t want to be caught in possession of these things, in case they searched his hotel suite. Brown took off his wrist weapon and gave it to Marika along with the device and the file he had picked up from Rolf, putting them in the bag Rolf had given him.

			“What does that do?” asked Marika.

			“It’s called a Zinger, and it’s supposed to disable advanced mandroids, but I don’t fully know how it works yet. The instructions are there, you can read them. I’ve paid a lot of money for it, so don’t lose it.”

			Brown decided that he needed a couple of hours of sleep before going back to his own hotel. He needed to think things through and what his next steps should be as a lot of things were happening at the same time. He needed to keep abreast of the situation.

			When Brown awoke, he found Marika intently studying the instructions for the zinger. He felt rested and made love to Marika with great intensity. He needed to get rid of all the day’s tensions that had built up inside him, and Marika also wanted to take her mind off her own stressful situation. When they had finished, he asked her if she had learned anything from the instructions. She told him that it didn’t seem too complicated and she should be able to operate it. 

			Brown gave her instructions to move out of the hotel after he left and find a different location. He told her not to contact him for at least a week. He would try his best to meet her the day after a week later at Union Square again, at a similar time. If it was not possible, she should be there the following day as well. It was best for her to assume her new identity as soon as she got it.

			It was almost early morning when he reached the hotel. He went to another floor and changed out of the other man’s jacket and hat and his wig and then made his way to his room.

			The room was still in the same state he had left it. He managed to put the jacket back on the dead man with difficulty, and when he was ready, he called the reception and asked for the hotel security.

			He didn’t have to wait too long; within five minutes, he was opening the door to a burly, sour-faced man, who seemed totally shocked to confront the scene in the room. It was obvious to him that it had all taken place sometime earlier.

			“Last night,” confirmed Brown.

			“Why didn’t you report it earlier?”

			“I panicked and took off,” said Brown. “In case somebody else came looking for me. I wasn’t too happy about security here.”

			“We have to report it to the authorities immediately,” the security man said. “I presume you shot them.”

			“That’s right,” said Brown. “I was lucky.”

			“You’ll have to surrender your gun to me,” said the man.

			“I’m surrendering nothing until the authorities get here,” retorted Brown. “You’ll find I’m authorised to carry the weapon for my own protection.”

			The security man decided not to push the point further. He called reception to ask them to inform the authorities and ordered Brown to stay in his room. Brown informed him that he had no intention of going anywhere.

			Duly within half an hour, another group of high-level security people arrived, including a batch from the local police with a forensic team. Because of Brown’s high status, the team contained some agents from the FBI, which had remained the principal security organisation in the country, since its inception back in the twentieth century.

			Brown was taken to another room for questioning, while the forensics got on with their business. There were two men questioning him; both were stockily built and muscle-bound. They introduced themselves as Special Agent Fenton and Special Agent Rogers. They had been sent down especially to deal with Brown.

			“You’re a very important man, Your Excellency,” Fenton purred. “Obviously you must have a few enemies, it seems. What did they want from you?”

			“I don’t really know. I was expecting a hamburger, which I had ordered from room service. When I opened the door, after hearing a knock, thinking my hamburger had arrived, they pushed their way in.”

			“You know you have a door monitor here, through which you can check who is outside. You have to switch it on though,” said Rogers.

			“I was expecting the hamburger, so I didn’t think of that,” said Brown.

			“What time did it happen?” asked Fenton again.

			“Around 8.30 to 9 p.m., I think. I’m not exactly sure,” said Brown. “I had just returned to the hotel.”

			“Were you visiting anybody or anywhere special?” asked Rogers.

			“No, just sightseeing. I’m only here for a few days to address the UR Assembly, which I have already done.”

			“That’s why we’ve been sent to try to facilitate things here,” said Rogers.

			“In what way?” Brown asked.

			Fenton said the local police could be quite brutal and may not be courteous enough to a senior diplomat like him. They wanted to help keep them in check and get to the bottom of things as soon as possible.

			“There’s not much mystery here,” said Brown. “They were clearly out to rob me. They surprised me but didn’t know I was armed. When the guy delivering my hamburger knocked on the door, they got distracted, and I shot them. That’s all.”

			“Why did they pick on you?” asked Fenton. “Did they ask you for anything in particular; were they after something special?”

			Brown told them that he didn’t get a chance to find out much. At first, he thought it might be an assassination attempt, that’s why he shot them. However, he now thought they were just out to rob him, as they didn’t kill him immediately when they had the chance, but now he would never know for sure. Brown decided it was best to keep Marika out of things.

			“Why did you not report the matter straight away?” Fenton asked.

			“Well, I panicked,” said Brown, “in case there were more of them. I thought I would be safer away from here.”

			“There seems to be no report of you leaving the hotel,” said Rogers.

			“I put on his hat to look less conspicuous.”

			“It seems there was an incident on the ship when you were coming here,” said Fenton.

			“There was an attempt to kidnap me, but I managed to get out of it.”

			“You must have a few enemies then,” commented Fenton. “What happened to the girl you were with on the ship?”

			“We parted company at the space docking-port. She went to London, I think.”

			“Well, she’s missing. An investigator named Tomas Kolev is looking for her and has already informed you of this fact,” said Rogers.

			“Sorry, I didn’t pay too much attention to it. What has it got to do with me? I have a very busy schedule. This week I have to go for a debriefing at the UR building and then soon to London for my regeneration.”

			“That was quite a speech you gave at the assembly,” said Fenton. “Do you really believe in all that, this threat from super mandroids? What do you know about them? Have you met any?”

			“Maybe you’re two of them. Apparently, it’s difficult to tell them apart from humans, or so I’ve heard. Tomas could be one as well. Have you checked him out?” smiled Brown.

			“Sure, have your little joke, why not? Anyway, where’s the weapon that you used?”

			“I’ve got it right here.” Brown showed them his shoulder holster.

			“Have you got any other ones?” asked Rogers.

			“One’s enough, don’t you think so?”

			“You seem to be quite a good shot,” smiled Rogers grimly.

			“I’ve had a lot of practice,” said Brown. “What’s that got to do with this enquiry?”

			“Just building up your profile,” said Fenton. “You may have to surrender your weapon.”

			“On what authority? You can clearly see I need it for self-protection. I have the highest clearance to carry a weapon.”

			“We may need to examine it.”

			Brown didn’t see the purpose in that. They already knew that he had killed the two men. Their weapons were with them in the other room. He needed his own to survive. The security there was useless as they had no problem getting to him. So he was going to keep his gun.

			“We’ll see about that,” said Rogers.

			“I thought you said that you were here to help me,” complained Brown.

			“We also have to do our job,” said Fenton.

			“How does it help by disarming me, unless you have another agenda? I will need to call somebody first before you can take my gun.”

			“Keep it for the moment. I hope you don’t kill anybody else. Let’s go back to the lounge,” said Fenton.

			As they entered the other room, Brown saw they were already in the process of removing the bodies. A man came up to Fenton and whispered something to him.

			“They’ve identified the bodies. These men were federal agents,” said Fenton.

			“What?” Brown nearly fell off his feet. So the man had been telling the truth. “Why were they trying to rob me?”

			“Maybe, they were just trying to question you,” said Rogers.

			“They never showed me any ID,” said Brown.

			“They don’t seem to have any on them. They must’ve been working undercover.”

			“That’s surprising,” admitted Brown.

			“We need to find out more about what they were up to,” said Fenton. “We’ll be back. Meanwhile, don’t try to leave town. We’ll be monitoring your every move.”

			“I’m going nowhere,” said Brown. 

			”We’ll be leaving you now,” said Fenton again. 

			“We’ll be in touch,” said Rogers.

			Brown breathed a sigh of relief at their departure. At least he was not being taken into custody. He then remembered that the drugs he had bought from Rolf were still in his safe and he was really glad he had not been searched. That could have established a link with Rolf pretty quickly and that these men had been working with or for Rolf. Brown didn’t need any questions about that connection at present. 

			There was no way Brown was going to be able to see Marika again in a hurry. He hoped that she would get her new ID soon and survive on her own for a while until Brown felt safe to meet her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			The next morning Brown decided to have breakfast at one of the hotel’s restaurants. He wanted to relax and have an easy day for a change. This was his opportunity for a break from the manic cycle of activity he had been thrust into.

			Just as he was about to leave for his meal, he got a call from the reception that Col. Saunders and Mr Richardson, the two UR Assembly representatives, wanted to see him in an hour. They would take him somewhere for a high-level meeting. So much for a nice restful day, thought Brown.

			A few minutes later, he got accosted by some reporters before he could get into the restaurant for his breakfast.

			“Your Excellency,” said one, “we’ve had reports of a shooting taking place in your suite of rooms. Could you please comment on that incident?”

			“That’s correct,” said Brown. This was his chance to get a message out to Marika, in case she felt tempted to contact him.

			“Is it true you shot two men?” asked another reporter. “If so, why?”

			“They attacked me after forcing their way into my hotel apartment,” said Brown.

			“Shouldn’t you be in custody?”

			“As far as I know I’m in the clear, but there’s an FBI investigation going on, and I’m under surveillance until that is concluded.”

			“Who were these two men?” asked another journalist.

			“I have no idea.”

			“How long will the investigation take?”

			“I don’t really know, but at least a week I’m sure.” Brown hoped Marika would get the message, that there was no way to meet up for at least a week. This is what he had told her the night before.

			 

			 

			Col. Saunders and Mr Richardson were waiting for him when he came out of the restaurant after finishing a leisurely breakfast. Brown was in no hurry to meet them.

			“What’s up?” asked Brown.

			“Didn’t you get our message? We asked you to be ready.”

			 

			 

			“I am ready,” said Brown. “What’s so urgent about this meeting? Things have been rather hectic here, and I didn’t get much sleep.”

			“Well, you seem to have really done it this time,” said Saunders, “but still, you can’t keep the EPA council waiting.”

			“What have they told you about what I’ve done?”

			“You shot dead two federal agents. They should lock you up and throw away the key,” said Mr Richardson.

			“Well, I didn’t know they were agents. They burst into my suite at gunpoint and attacked me,” said Brown.“That’s your story,” said Saunders.

			“They didn’t show me any ID or even have any on them to prove their status,” protested Brown.

			“They were probably working undercover, and most likely had a good reason to suspect you of something,” said Richardson.

			“Me? For what reason? I’ve just come back to Earth for rejuvenation after a long mission. A mission that was highly successful, I might add.”

			“Which is the only reason why you’re not in custody,” said Saunders. “You’re a national treasure at the moment.”

			“Good to hear that,” said Brown with a sigh of relief.

			“Are you ready to go?” asked Richardson.

			“Where are we going?”

			“You’re due to meet the full EPA council, specially convened for an emergency session and then to have a one-to-one meeting with one of the council members.”

			High honours indeed, thought Brown. 

			“Why the sudden interest in me?” he asked them.

			“We don’t know,” said Richardson dejectedly. It seemed to Brown that those two representatives were not as high up in the chain as they had been purporting to be. What was so important and secretive that even they were out of the loop? It was interesting, to say the least, and there was only one way to find out.

			“I’m ready,” said Brown, “let’s go.”

			There was an official car waiting for them in front of the hotel; a sleek black limousine with an attendant driver in uniform. The car took off with them; only official cars were allowed to fly in the city. There had been too many accidents to allow everybody to fly. The other cars merely hovered, though wheels had not gone out of fashion completely.

			They soon reached their destination. It was a very large, plain, nondescript building close to the main UR building. Inside, however, the building was very plush and had an underground connection to the main UR Assembly building. The meeting was going to take place five floors below ground level.

			Brown had to check his weapon in at the security and then go through a scanner, before being escorted downstairs by two grim-faced men. This was as far as Saunders and Richardson were allowed to go.

			They arrived at a huge reception area, where Brown was asked to take a seat. A girl came up to him and offered him refreshments, which he accepted. He opted for a mango juice as it reminded him of his favourite drink he used to have on Pirrus.

			As he sat sipping his drink, a figure emerged from one of the doors into the reception area. It was Leela. Surprise registered on his face as he saw her. She came over to greet him.

			“Your Excellency, this is a nice surprise,” she said with a very broad smile. Brown remembered that smile, along with a few other things, but particularly the smile.

			“The same goes for me,” said Brown, “though I think the surprise is mainly mine.” He got up to greet her.

			“Well, we’re breathing rather rarefied air these days,” said Leela approvingly.

			“I thought the air was denser down here, so far below ground,” said Brown.

			“Haven’t lost your sense of humour, I see. It looks like you’ve been up to your old tricks again,” laughed Leela.

			“How do you mean?”

			“Shooting dead two undercover agents. You’re turning into a ruthless killer; even though the other two were mandroids.” Leela seemed well informed.

			“I thought you said you didn’t think I was responsible,” quipped Brown.

			“Did I?” she laughed again. “I thought I said that’s what I was going to tell my father.”

			“What are you doing here?” asked Brown.

			“I came to see my father. How about you?” Brown was sure Leela already knew why he was there, and it was too much of a coincidence that she was also there, but went along with it.

			He told her that the EPA council had asked to meet him and they were having an emergency session. Leela confirmed the information and informed him that her dad was one of the council members.

			One of the two grim-faced men who had accompanied him downstairs came up to them and asked Brown to go with him. He was about to be seen by the council.

			“I’ll wait for you here,” said Leela. “You’ll have to meet my father and go for lunch with us.”

			“It might be a long wait,” said Brown. “Apparently I have to also see a council member first, after the meeting.”

			“Don’t worry; you’ve earned the time,” Leela smiled. “I’m sure my father will want to meet you.” Brown had a good idea of what she really wanted for lunch.

			He followed the man into the council chamber. The councillors sat on a raised dais in a semicircle. There was the main seating area in front of them, where also sat people who had various functions. The walls of the chamber were opulently decorated with murals, and the furniture was made out of pure mahogany. Brown was asked to take a seat in front of them.

			Brown sat down and cast an eye on the council members, who all looked rather young except one, a man of Chinese extraction. Obviously, the rejuvenation programme was working rather well. Some of them, though, looked more mature as they were probably nearing the end of the cycle, before the next regeneration.

			Brown sat there not knowing what to expect as this was the first time he had come before the EPA council. He thought he recognised Leela’s dad, Vincent Junkers, from pictures he had seen of him on news broadcasts. He was seated on one side of the dais.

			There were ten men and five women on the council. A woman seated at the centre of the dais spoke up.

			“Welcome to the Council Chamber, Arbitrator Brown. I am Chairperson Celia Johnson. You are here to give us an insight into what happened in Pirrus and also give your opinion into the Levitian involvement in the insurrection. However, we note that you have caused some controversy yourself by demanding self-government for Pirrus personally and seemed to be out of control in the UR Assembly. Now you have caused further controversy by killing two federal agents yesterday.” The councillor motioned Brown to speak.

			 “Well, I was sent to Pirrus, Your Grace, to put down a rebellion, which I did successfully. At that time, my only thought was to return to Earth for regeneration. However, I found out that an invasion was being planned by Baccra, with the possible help of Levita.“I took what steps I could to stop the invasion. As you already know, the starship sent to defend the planet was blown up and we were left completely at the mercy of the Baccrans, with the small local fleet destroyed as well. I had no choice but to enlist the help of the natives to survive. I only got this help by promising them self-rule. I’d like to think I’m a man of my word.”

			“You also seem to be a man of dubious character as you were imprisoned for tax evasion and there were other circumstances behind it as well,” said Chairperson Johnson.

			“Yes, I readily admit that,” said Brown, “and I paid for my sins. However, it remains the fact that I was specially picked for this job as a person who could see it through, based on my previous track record.”

			Brown carried on to explain that they had survived the invasion by Baccra, in which most of their fleet got destroyed, and had managed to hold on until help arrived again, thereby securing the vast deposits of mito-carbonium. So, he thought it was a small price to pay to give the Pirrussians semi-autonomous status. He just wanted to make this point in his speech at the assembly, in case the EPA was thinking of changing its mind. Also, the other fact that had been established was that the Pirrussians were originally from Earth.

			“Yes, yes, we know all that and thanks to you, they know it as well. So, we have agreed to your demands.” The chairperson seemed eager to get on.

			“I humbly thank all your graces for your wise decision,” said Brown. A little humility at this point was very important, decided Brown.

			Another council member, Admiral Smith, spoke up.

			“What we’re interested in is the involvement of Levita in the whole matter and to know what steps we should take to punish them?” he asked.

			This statement alarmed Brown greatly. What they were thinking about was probably war with Levita. Already he knew what was happening to the Baccrans. They had already lost their colony in the proximate solar system and were facing severe sanctions. He had to be careful about what he said.

			The involvement of Levita was not proven, Brown told them. They had found some arms manufactured by Levita that had been supplied to the rebels, but they were interplanetary arms exporters, so the arms could have been supplied by Baccra.

			“We have a report that the Pirrussian Earth Fleet was destroyed by the Levitians, from the captain of the ship that managed to survive,” said Admiral Smith.

			Brown said that when the captain had reported to him, the man had said that it was an unidentified fleet that attacked them, which the captain thought was Levitian. But there were other worlds which were opposed to Earth, worlds that were once Earth’s colonies.

			“How do you know that?” asked Chairperson Johnson sharply.

			“There was an attempt to abduct me from the cruise ship Space Adventurer, by an unidentified ship which was being chased by an Earth warship. We managed to take a prisoner, who told me that they were from a federation of planets which was opposed to EPA policy.”

			“Do you think the attack on our fleet was not by the Levitians?” asked another council member.

			“I’m not saying it was or it wasn’t, I just don’t know. But, if you start a war with Levita, you may get this federation of planets joining up with them. Is Earth strong enough to defeat them all? We are very short of manpower,” said Brown.

			“You seem to know a lot about Earth’s weaknesses, but we may have a surprise for you.”

			Did they mean the super mandroids? He told them he thought that was going down a very dangerous path to becoming dependent on them. That could be the AI situation all over again.

			“How can you be so sure?” Vincent Junkers spoke up. “They are fully under our control and nowhere as powerful as the old AIs of the past. They’re individual machines and cannot control vast networks.”

			“But they can access them, and they’re thinking machines which can make independent decisions.”

			“How do you know all that?” asked Junkers. 

			“I have met one who seems to be a security agent or investigator of some sort,” said Brown. He wasn’t sure about Tomas, but this was no time to be shy.

			“Really!” said Chairperson Johnson. “I’ve never heard such rubbish in my life.”

			“I have it on good authority,” said Brown, “but it is up to you to believe me or not. Also, have you thought what could happen if other people found a way to control them?”

			“Then you don’t think we should confront Levita and go to war with them? Soon they may be too strong.”

			“So you want to batter them like you’re doing with the Baccrans,” smiled Brown.

			“We don’t have any such plans at present, but we’re considering the idea,” said another councillor. “Tell me, don’t you have a son on Levita? Is that why you’re so interested in avoiding confrontation with them?”

			“That’s what I’ve been told. I haven’t met him yet. As you probably already know I’m a wanted man on Levita.”

			“We also know that you are the first Earthman to have a son with a Levitian woman,” said the councillor.

			“It seems so, so what does that make me in your eyes?”

			“Unique,” said the chairperson, “but we still consider you a loyal servant of Earth with Earth’s best interest in mind. We shall consider what you have said and make our decision soon. Meanwhile, we wish you a good stay on Earth, before your next mission.”

			“I have another mission?” Brown was surprised. “I was thinking of retiring after my regeneration.”

			“Not so fast,” said the chairperson. “Maybe you don’t remember, but you signed up for another ten years, before your last mission.”

			The funny thing was, Brown didn’t remember. He had been so desperate to escape prison; he had signed everything that had been put in front of him before being sent to Pirrus.

			“Goodbye, Arbitrator Brown. Enjoy your holiday on Earth. Wait outside to be called for a meeting with Councillor Chin, who has asked to see you personally.”

			Brown nodded to them and left the chamber in silence. This was a development he hadn’t contemplated. He had been rather looking forward to a long holiday.

			He met Leela outside, who said she was still waiting for her dad to come out from the meeting. Brown decided it was in his best interest to meet Leela’s dad, as he would probably be able to offer some clues as to what his next assignment would be.

			“I have to go back for a meeting with Councillor Chin before I can leave. Are you sure you can wait for me?” asked Brown. “I don’t know why he wants to see me, but I doubt it will take very long.”

			“I can wait,” said Leela. “I’m sure I can persuade my dad as well.”

			“Good,” said Brown, as he saw one of the two men who escorted him initially, approaching.

			 

			 

			Brown was ushered into a smaller side room to meet Chin, who seemed to be rather showing his age. Brown realised he hadn’t been for regeneration for a while. He was a slightly plump, round Chinese man with a balding head. All things a man in his position could easily avoid unless one thought it was fashionable not to do so.

			“Thanks for coming,” said Chin. “You’re probably wondering why I called you here.”

			“I’m intrigued,” said Brown. “Is it about my new assignment?”

			Councillor Chin broke into Earthspeak3 suddenly. 

			“Wrong, I don’t care about your mission,” said Chin. “I used to know your father. We were friends.” Brown noticed he was also using a disrupter. Obviously, he was taking no chances.

			Brown replied back in Earthspeak3, which was a version of Mandarin Chinese that had survived the centuries. It seemed to come quite easily to him, even though he hadn’t used it since he had learnt it many years ago.

			“What happened to him?”

			“I don’t know; he disappeared suddenly. But, before he did, he asked me to help you if you survived so far and showed certain signs.”

			“Signs of what?”

			“A changeling.”

			“How do you mean?” asked Brown, he didn’t want to give anything away.

			“Somebody who can change shape.”

			“You think I can do that?” 

			“You can speak Earthspeak3 fluently, as I’m sure you can speak Earthspeak2 and I expect Levitian as well. Great language skills without trying are the first sign. You’re showing all the signs of a basic changeling.”

			“Which is?” asked Brown.

			“You can change back to an amphibian, maybe under duress.”

			 “How can you be sure?”

			“I think you’re regenerating on your own, without going through the process and you’ve had a son with a Levitian woman. Unfortunately, I’m not the only one who would have noticed these things.”

			“Your point being?”

			“Somebody is killing all the new Changelings, so you’re in danger. We don’t know why.”

			“If you don’t know who they are why do you think I’m in danger?”

			“Sorry, I don’t know. Your father told me the signs and if you exhibited them to warn you. He should know, he was a Changeling himself.”

			“I was told that he died in a car accident.”

			“Not true, I expect. You see, your mother was human. Most hybrid babies are put out for adoption unless they exhibit early signs of being a Changeling. You showed no signs of being one, as most babies don’t, but sometimes there are late developers like you.”

			“I was abandoned then,” said Brown dejectedly.

			“I suppose so, but he made provision for you to be looked after. You’d probably be having this conversation with him if he was still around.”

			“What happened to my mother?”

			“She did die in an accident, but under suspicious circumstances.”

			“Why are you telling me all this?” asked Brown.

			As Brown’s father was a good friend of his, he wanted Brown to survive. But, maybe Brown could also do something for Chin as he seemed to be good at solving problems. He should try to find out why the Chinese birth rate was suddenly falling. The low sperm count seemed to be affecting the Chinese disproportionately.

			Brown told him that he needed more information if Chin had any to offer. Brown was not at all sure how he could help. Still, it seemed rude to refuse the man.

			“We can’t talk here anymore. They will start suspecting us. Here’s my card. Call me to fix a meeting in private. We can discuss these things in more detail.”

			“There was one other thing,” said Brown. “What are the chances of a war with Levita, and can it be stopped?” 

			“You’re concerned about your son, I think,” Chin mused. “There is no appetite for further wars amongst the Chinese, but unfortunately, they are preoccupied with the problem of the sperm count at present to pay much attention to the Junkers Corporation.”

			“So, if I find a solution to it, you’d help me stop any invasion?”

			“I could certainly try,” smiled Chin.

			Brown took the card and said goodbye. As he turned to leave, Chin spoke again.

			“Be careful about Vincent Junkers; your father never liked him.”

			Brown turned his head, nodded and then left the room. Leela and her father, Vincent Junkers, were waiting for him at the reception.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12

			Vincent Junkers was a tall, powerful man, who looked as if he was in his early fifties, but in reality, probably a few centuries old. Brown wondered how old Leela was. He also wondered how Vincent Junkers had managed to keep hold of his vast wealth and his business empire. There seemed to be a different rule for some people, another set for the vast majority, who had to give up control of most of their wealth when they regenerated.

			It was clear that Chin did not like Junkers, but Brown found him very affable and hard to dislike; still, Brown took note of Chin’s warning.

			“What was that long chat with Chin about?” asked Junkers after the introductions were over.

			Brown decided it was best to divulge part of the truth rather than use an outright lie, as that would be more believable. He told them that Chin thought that there was a conspiracy against the Chinese, as they seemed to be disproportionately affected by the falling sperm count. Chin had asked Brown if he knew anything about it and if possible, whether he could find out more.

			“What nonsense! The whole world is affected by it,” laughed Junkers. “Even now, the Chinese are still suspicious of the West. Anyway, how can you find out anything about it?”

			“I have no idea,” smiled Brown, “but maybe you could tell me something more about it.”

			“Very funny,” said Junkers, but he wasn’t laughing. “I already told you, the whole notion is nonsensical.”

			Brown asked him why he thought the sperm count had fallen so suddenly. Leela intervened before Junkers could reply and said that nobody was sure. Apparently, it had been falling for centuries after recovering from a very sharp decline in the twenty-first century owing to pollution and high use of domestic chemicals.

			“Well, you don’t seem to be much affected by it, though, do you?” joked Junkers. “I bet your sperm count hasn’t dropped. After all, you have a son in Levita.”

			“I don’t know how true it is,” denied Brown. He didn’t want to admit to unnecessary rumours about himself if it could be avoided. “I’ve never met him, and maybe it’s a ruse to get me back to Levita so that the government can nab me.”

			“Highly unlikely,” replied Junkers. “By all accounts, the report seems to be quite genuine.”

			“I see you have some contacts in Levita then?” asked Brown.

			“Of course, there’s no point denying it. I do some business with them, and a war would not help me much.”

			Leela interjected, diverting the conversation. They were going to have some lunch at her dad’s club and wanted Brown to join them. Afterwards, they could fly down to one of her dad’s leisure complexes if he would like a break from that dreary hotel. Unfortunately, her father wouldn’t be able to join them because of his business commitments.

			Leela made it sound as if the whole thing was just a matter of course, and Brown’s acceptance was just a formality. Brown asked if the FBI would miss him, but Leela assured him that her dad would take care of it. Their enquiries could wait a few days.

			“Sure,” said Junkers, “it’s not as if they’re going to charge you, from what I can gather.”

			Brown could see that they knew more about the FBI investigation than he did. He felt sure that it was probably best to go along with them to avoid any complications with that matter.

			“Sure, why not? I’m not doing anything in particular until I go to London for my regeneration,” said Brown.

			“You don’t look like you need regeneration,” smiled Leela. She had a mysterious look on her face.

			“I’m still suffering from the after-effects of this drug addiction I picked up in prison. The doctor in Pirrus did a good job on me, so it is under control, but I need regeneration to cure myself,” Brown lied.

			“Would you like one of our doctors to take a look at you?” asked Junkers, his face showing concern. “We have a very good medical facility.”

			“That won’t be necessary,” said Brown, slightly alarmed. “I’m due for my treatment in the next few weeks. As I said, it’s all under control.”

			“As you wish,” said Junkers.

			“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” said Leela, grabbing Brown’s arm. “Let’s go for lunch.”

			Brown’s mind was in turmoil. Why were the Junkers so friendly? It was highly unlikely that their motives would be altruistic, though Leela seemed to be rather taken by him since their last encounter on the cruise ship. Most likely, Vincent Junkers was going along with her wishes. Anyway, it was his chance to find out about things he had not been previously privy to, and there was absolutely no chance of meeting up with Marika at present.

			 

			 

			They arrived at the club half an hour later. To say it was plush was an absolute understatement. This was the first taste of serious luxury Brown was being treated to, after the many years since Levita. He decided that there was no point in mulling over things that required his attention, but to immerse himself wholeheartedly into the proceedings. There was no other choice anyway.

			As they were finishing their sumptuous meal, Brown saw Junkers was looking at him in a funny manner. Brown asked him if there was something the matter.

			“No, just something I wanted to clear up,” said Junkers. “You mentioned that you had come across somebody that was a super mandroid. How did you know?”

			“I didn’t know that there were any until your daughter told me that two such mandroids had been destroyed on Outer Reach. I just threw that statement in to see the council’s reaction. I certainly haven’t met any so far, unless Tomas is one of them,” chuckled Brown. He knew it was best to deny any knowledge.

			“It seems you like to speculate, but the council said it was just total rubbish that any mandroids were impersonating human beings.” Junkers looked serious.

			“That’s what the chairperson said, but I saw the look on the other councillors’ faces. You are thinking of invading Levita with these new mandroids, aren’t you?”

			“That’s very dangerous talk,” retorted Junkers. “I’d be very careful who you say that to!”

			“I’ve made my point that I think it would be a bad idea, but there is no point my repeating it to anybody else.”

			“Good, I don’t want any invasion to go ahead either.” Junkers broke into a smile. “All my investments would be lost.”

			“So, what are these super mandroids going to be used for? Your company is producing them, so you should know.”

			“I don’t have that information,” Junkers said curtly, “and even if I had, I wouldn’t divulge it to you.”

			“Maybe you can tell me what my new assignment is likely to be?” asked Brown hopefully.

			“Sorry, I can’t tell you that either, I don’t know yet. Our initial thought was to send you to Pirrus 2, to clear it of the Baccrans, but that would be a waste of your talents.”

			Brown was disappointed that his attempts to gain information were fruitless. Before giving up entirely, he decided to try one last thing.

			“Do you know of any way you can lose control of super mandroids, that is, somebody else getting control of them without your permission?”

			“What are you saying? There is no way we can lose control. They’re the safest things going.”

			“There must be people who are trying to subvert them. Maybe, people you’ve sold them to.” Brown laboured the point; he wanted to find out if Junkers was aware of the Zingers.

			“It’s a mandroid evolution, and we’re in complete control,” Junkers assured him.

			Brown, of course, knew that this assertion was incorrect if his Zinger worked. Was Junkers in the dark about this threat, or did he know? Did Brown really care either way? He had enough problems to get on with, without burdening himself with another extra one.

			 

			 

			A couple of hours later Brown was flying down to the Junkers’ Country Club Leisure Retreat with Leela. She assured Brown that he would love the place. Though it was a large complex and catered for a well-heeled clientele who were club members, her father had a large private section for his own use.

			Brown asked her if her father had any objections about him accompanying her there. He was reassured that there was none and in fact, Vincent Junkers had actually taken quite a shine to him for some reason, though maybe Brown could ease off a little on the questioning.

			Brown assured her that he didn’t want to pry, but was looking for some answers to all the problems he had suddenly become saddled with. He was drowning under their weight and was looking for help from any quarters he could.

			“In any case, I’m intrigued why you asked me to come here,” said Brown.

			“I think the reasons will come clear presently,” Leela smiled enigmatically.

			“I’m looking forward to it,” said Brown and he meant it, but at the back of his mind, he was also wondering how Marika was getting on with things.

			Before they landed, Brown could see the whole complex from the air. It was indeed huge and sprawled over several acres. A large area was occupied by a single villa. Though the front was accessible from the square it was situated in, the back was sectioned off from the rest of the complex by a high-security wall. The whole complex was itself secured by another wall.

			“The place looks like a prison,” commented Brown.

			“Except, the whole purpose of the place is to keep unwanted people out. Our clients like to enjoy themselves in peace without interruption. They can let themselves go without worrying about security.”

			“Very plush, but how is it possible to accumulate such wealth, when you’re subjected to the expense of renewals and all the restrictions that go with that?” Brown couldn’t help feeling slightly jealous. To live a life like this, he had had to run away to another planet with his ill-gotten funds. That episode hadn’t worked out too well for him.

			“The restrictions weren’t always there,” said Leela. “What you see are people with old wealth.”

			“Your father being one of them,” mused Brown.

			“You could say that,” said Leela. “We’re here. That Roman-style villa is our personal quarters in the retreat.”

			 “Very nice,” said Brown, as the car touched down. The two highly chiselled men got out and opened the doors for them. One was the driver, and the other was Leela’s personal bodyguard, who then went forward to enter the property first.

			“Your bodyguard looks rather useful,” commented Brown in Leela’s ear, as they followed him in.

			“Jealous? You needn’t be. He’s not my type,” laughed Leela, “but he’s impressive as a bodyguard.” She seemed as if she was enjoying a secret joke at Brown’s expense.

			The front double doors had swung open, and a man and a woman greeted them. Brown could tell that they were mandroids as they were the type that had been in use in Pirrus. The bodyguard George led the way into the interior of the villa. The reception area was decked out in marble, with a large Roman bath in the middle of it, surrounded on all sides by marble columns. The walls were covered with impressive friezes and murals depicting romantic and battle scenes featuring forgotten gods of the past.

			After an initial look around, George came back and gave the all-clear. Brown and Leela proceeded to their rooms behind the mandroids. The male mandroid carried a small bag for Leela. Brown didn’t have a bag as he had not been back to the hotel before the trip, but he needn’t have worried. There were plenty of garments in the walk-in wardrobe in the dressing room attached to Brown’s room, to suit all his needs. They were all brand new, and somehow Brown was sure they would all fit him.

			“Would sir require anything else?” asked the female mandroid.

			“I could do with a beer,” said Brown. He was feeling particularly parched.

			“I will get it for you immediately,” she left as Leela entered the room.

			“What is she getting you?” Leela asked. She was wearing a loose robe.

			“A beer. Would you like one?”

			“No, I don’t touch the stuff. Would you like to join me in the Roman bath for some relaxation? This evening we can join the other club members for dinner and dancing.”

			“Sure, that would be fun. However, right now, I don’t have any swimwear to join you.”

			“You don’t need any. You can grab a robe from there and follow me. They will bring your drink to you there.”

			Brown did as he was asked. He was used to mandroids but asked about George the bodyguard, who had disappeared. Leela laughed and told him not to worry about George, who was ultra-reliable and did what he was told. Brown understood now why she had teased him about being jealous.

			“So he’s also a mandroid,” Brown said. “You’re already using them in the general-purpose activity.”

			“There are a few here and there, but we’re still trying them out. They’re not in general mass service yet. Anyway, it’s supposed to be a secret.”

			“Why are you telling me all this, then?” asked Brown.

			“It’s going to be our little secret. I think I can trust you and you can trust me with your little secrets.”

			“What secrets?” Brown asked.

			“Let’s not talk about it now. I’m sure you have quite a few that I know of.” Leela slid off her robe to reveal her wonderful figure as she slipped into the bath. The bath was more like a small pool and could hold several people at once.

			Brown slid off his robe and joined her. The water was lovely and warm, and as he moved next to Leela, there were bubbles caressing his naked body. Brown began to relax after the strain of the last few days.

			Leela moved in closer to him and started caressing him. She was giving off a heavy scent which almost overwhelmed his senses.

			“What is that perfume you are wearing?” asked Brown. “It’s the same one as the last time.” 

			“It’s not a perfume. They are pheromones. It’s good you can detect it.”

			“What do you mean I can detect it? It’s really strong. I smelt it on you the last time.”

			“That’s why I told you, our meeting again would be mutually beneficial. A normal human can’t smell it at all. It’s going to get stronger,” smiled Leela.

			As Brown looked on at Leela with surprise, she was changing into a beautiful monster. The scent was really strong now, and as Leela began to caress him more strongly and slowly, Brown began to change as well. He was changing into the creature he had changed into previously when he had been drowning. Both times before it had been under duress, but this time it was because of the pheromones Leela was giving off, inducing the change. His body was out of control.

			She had suspected it the first time they had made love in the Space Adventurer. Leela’s voice sounded strange; Leela looked strange. She had an elongated head, webbed hands and feet and a small dorsal fin on her back. Her body was now light green with some pinkish patches. She was beautiful.

			Brown himself had turned slightly darker green, and he could feel something growing on his back. He looked at his hands and feet; they were webbed as well. Something large was stirring in his loins, and without any further prompting, he mounted Leela.

			They seemed to spend an eternity in coitus. His body had taken over and followed a natural rhythm and pulsed back and forth until the final release. It was ecstasy. It was also a trap as now Leela knew what he was. Chin’s warning suddenly started to chime in the back of his head, as they slowly started changing back to their normal shape.

			“Well, Mr Brown, you’re full of surprises,” said Leela. “I already knew you were a half-breed, but not all can shape-change.”

			“Look who’s talking. How did you manage to change shape just like that? Can you do that at will?”

			“Sure,” smiled Leela, “and after a few days here with me, you will be able to as well. So, you were lying when you said you had a drug habit and needed regeneration.”

			“I thought it was better to keep things a secret. I had only changed under duress before when I was drowning. This time it was different. I did have a drug habit, but it was cured when I last changed,” said Brown.

			“You couldn’t resist the pheromones I gave off, and that’s why you changed. With some training, you will be able to trigger it at will.”

			“So your whole purpose of bringing me here was to trap me,” Brown said dejectedly.

			She looked at him, her eyes full of empathy. “My whole purpose of bringing you here was to save your life.”

			Somebody was killing the Changelings, especially the new ones. He was probably on that list if they suspected him of being one. She also had another ulterior motive; it was to have some fun. It’d been a very long time since she had made love like that. She asked him how he had found his first time.“It was fantastic,” said Brown. “Can we try it again?”

			“I don’t see why not. As I said before, you’re full of surprises, Mr Brown,” laughed Leela. Another hour went by before they changed shapes again, back to their normal selves.

			“That was just out of this world,” said Brown and realised that it was just exactly that. “What happens now?”

			“You’ll be my guest for the next few days while I train you, so you can change at will and then we’ll see.”

			“What about my regeneration?”

			“I can take care of it for you and get you the necessary paperwork without you actually having to go through the motions. Your secret is safe with me. Better keep all this to yourself,” warned Leela.

			“I gathered that much already. But who is killing the Changelings, and why?”

			“We don’t know who is responsible, except several new ones have died recently in suspicious circumstances. Tell me, have you heard anything about polymorphs?”

			“What are polymorphs?” asked Brown.

			Leela told him they were extremely rare people, if they even existed. It was thought that they had developed from interbreeding between humans and Species X.

			“You mean just people like me and you?” asked Brown.

			“Yes, but they’re supposed to be so rare that they could be a myth,” said Leela.

			Brown asked her if she was a polymorph. Leela laughed at the notion and told him neither she nor any of the originals that came to Earth were. Once they took on a human shape, that was what they were stuck with. They could change back to their original shape, but not to another human form.“But the polymorphs can take any shape?” asked Brown.

			Leela said that was the speculation, but there was no concrete proof that they even existed. If they did, they were definitely a product of humans and Species X bonding.

			Brown thought maybe they had developed later from half-breed Changelings. After all, he didn’t know that he could even change for the first 150 years of his life. It was just a theory, but what if such a person or a group of such people were killing the new Changelings so that no more polymorphs developed.

			“Sounds like a crazy theory to me,” said Leela. “Then we’re both in danger if they find out about us. But what would their motive be?”

			“Competition, maybe? I don’t know, and that’s assuming my theory is correct. Why is it you want me to learn to change shapes at will?”

			“For you to have more control over yourself and be able to stop yourself from changing if you don’t want to. Nobody else will catch you out as I did.”

			“And what do you get out of it?” asked Brown.

			Great sex, maybe in time some progeny who will retain the abilities that they had, was her answer. If she had children with normal humans, they would have more human-like characteristics, like ninety per cent of the mixed children, even with Species X originals.

			“You mean they don’t exhibit any ability to change. They’re the children who are dumped, as I was.”

			“It doesn’t happen in all cases. I also have the other problem of finding anybody with a high enough sperm count,” smiled Leela.

			“Have you got any theories on that?” asked Brown. “I know your father dismissed Chin’s concern about the Chinese out of hand.”

			“It could be that someone’s trying to control Earth’s future population,” suggested Leela, “but we don’t know who.”

			“Maybe the same people who’re trying to breed artificial human beings,” said Brown.

			“How do you know about this?” asked Leela. She looked surprised.

			“I’ve met one of these proto-humans. She was on the Space Adventurer. She was put there to see if she could interbreed with me. They didn’t apparently have much success in breeding with normal humans.”

			“So, how did you do?” Leela was intrigued.

			“I have no idea,” Brown lied. “She has disappeared apparently. One of her minders came to see me about it.”

			“Well, there seems to be no shortage of women who want to have your babies.” Leela had a very sardonic expression on her face.

			Brown commented that he seemed to be getting some sort of a reputation lately, but it was not his fault. He asked if that put her off a bit, but she laughed his comments away. She shrugged; at that moment, she just wanted to grab a piece of the action. Brown needn’t worry that she would become dependent on him; her sort of people rarely formed very long-term attachments but led very independent lives. They could become good friends, though. 

			Brown knew that with the advent of such high life expectancy, it was better to be great friends as marriage contracts seldom lasted more than twenty-five years, when they had to be renewed again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 13

			Later that evening Brown and Leela arrived at the banqueting hall along with other guests in the retreat. Again, the hall was impressive with low-hung chandeliers that glittered like fireflies. Opulence oozed from the surroundings and was almost overwhelming unless one was used to such great wealth.

			It was a masked ball for the very well heeled. Brown felt like an interloper amongst all the ultra-rich. At least nobody was going to recognise him with his mask on, except Leela. It was time to play. As the evening progressed, people moved around and mingled. Brown got separated from her.

			As Brown was pondering on how he had ended up in this strange environment, somebody whispered his name. Brown turned around and was confronted by a redhead in a mask, but Brown could still make out that she was beautiful.

			“Follow me, if you want to live,” she said.

			“Who are you?” Brown asked.

			“There’s no time to answer your questions now. Put your arm around me and let’s move.”Brown was not sure of what was happening and what he should do but decided to go along with it. Something was about to unfold, and it was not going to be pleasant.

			“What about Leela?” Brown asked. “I need to tell her.”

			“You’ll have to leave her,” said the girl, “there’s no time.”

			“Tell me what’s going to happen.” Brown grabbed her wrist.

			“All we know is that there’s going to be an attempt on your life. We do not know who by.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“That door there, it leads to an annexe, you should be safe there.”

			Brown sensed something in her tone that was not quite right. Was she trying to lead him into a trap, or was there something else she was not telling him about? Who was she?

			“Tell me who you are,” Brown asked.

			“It’s not important. I’m just the messenger. The man who can answer your questions is waiting for you in the annexe.”

			Brown was apprehensive, yet intrigued. He decided he needed to see the man even if it was a trap. He had his gun with him, strapped to his waistband behind his back. He needed to take a chance if he was going to achieve any breakthroughs.

			“Okay, you go first,” said Brown. He had a quick look around. Nobody was paying any particular attention to him.

			Brown moved forward through the door behind the girl, and as he did so, he retrieved his gun from his back and put it in his pocket.

			As they entered the annexe room, Brown could see there was a man in a mask waiting for them in the centre of the room. There was no sign of anybody else in there. Brown relaxed a little. As Brown neared the man, he thought the man looked very familiar even behind his mask. Brown looked at him, and the man smiled.

			“I’m glad you could make it,” said the man.

			“What is this all about?” asked Brown.

			“All I know is that there may be an attempt on Leela Junkers’ life this evening, in the next hour or so. If you are near her at the time, you’ll probably become a target as well.”

			“Where did you find this out?” asked Brown.

			The man said that they had overheard a conversation, and then had managed to come there and warn him. They were not sure that it was absolutely going to happen, but they didn’t want him to be killed as he was important to them.

			The redhead said that they represented a group of people who thought that he would be more important to them alive than dead. Brown then asked her who was the person that she had overheard, but she avoided the question by saying that Brown wouldn’t know him and they hadn’t seen him here, but he knew that Brown would be there with Miss Junkers at this time.

			“This is a pretty exclusive place,” said Brown. “How did you manage to get in?”

			“We have pretty influential connections,” the man laughed.

			“Why haven’t you warned Leela about this?” asked Brown.

			“That’ll just expose us. We’re not all on the same side. We believe that Junkers is planning an invasion with his super mandroids,” said the girl.

			“Junkers told me that he has no plans to invade Levita as he has a lot of business interests there already,” said Brown. “He would lose most of them if he did.”

			“Sure, but it’s not Levita that he wants a war with. Though a limited war, even there, would do him no harm. He would then be able to buy up half of Levita very cheaply.”

			“War is good for business,” said the girl.

			“You don’t mind Leela getting killed?” asked Brown.

			“We don’t care either way,” shrugged the man. “However, it may help stop the invasion, because we know Levita is not the real target of the EPA faction led by Junkers; it’s Delta 5,” said the man.

			“I can’t allow her to be killed,” said Brown. “I need her for something else.”

			“How can you stop it? We have no idea who’s going to assassinate her.”

			“I have to try,” said Brown. “Take off your masks.” Brown pulled out his gun from his pocket. The man and the girl looked slightly shocked but did as they were told.

			“This is Scarlet, and I’m Masood,” said the man.

			Now it was Brown’s turn to be surprised. The man was the prisoner he had met on the ship before he had committed suicide. Brown asked him how it was that he was still alive as he had committed suicide on the Space Adventurer. The first man, the prisoner aboard the ship, was a clone. He had all the memories of the present man until he went to the ship. 

			“I’m glad he followed instructions and killed himself,” said Masood. “He was my clone.”

			They said they represented the Federation of Independent Planets. Brown thought he might have need of their services later. The girl was looking at him, she had her mask off now, and she was beautiful; almost too perfect, just like Marika. She was almost Marika’s double, except with red hair and her eyes were slightly more green.

			“Nice to meet you both,” said Brown. “Put your masks back on. Let’s sit down over there.” He gestured at the table that was in the room.

			Brown set his gun to the lowest setting and shot Masood as soon as the man had sat down. The man slumped forward on the table. He looked as if he had had too much to drink. Scarlet had a look of panic on her face as she moved towards Brown.

			“Don’t worry, Scarlet, I haven’t killed him, he will be fine later on. I just didn’t want him to interfere. I need to find Leela, and I need your help.”

			Brown searched Masood’s pockets and found an ID and some other papers; he put them back in the man’s pocket after a quick look, satisfied.

			“Now we’re going to go in there and dance and slowly move towards Leela. When the action starts, you should leave and make your way here. Get away with him as soon as you can from this place, for if the man you overheard is here, you may become a target. I don’t mean you any harm, but I believe I need to save Leela, for the good of everybody concerned.”

			“Okay, I will help you,” said Scarlet. “We’ll make our getaway from here as soon as I leave you.”

			“I’m at the Grand Hotel, you can contact me there,” said Brown.

			“We need to convince you to help us,” said Scarlet. “Masood is a good man.”

			“We’ll see,” said Brown, as they slipped out of the annexe unnoticed. 

			Brown and Scarlet re-joined the people on the floor and danced closely, with Brown hiding his face as best as he could as they moved towards Leela.

			“You look very much like somebody I know,” said Brown again, “except she’s blonde.”

			“Is her name Marika, by any chance? She’s my sister. I’ve lost touch with her,” said Scarlet.

			“Could be,” said Brown. He didn’t like coincidences, and this was turning out to be one big one. “We’ll have to talk next time I see you. I need to concentrate.”

			As they moved in closer to Leela, they could see that she was enjoying herself with some friends. They carried on dancing as nothing much else was happening, and Brown was beginning to wonder if he was on a wild goose chase. However, Scarlet wasn’t complaining.

			“Are you sure about the information you’ve given me? Is your source reliable?” asked Brown.

			“As sure as we can be. The man didn’t volunteer the information; we overheard it when he was calling somebody,” said Scarlet. “Look, there’s somebody moving towards her right now.”

			There was a tall, well-built male figure in a mask moving towards Leela’s group. Brown thought the figure looked very familiar. As the figure moved closer, Brown could see he was holding a gun in his hand, held lower down by his side so as to be unobtrusive.

			“That’s our man, I think. When I make my move, leave immediately and go to your friend Masood. Try to get away from this facility straight away, as I’m sure there will be a security crackdown immediately afterwards and they may discover your true identity.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Scarlet, slightly flustered but recovering quickly.

			“I have a sneaking suspicion that Scarlet is not your true identity. It’s not important to me who you are, but you might want to avoid unnecessary questions.”

			The figure was getting quite close. Brown told Scarlet to move and pushed her aside, bringing his gun up. The man was raising his gun towards Leela.

			“You there, stop right now,” ordered Brown. 

			As the man stopped abruptly, people scattered in panic. The man started turning; he was raising his gun at the same time. Brown fired and shot the man in the shoulder of his gun hand with a full charge. The man’s hand went limp and dropped to his side, but he didn’t drop his gun. Brown realised immediately what the man was.

			Brown could see that there was an amused sneer forming on the man’s face as he had turned fully to face him. He’s going to recover soon, was the thought topmost in Brown’s mind. As the man took a step towards him, Brown shot him through his right eye, in one swift motion. The man crumpled to the floor. There was a look of surprise on his face for an instant. This time his gun clattered to the floor.

			A woman shrieked, and then the screaming started. Brown looked around to see if he had any accomplices, but there were none. From the corner of his eye, he just made out Scarlet disappearing into the annexe.

			“Everybody, step away from him,” ordered Brown.

			Leela was looking at him, and he motioned her to come over. He went over to the body and kicked the man’s gun away from him, and then bent down and ripped the mask from his face. It was Leela’s bodyguard, George.

			“What’s the meaning of this?” Leela looked indignant.

			“He was going to kill you,” said Brown.

			“Are you insane?” screamed Leela. “He was my bodyguard.”

			“It looks like he’s been turned,” said Brown, matter-of-factly.

			“Impossible,” said a furious Leela.

			“You mean, because he was one of your advanced mandroids? Well, it looks like there must be a way to turn them,” said Brown. “Where’s the driver?”

			“He’s not a mandroid,” said Leela.

			“Good. Still, you’d better check him out as well.”

			“Are you sure he was trying to kill me?” asked Leela, calming down a little.

			“He was raising his gun to shoot you when I stopped him,” said Brown.

			Security people were swarming in. Brown dropped his gun to the floor and put his hands behind his head.

			“It looks like you managed to kill another one,” smiled Leela ruefully. “You managed to shoot his eye out.”

			“A lucky shot,” said Brown.

			“Very lucky; otherwise, he would’ve killed you.”

			“And then you,” smiled Brown.

			The security police had them surrounded. They picked up Brown’s and the man’s gun, following procedure. A figure came up to them and pushed up the visor of his helmet. Leela recognised him.

			“Officer Smith, hello,” Leela said.

			The man returned her greeting and informed them that they needed to go with him.

			“You need to contact my father immediately and remove the body to a secure location. Do not contact the outside police before speaking to my father.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Officer Smith.

			“Make sure nobody pokes around with the body until you have my father’s instructions.”

			“What about him?”  Smith asked, pointing at Brown.

			“This is His Excellency, Jim Brown, and he is my guest here. He just saved my life. You can make your checks on him, but he is authorised to carry a weapon.”

			“In that case, please go back to your quarters. I will report there, once I have completed all inquiries and informed your father.”

			“His Excellency Brown will accompany me. You will return his weapon to him, in case there are any more threats around, as my bodyguard is now dead. I would also like you to run some checks on my driver to see if he was involved in any way.”

			“We’ll hold him in custody until we have made our checks,” said Officer Smith.

			Brown took his gun back and surveyed the scene. People were already drifting away, and the party was all but over.

			“We can give you a statement tomorrow,” said Leela. “Meanwhile I’d like to get some rest.”

			“Fine by us,” said Smith. “We’ll just get some witness statements and finish here. Goodnight, ma’am, sir.”

			Leela and Brown said goodbye and left. On the way, Leela asked Brown about the girl he was dancing with. Brown informed her that he had no idea who she was. He had just been keeping himself occupied while Leela had been with the other guests. The girl had been a wonderful distraction.

			Leela said she would keep her eyes glued on Brown much more the next time; her eyes shone with mischief. Brown told her not to worry as nobody else could do the things she could, and therefore they were no competition for her.

			In which case, she asked, would he please join her in the bath for a little relaxation; she thought they both needed it after their ordeal. She was very lucky that she had brought him along, and she would like to share more fun-time with him, but she just needed to speak to her father first. She would see him in there. With that, she left Brown to go to her room alone.

			Brown could sense Leela was very startled. She needed to find out who was targeting her and take steps to protect herself. Were these the same people that were targeting the new Changelings? In that case, Brown would be on the list as well, especially as he had just disrupted their plans by killing the mandroid. Somehow Brown needed to get to the bottom of all this. He was hooked but he needed to stop people from knowing what he was, for now.

			He wondered what the topic of conversation between Leela and her father would be. How would he react to another advanced mandroid being destroyed, even though it resulted in her life being saved? Would he believe it was just a lucky shot that had hit the mandroid in the eye or had Brown used his acquired knowledge from the first two kills?

			Brown also wondered if Scarlet and Masood had made it out of the complex or were just lying low until things quietened down a bit. He obviously could not ask Leela to find out, without causing her to suspect them.

			 

			 

			Brown slid into the bath. He wanted to try and resist changing into an amphibian when Leela joined him this time. He had to learn to control his urge to change under the influence of her pheromones.

			Leela joined him in the bath not long afterwards. She said her father was flying over the next day and wanted to talk to Brown about the portentous events that had taken place earlier that evening.

			It occurred to Brown that this run of things could be potentially troublesome for him if his connection with Brett and then with Rolf became known.

			“You look a bit worried,” commented Leela as she changed shape. “Don’t worry about it, let’s relax and have a good time tonight, as we won’t be able to tomorrow when my father is here.”

			“Does your father know that I can change shape?” asked Brown.

			“I haven’t told him, but he may suspect it,” said Leela, matter-of-factly.

			“Does he have to know? I mean, you don’t have to tell him yet, do you?”

			“He will find out from the mandroids working here. They report to him foremost and take their orders from him and then me. I couldn’t forbid them from informing my father.”

			“So this is a trap for me,” said Brown, trying to resist change as the pheromones grew stronger and stronger.

			“Don’t be silly,” laughed Leela. “It could open doors for you, which you never knew existed. It is absolutely in your best interest that my father knows,” she said seriously.

			“I’m not so sure when there’s somebody out there trying to kill you because they think you’re a Changeling,” said a dejected Brown.

			“We will get to the bottom of things very soon. I’m sure we will find out who it is,” Leela assured Brown. “I have some theories.”

			“It’s best if you can get your father to keep quiet about my change until you find out. I already have enough problems to worry about,” said Brown.

			“They will find out soon enough if you go for regeneration, if they don’t suspect it already,” shrugged Leela. “But I could delay sorting out your papers.”

			Brown told her to hold things for the moment and asked what would happen when they found out. Leela told him not to worry as they would protect his identity, and he would get special privileges. The whole system was geared for people like them. It was the best-kept state secret.

			So, did they control the EPA? Leela denied it; they didn’t directly control it, but they heavily influenced its decisions, of course. It was better to keep their existence secret from the general public.

			Brown asked if there were a lot of people like him. He wanted to find out as much as he could while Leela was in a talkative mood. Leela didn’t think so, but they didn’t know for sure. Most mixed children were unlike them, as they did not possess the ability to change and lived out normal lives like other humans. But now and then, they came across a late developer like Brown.

			“Then you’re also a half-breed like me?” asked Brown surprised.

			“Yes, only my father is an original,” Leela confirmed. She told him that over the years, only a limited number of originals had come to Earth. Most were not interested in moving there. If they married a human, they very seldom found out that her people were different. Children were assessed early and were moved to specialist care if they exhibited early signs of being different.

			“Or dumped in an orphanage like me, if they don’t show such signs,” complained Brown, sullenly.

			“Not necessarily. They can be brought up normally, or by their mothers, if the marriage fails. But you’re right, a high percentage of these children are dumped in adoption homes. In your case, your mother did die in an accident, and your father decided to go back to our planet. However, he made good provisions for you.”

			“Why do you say our planet? Surely this is your planet as you were born here and you are half-human,” retorted Brown.

			“Just a figure of speech, apologies if I hurt your feelings,” replied Leela.

			“Well, my father abandoned me, unlike yours,” said Brown bitterly.

			“Maybe he was grief-stricken about your mother or had some other reason to go back. You wouldn’t fit in over there unless you can change, which they thought you couldn’t.” Leela looked sympathetic.

			Brown told her that he had to work hard to survive their loss emotionally, and now he was finding out all this. They were being ruled by aliens secretly.

			Leela protested that it was not as bad as that. They hadn’t enslaved the humans. They had improved their lives tremendously by giving them a greater lifespan through regeneration. They had also made them a dominant space-going race, by inventing hyper-drive.

			“There you go again, we gave the humans everything,” Brown said sarcastically.

			On the whole, Leela thought she could argue that they had been very beneficial for the human race, both enhancing their physical stock and through technological developments. However, she had heard that it was humans who brought technology to her kind in the first place. They didn’t have technology until the humans came. Their world was mainly water. They only discovered that they could change shape when humans arrived at the planet.

			“Great, and now we owe everything to you. You seem to identify completely with Species X, even though you’re half-human,” said Brown.

			“I’ve been there, and it was wonderful. There are no special advantages in saying you’re half-human. You’re also only half-human, but you seem to identify completely with humans. Why is that?”

			“I’ve spent most of my life, over 150 years, being just that, but maybe I’ll become one of you.” A highly unlikely prospect, though, he thought to himself.

			“Don’t blame us for things going wrong; you’re part of it,” laughed Leela. “Now, you seem to be resisting changing shape, for some reason. Is it something I said? I’m surprised you can hold out so long already.”

			“I’m surprised as well,” agreed Brown.

			“Don’t keep me waiting too long. I’ve answered all your questions. You should embrace the new reality.”

			“You could be right, but I need time. Do you have your father’s approval for what we’re doing?” asked Brown. It was probably best to go along with her; things would be much more enjoyable.

			“I don’t need his approval, but I’m sure he’ll be delighted. However, something else is worrying me: how did you know there was going to be an attack on my life?”

			“I didn’t know,” said Brown nonchalantly. “I saw the gun in his hand and reacted.” He was not sure if Leela believed him or not.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 14

			Brown woke up slightly later than usual. It had been an extremely exhausting night, even if a highly sensuous one as well. The bouts of lovemaking had carried on, even after they had changed back to their normal selves. It occurred to Brown that maybe both of them were going the extra mile with some hidden agenda in mind.

			Brown knew he certainly was. He wanted to get into Leela’s good books, to get her on his side if he could. He needed to be shielded from the onslaught that he expected from Vincent Junkers for the destruction of another advanced mandroid.

			She had warned him the night before that whatever he did, he was not to admit to destroying the first two mandroids, even if he had actually done so. It was a game they were playing. They both knew that she knew he had killed the two mandroids on Outer Reach, but without any outright accusation or admission. So, what was on Leela’s agenda?

			Leela had already left his bed, so Brown got up and got ready for some light breakfast before her father turned up. Normally he liked a heavy breakfast, but it was quite late, and they would be having lunch soon.

			However, as he neared the breakfast room, he could hear voices. Vincent Junkers was already there along with two other men and Leela. One of them he recognised as the head of security, Smith, from the night before.

			It was, in fact, later than Brown had realised. They asked him to sit down with them, and he was brought coffee and a snack.

			Brown had been expecting something like this meeting but in more formal surroundings. The third man at the table was introduced as Colonel Jeff Malkovich, a counter-intelligence officer with Global Security, combating Alien Subversion on Earth. Malkovich was a tall, well-built man with a serious face.

			Brown began to wonder where this was all leading to as he sipped his coffee and attended to his snack. He was fairly sure that he was in for a rough ride.

			“It seems you killed a man last night,” Junkers accused him.

			“I’m sure it wasn’t a man,” said Brown.

			“How do you mean?” asked the intelligence officer.

			“It was a mandroid, an advanced one, from what I can tell,” said Brown.

			“We’ve examined the body, and it was a man,” said Smith, the head of security. 

			“You’re joking!” retorted Brown. “I shot it with a full charge, and it didn’t go down. It turned around and was getting ready to shoot me when I had to shoot it again.”

			“Right through the eye. Why did you have to do that?” asked Junkers.

			“It was just a lucky shot,” said Brown. “I had to be quick before it recovered.”

			“How do you mean recover?” asked Smith. “You had already disabled him.”

			“But it hadn’t dropped its weapon and seemed to be recovering. It had an evil smile on its face, instead of the look of a shot man.”

			“So you thought you would take matters into your own hands and kill the man. My head of security informs me that the gun was lying on the floor,” Junkers added.

			“Of course, it dropped the gun when I shot it again, as it was coming towards me. I had given it a fair warning to stop before I shot it the first time when it was raising its gun towards Leela.”

			“But this man, George Jenkins, was Leela’s bodyguard and probably got his weapon out when he saw you had a gun,” said Junkers.

			“It never looked towards me, but was going straight for Leela,” said Brown. “Anyway, my gun was hidden, and I didn’t bring it out until I saw it raising its gun.”

			All this time, Leela didn’t say a word. She was expressionless. Brown remembered her warning about not mentioning the two mandroids he had shot before.

			“You have advanced mandroids who look just like people and can even fool monitors, probably,” said Brown, as he added probably as an afterthought.

			Vincent Junkers broke into a wide grin. His perfectly white teeth gleamed like pearls. He told Brown that he possessed a wonderful imagination. Brown suggested they go and inspect the body together, but was informed that the dead man had already been flown out of the complex for a post-mortem elsewhere. He also wanted Brown to surrender his weapon, which Brown did reluctantly.

			Things didn’t seem to be going his way, so Brown tried appealing to Leela. He reminded her that she was there and had seen what had happened and he had saved her life, but Leela said she was not sure of things anymore. Things had reached an impasse, and Brown considered what his next move should be. Suddenly, the counter-intelligence officer, who had been quiet so far, spoke up.

			“We have reason to believe that you were consorting with a wanted fugitive, just before you shot that man,” said Malkovich.

			“Who’s that?” asked Brown.

			“The girl you were dancing with.” Malkovich looked grim.

			“Why do you say she’s a fugitive? She seemed like a nice girl. Anyway, I just met her here, so how would I know?” retorted Brown.

			“Stop lying, Mr Brown. I think you know she’s Marika’s sister, who’s also missing.” Malkovich’s voice rose to a higher pitch, betraying his frustration. “In fact, one of our agents, Tomas, came to see you at the hotel about her.”

			“Try not to get too excited.” Brown rubbed it in, ignoring Malkovich’s comments about Marika and Tomas. “Where is this girl I was dancing with now?”

			“She left soon after the incident with the man she came with. We’re looking for them now. Maybe you can tell us where she is.” Malkovich was trying to calm down.

			“How should I know? I just danced with her. She was extremely attractive; you got that formula right when you produced them. You say they are proto-humans.” Brown rubbed it in for Leela’s benefit; he was getting a little fed up with her attitude towards the whole proceedings.

			Malkovich denied that he had said that.  He said it couldn’t be a coincidence if two people, both of whom were fugitives from justice, were associated with Brown. His eyes gleamed with the ruthless intensity of a serpent, homing in on a cornered rat.

			Brown asked what he was being accused of. Malkovich stated that it was for aiding and abetting two known fugitives. He was still having trouble calming down. 

			“And also for killing Miss Junkers’ bodyguard without due cause,” added Smith, the security chief.

			This whole thing was getting totally out of hand. Brown asked why the girls were fugitives. What have they done? Malkovich replied he was not at liberty to tell Brown. The girl had been picked up by a facial recognition system the day before, and he had come there to apprehend her.

			Brown insisted that Tomas had told him that Marika was an artificial human being, a proto-human. She was the asset of some likely government-sponsored research programme and was facing possible termination. Could they blame her for running?

			“Really? He said that to you?” Malkovich was surprised. “There’s no truth in that, I’m afraid.”

			“Is this artificial breeding programme part of your empire?” Brown asked Junkers.

			“I’ve got nothing to do with it,” said Junkers, still looking slightly alarmed.

			“The government hasn’t kept you in the loop about this, have they?” said Brown, amused. “It seems they’re running it in competition with your advanced mandroid programme.”

			“You keep suggesting that we have such a programme,” Junkers reacted angrily. “What proof do you have?”

			“None, since you removed the body,” laughed Brown. “You can deny it all you like, but it looks like your mandroid programme has been subverted. Somebody managed to turn Leela’s bodyguard to actually try and kill her. You should be thankful that I managed to save your daughter’s life, instead of accusing me.”

			“Neither have we any artificial breeding programme,” Malkovich cut in. “We’ll have to take you into custody for questioning. You’ll be flown out of here to a more secure location.”

			“I’m going nowhere with you until I can get in touch with the EPA.”

			Leela spoke up at last, “Can I have a word with you in private, Father, before anything is decided?”

			Vincent Junkers looked at his daughter and rose from his chair. Leela followed him out of the room. Malkovich and the security officer glared at Brown, and he glared back. He didn’t like Malkovich much.

			The two came back a few minutes later. Junkers looked at Brown. “We’d like to hold him here until the investigation into the death has been completed. You can have him after that, Colonel Malkovich, if the EPA agrees.”

			“It may be too late to catch the fugitives by then,” protested Malkovich.

			“I’m not sure His Excellency Brown can help you much there. He came here as my guest and I have a duty to inform the EPA. Mr Smith, can you please show Colonel Malkovich out.”

			“What about him?” asked Smith as he pointed at Brown. 

			“He can stay with us for now. You have his gun. I will need to see all the witness statements about the incident,” said Junkers, much to Brown’s relief. He was safe for now.

			After Smith left with Malkovich, Junkers confronted Brown about his allegation regarding George again. He asked Brown if he had any previous dealings with such advanced mandroids. However, remembering Leela’s previous warning, Brown denied the fact.

			Brown could see that Junkers was pretty agitated, pacing up and down as he spoke. Obviously, one of his mandroids being turned was not easy to swallow, and Brown didn’t broach the subject further. The room fell into silence. He felt the eyes of Leela and her father watching him.

			“It seems you’re one of us,” said Junkers at last. “Welcome to the club.”

			“Is that the reason why you didn’t allow Malkovich to take me away?” asked Brown.

			“Partly, and partly also, because my daughter is genuinely fond of you,” Junkers replied, shooting sideways glances at his daughter, who smiled softly at Brown. “There may be some truth in what you say and that you may have saved her life if witnesses prove your point.”

			Brown asked him who he thought was targeting Leela. His daughter had said that somebody was killing all new Changelings, which probably meant an insider job by somebody who had access to the data about them. But why would they target her? They must already know that she was not a new Changeling.“That’s very true, but she’s not that old either. I also have a lot of enemies, and it could be any of them trying to get at me.”

			Brown said that as far as he knew, the older mandroids couldn’t be turned, so maybe he should assign her one of these. He had the use of a lot of them in his last job on Pirrus.

			“So you still insist that George was a mandroid?” asked Junkers.

			“For goodness’ sake, tell him the truth, Father!” Leela snapped. “We have a big problem on our hands if they can be reprogrammed so easily. We need to find out how!”

			“All right! All right! But we will be lucky to get anything out of George as the last shot would have fried his brains,” rued Junkers, “and don’t tell me it was a lucky shot. All this is very, very worrying indeed.”

			“Might be best to go slow on any invasion plans you have for now,” prompted Brown.

			“I’ve told you that I have no plans to invade Levita. An invasion would cost me too much. I’m a businessman,” protested Junkers.

			“I didn’t say anything about Levita,” smiled Brown. “Let’s concentrate on trying to find out who’s really behind the assassination attempt.”

			“I’ll make inquiries, but I wasn’t expecting this at all,” Junkers shrugged. “I’ll try and find out more, but I’m not very hopeful that I will.”

			“You need to do something.” Leela sounded desperate.

			Maybe Junkers should start with the driver, as he was the person who would have spent the most time with George, suggested Brown. Meanwhile, he should replace her bodyguard with a normal mandroid. They would be more reliable for the present.

			“They’re not much good for conversation though. I will miss George,” said Leela.

			“But it’s a very good idea,” Junkers agreed. “Though I thought you’d be spending more time with Leela right now.”

			“I would very much like to,” said Brown, and he meant it. “But at the moment I have a lot of things on my plate. I have my own line of inquiries to follow. I just have a hunch that the recent killings of Changelings and the artificial breeding programme are interlinked.”

			“Are you sure you can follow all this through, with Malkovich on your back? He seemed to be after your blood. You’ll have to watch him,” said Junkers.

			Brown suggested that maybe Junkers could help rein in Malkovich. Brown himself was going to lodge a complaint against him with the EPA, soon as he got back to the Grand East Coast City. Didn’t they think it was somewhat strange that he showed up there? What perplexed Brown was, did Malkovich follow Scarlet there, or was it the other way round?

			Junkers said he would try to help and would also take Leela’s driver with him for interrogation as Smith already had him in custody. Brown suggested that he should be interrogated properly and Junkers assured him that he had just the right facility to do that.

			Finally, Brown requested Junkers that he should get Smith to return his gun back to him as he was unable to protect anybody without his weapon.

			Junkers left the next morning with Leela’s driver in custody, after reviewing the witness statements, which exonerated Brown. There had been no surveillance inside the hall because of privacy concerns, so they had to rely on the witnesses.

			Brown had reminded Leela that it would be best if his little secret, of being a Changeling, did not get out yet and she promised to speak to her father about it.

			“I suppose you’ll be meeting that girl and her friend again as soon as you get back.” Leela looked resigned.

			“Which girl?” asked Brown pretending to be oblivious of the matter.

			“You know very well. I saw you go with her to the annexe. You spent some time with her there, before you came back to the dance. She’s the one Malkovich is after.”

			Brown told her that he wasn’t there alone with her. He decided it was best to come clean. He wanted Leela on his side, so it was better to give her satisfactory answers to her questions and allay her doubts. He had met the man she was with in there. They were the ones who warned him about the attempt on Leela’s life.

			“So I should be grateful to them?” smiled Leela.

			“You should at least give me a chance to find out what else they knew,” pleaded Brown. This could be a good breakthrough, but if Malkovich got hold of them first, they were not going to get anywhere.

			“What of the other girl? Marika? You must know something about her,” insisted Leela. “After all, you must’ve had some sort of a relationship with her.”

			“Why do you say that? I have no idea where she is,” said Brown. It was the truth, but not the whole truth. He could sense jealousy rearing its ugly head and needed to nip it in the bud. “I had no idea she was a proto-human until Tomas came to see me,” he added.

			“We should have you interrogated instead of my driver,” laughed Leela.

			“I’m sure you also have a few secrets I’d like to know about,” smiled Brown.

			“Don’t worry; you can have your freedom to do what you like. I won’t say anything to my father. My feelings will have to be sacrificed for the greater cause, I suppose.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m not running away,” said Brown. “If I’m successful, hopefully we can get rid of the menace to our lives.”

			“Don’t assume it’ll be easy. You could easily lose your life. Whoever is playing this game is no amateur.” Leela looked genuinely concerned.

			“I’ll be careful,” promised Brown. “Tell me; I’m intrigued about something else. Where’s your mother? What happened to her?”

			Leela said she had emigrated to another planet. Her parents drifted apart slowly, and after her regeneration, she decided to move on to have a different life elsewhere. This was one of the consequences of the span of life being so long. Leela was very sure Brown had been married a few times already. 

			Brown agreed there were always bad aspects to everything. Long life took its toll on relationships as people wanted to move onto something new, after spending a lot of time together. He had indeed been married a couple of times. Both marriages had ended in amicable separations without any offspring.

			Sooner or later Leela was sure that Brown would end up with her and they would have some happy years together. She had time on her side. In any case, she was not letting him go for at least the next two or three days; especially until her replacement bodyguard and driver arrived. They had a lot more to experience until then. Leela was adamant.

			Leela had left his room before morning that day. Brown knew she was putting on an act of being coy for his benefit. He was sure her father was fully aware of what was going on. In their long lives, this would hardly be the first time she’d had a man. Brown, however, was glad that they had not insisted that they have a communal bath. That would probably be the norm, just like in Roman times.

			Junkers had left before breakfast and Smith came and returned Brown’s weapon, which soothed his nerves more than a little. Smith seemed to have calmed down a little and even congratulated him on a job well done.

			Brown desperately needed to get away from the leisure facility and back to the Grand East Coast City if he was going to have any chance of connecting with Masood and Scarlet again, or for that matter, Marika. However, he was caught in limbo by the insistent Leela who seemed insatiable in her thirst for pleasure, and probably with another hidden agenda on her mind.

			Brown needed to persuade her to let him go back to the city but found himself becoming engrossed in the proceedings with Leela. The novelty of the new form of lovemaking was not easy to let go of. On top of that, she was training him to change form at will, a procedure he needed to master. In the end, he gave up on his urge to get back and decided to go along with the situation.

			The replacement mandroids arrived two days later after her father’s departure, but Leela was in no mood to hurry back. However, on the fourth day came a message that Brown’s immediate return was required. Councillor Chin had been assassinated, and they wanted to interview anybody who had been associated with him in the past few days. Brown was on the list since he had that private meeting with him at the UR Assembly.

			The message came as a great shock to Brown. Chin was his only friend in the ruling EPA council. He could not really count on Vincent Junkers as a friend somehow, even with his warm relationship with Junker’s daughter. Chin had warned Brown about Junkers, and Brown was not sure his friendship with Leela made any difference.

			Brown wondered what the motive was behind Chin’s assassination. Was he the cause of it? Or was Chin getting too close to finding out the true cause of the sperm-count drop? Brown would never find out.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 15

			Leela dropped Brown off at the hotel before going off to the more secure location of her own quarters in town. She told Brown that she would contact him in the next few days after seeing to some business matters.

			Agents Fenton and Rogers were waiting for Brown as they had been informed prior to his departure from the leisure facility by Security Officer Smith. He had also informed Brown that there would be no further action taken against him for the death of George Jenkins, as it was in self-defence. Either Smith was still under the impression that George was human or he was pretending. Either way, Brown couldn’t care less.

			Brown invited Fenton and Rogers to his suite to get the interview over with. Brown was asked if he knew anything about Chin’s death. He informed them that he’d been with Leela and Vincent Junkers at their leisure complex the whole time after his meeting with Chin. He didn’t have a clue about what had happened until he had been informed by Security Officer Smith about the matter.

			“We heard you killed the bodyguard of Leela Junkers,” said Rogers.

			“It turns out he’s a mandroid,” said Brown, “and it was in self-defence.”

			“That’s what you said the last time. You’re quite good at killing people,” commented Fenton.

			“I certainly didn’t have anything to do with Chin,” protested Brown.

			“What was your discussion with Chin about?” asked Fenton.

			“He asked me if I could find out anything about the current sperm-count drop,” replied Brown.

			“Are you joking? How can you do that? You just arrived on Earth recently.” Rogers looked surprised.

			“I told him so myself. Maybe he thought I could find something when I met influential people like Vincent Junkers,” suggested Brown.

			“And have you found anything out?” asked Fenton.

			“I haven’t had any luck so far. Vincent Junkers told me he has no idea about it. He thinks the drop in sperm count is a natural process.”

			“So you think it’s a conspiracy and some organisation is deliberately doing this? What can they gain from this? Earth’s not overpopulated, anymore.”

			“I have no idea, but if true, there must be a reason. How about you, have you checked your sperm count? Is it dropping?” asked Brown. “What do you know about this?”

			“It doesn’t affect people over a certain age. It also affects the fertility of women, and it’s prevalent in certain areas.”

			“Like China. That’s what Chin told me,” said Brown. “He was suspicious of the West.”

			Fenton commented that the Chinese still didn’t trust the West. Brown said that they had good reason to be distrustful. In the last global war, the West had done a pre-emptive strike on the Chinese.

			“But they say they won the war,” said Rogers.

			They had four times the population and a lot more weapons hidden away. Though they lost a lot of people, they had a lot more left when the West sued for peace, said Brown. They also came up with the organisms that cleaned up the radioactivity. 

			“But the history books in the West say we won,” said Fenton, “because we had a lot fewer casualties.” 

			Brown laughed and said that depended on, whose history books one read. Europe got almost wiped out, and America was mauled very badly. But now something else was going on again. Maybe Chin got killed because he was getting too close to the truth. 

			“Why don’t you help me find out?” asked Brown.

			“How?” asked Rogers.

			He told them that they had the resources to find out the common denominator in all areas where birth rates were the lowest. What industries had opened up there and what were the corporations that had moved to those areas recently? What did these corporations do and who ran them?

			“So you want us to work for you? Are you serious?” asked Fenton.

			“It’s a big job, and I can’t do it alone,” shrugged Brown. “You can have all the credit. I just want to get to the bottom of things for the sake of Chin. In any case, you are investigating the death of Chin, aren’t you?”

			“Meanwhile, what will you be doing?” asked Rogers.

			“I’ll try to infiltrate the organisation that your dead agents were trying to penetrate. I think I owe you something. So much has happened. I can’t just walk away now. I’ve still got a few weeks left before I go to my next assignment.”

			“How can you manage that?” asked Rogers again.

			“I think I have an opening. I’ve made contact with Rolf, who it seems your dead agents were working for.”

			“Okay, we’ll meet you in a few days’ time to let you know what we find out,” said Fenton. “I’m rather worried about my boy; his sperm count has dropped drastically. We were told there’s nothing that can be done for him.”

			“It may help if we uncover something. There was also one other thing. Do you know of a Jeff Malkovich, working for Global Security? He tried to arrest me at the Junkers’ Leisure Complex,” said Brown.

			“We don’t know him, but will try to find out what we can,” said Fenton.

			 

			 

			In the next couple of days, Brown lodged a formal complaint with the EPA about being harassed by Malkovich. He had hounded Brown about matters that had nothing to do with him, and they said that it would be looked into. He hoped that this would have the effect of keeping Malkovich off his back for a while.

			Somehow a week had gone by, and Brown was due to meet Marika. Brown was in no doubt that the two sisters needed to meet and to hasten their departure from Earth if they were to survive. He was fairly sure that they had no future on Earth, especially if they were caught.

			He wanted to meet Marika before he met up with Scarlet and Masood again, though he was not sure things would work out. He wondered how secure Marika’s manocom was.

			He was to meet her between four and five o’clock at the same place at Union Square. He reckoned that the one-hour time frame would give him enough time to spot and avoid anybody following him. It was possible that somebody was keeping tabs on him.

			Brown took a deliberately indirect route to Union Square again that afternoon. After a cab from the hotel in the opposite direction, he caught the subway to the city’s shopping hub, called the Old Souk, because of its Arabic connection. The Arabs had migrated en masse to parts of the city when it was being rebuilt.

			He had a leisurely walk around and then dived into a large clothing store. He purchased a jacket, a cap and a pair of shoes. So far as he could tell, there was nobody following him. After changing into his new clothes and shoes, he exited the store at a different point.

			He hailed a cab to another area of the city, where he had a drink. Again, he had not noticed anybody following him. After his drink, he took the subway to another area near Union Square and then hailed another cab to Union Square, arriving there at a quarter past four.

			Marika had dyed her hair jet black, and her cheeks bulged quite a bit. She was also wearing a cap and sunglasses. Brown sat down at a nearby table and ordered a drink. A few minutes later, Marika got up and headed off towards a nearby hotel.

			Brown paid for his drinks and followed her. As he entered the hotel, Marika was waiting at the reception. Brown caught up with her and followed her to a room she had booked.

			Once in the room, Brown took off his cap and Marika likewise removed her cap and sunglasses. She then took out both the gumshields which were making her cheeks bulge. As Marika kissed him, Brown’s mind was in turmoil. His loyalties were now in conflict. He was not sure where his interest lay after his recent escapades with Leela. Who was more important to him, Marika or Leela? Did any of them really matter to him or did he want them both?

			In the end, he decided that it was Marika who needed him most at that moment. Her immediate survival probably depended on him. In an odd, roundabout way, so did Leela’s. He needed to find out who was killing the Changelings, to save himself and Leela in the process.

			“How have you been?” asked Brown. “Sorry it took me so long to get back to you. I was caught up in events out of my control.”

			“I thought as much,” said Marika. “I’m all right.” She smiled hesitantly, not being quite sure of Brown’s affections, but there was no sign of complaint in her eyes.

			Brown felt sad for her. She seemed lonely, and he hated himself for being caught up in other things that had been occupying his time.

			“Have you had any problems that I can help with?” asked Brown.

			“Well, I found out your Zinger works. The last time I met you, you were followed. Tomas turned up,” smiled Marika. “He is definitely a mandroid.”

			“But I was sure I wasn’t being followed. There must’ve been a tracker in the bag Rolf gave me. Have you still got it?”

			Marika told him she had left it behind when she had fled in a hurry after using the Zinger on Tomas. It worked really well; Tomas became completely disoriented, allowing her to escape. She was lucky that he had left it with her, but she didn’t have the courage to try to re-programme Tomas.

			“Amazing! Well done. Don’t worry about Tomas,” said Brown. He would take care of Tomas next time he saw him. Brown had some good news for her. He had met her sister Scarlet, or at least that is who she said she was. He asked Marika if she would like to meet up with her. 

			“That bitch! I don’t trust her.” Marika’s reaction came as a surprise for Brown. “She seemed to be spying on me every time I met her. We never got on.”

			“Are you sure?” asked Brown. “She seemed very helpful.”

			“What if it’s a trap? I don’t think I want to meet her,” said Marika.

			“How can you be so certain?” asked Brown.

			“There were little things. She seemed somehow very different. Things happened around her. It’s difficult to put my finger on anything specific, I’m afraid,” brooded Marika. “Then one day she disappeared, and I never heard anything from her until now.”

			“Have you found out what happened to the others?”

			“I don’t know. We were separated just before we went to work. I tried to keep in touch for a while, and then everything went very quiet. All of a sudden, there was no response from any of them. I only saw Scarlet after that.”

			Brown found the whole story, unnerving. “I’m glad you managed to escape.”

			“Thanks to your warning, on the cruise ship, I got away,” Marika said.

			Brown thought that they were still after her, and it seemed they wanted to use him to get to her. There was also a Colonel Malkovich looking for her now, in addition to Tomas, and it worried Brown. They claimed she was a fugitive so maybe they could get help from the police. Marika regretted that she had got Brown involved in the debacle, but she had nobody else to turn to, and she apologised profusely.

			Brown said he had volunteered to help and now he also had a stake in finding the people who were after Marika. He was intrigued by the whole situation and thought it was a big maelstrom of a conspiracy that he needed to get to the bottom of.

			“You’re probably a target as well,” observed Marika. “They probably know something about you that I don’t.”

			Brown admired her intuition, but he felt it was probably best not to enlighten her about his physicality at present. He asked Marika if she had any ideas about what she wanted to do now, but she had none. All she was concerned with, was escaping the clutches of the people looking for her. She was hoping Brown had a solution.

			Brown had hoped that her sister Scarlet would be able to help, but after what Marika had told him, she could well be working for Malkovich’s organisation herself. He thought her best bet was to leave Earth and maybe he could help with that. Also, he himself would have to leave Earth soon for his new assignment.

			“Can’t you take me with you?” pleaded Marika. She looked desperate.

			“That will be almost impossible as they will vet all personnel assigned to me, and your new identity won’t stand up to their scrutiny.” Brown tried to mollify her. It was an awkward situation as there was an unmistakable bond between them now, and it was not going to be easy for him to avoid the obligation that came with it.

			“Are you going to stay with me tonight?” Marika asked finally.

			“It’s very risky,” said Brown. “There are people keeping an eye on me at present. Look what happened the last time I met you.”

			“I don’t care,” said Marika. “I’m staying somewhere else, but I’d like to stay with you here tonight and move tomorrow morning,”

			“All right, I’ll leave early. Have you got my things here?” Brown asked.

			“Yes, I have both your wrist weapon and the Zinger. It does disorient those advanced mandroids. It’s a pity I didn’t try out the reprogramming, but I think it probably works just as well.”

			“We’ll soon find out. I’m keen to try it out on one or two people,” Brown smiled grimly.

			 

			 

			When Brown got back, it was early morning. He had a shower and ordered breakfast service. He felt tired of all the intrigue and wished he was just having a quiet holiday.

			When he was about to finish his breakfast and wondering how to get in touch with Scarlet and Masood, there was a knock on his door. This time Brown didn’t take a chance but switched on the viewer to check who it was. He was surprised to see Scarlet standing there. He opened the door for her.

			 “You’re back at last. I tried to contact you a few days ago but was told you were not back. That Leela must have been keeping you awfully busy the last few days,” Scarlet laughed.

			“No trouble finding me today though,” smiled Brown.

			“I don’t give up easily. At the reception, I pretended I was a call girl you had ordered. Nobody bothered checking anything as these things are routine in these hotels.”

			“You do make a really nice call girl,” Brown offered. Scarlet simply looked stunning, in a skimpy, translucent dress and high heels.

			Scarlet laughed. “I’m glad to see that you have survived the ordeal at the New Oasis.”

			“Yes, thanks to you,” agreed Brown.

			“Would you like some service then?” Scarlet raised her eyebrows.

			“What about Masood? I thought you were with him,” said Brown, a little surprised.

			“He’s my boss, but he doesn’t own me. Anyway, he’s not that way inclined,” laughed Scarlet again. “Have you got a drink?”

			“What would you like?” Brown asked. He thought the conversation was getting rather interesting. “I don’t start this early usually, but what the hell.”

			“Have you any whisky?” asked Scarlet. Even after all the centuries that had passed and there were now many new drinks and drugs, whisky remained a very socially acceptable, desirable beverage 

			“Sure, I have a choice of several. I’ll pour you a good one. Anyway, what are you doing here? I’m sure it’s not to provide call-girl services.”

			“I want to know if you’ve seen Marika?” asked Scarlet.

			“No, she hasn’t contacted me. In any case, why should she get in touch with me? I barely got to know her on the ship and haven’t seen her since then.” Brown tried to sound convincing. After Marika’s warning, he wanted to give nothing away until he was sure of Scarlet. “Tell me why she is important to you?” Brown asked again.

			“We grew up together, and now she’s gone missing. I want to find her to make sure she’s all right, that’s all.”

			“This man, Tomas, had said she was an artificial human being, a proto-human. Are you one of those?” Brown threw the question in, to gauge Scarlet’s reaction. Though he already knew what she was, he wanted to confirm it and see how she reacted to the news.

			Scarlet thought it was very funny, but she looked annoyed. She assured Brown that she was just a normal girl, as was Marika. She also had a hunch why Tomas would say that.

			“Why?” asked Brown. He was intrigued to find out how far Scarlet would go to protect her secret. He egged her on. “He was just having a laugh, I suppose.”

			“Maybe he just wanted you to hand her in immediately out of revulsion or fear if she contacted you. He’s devious like that,” laughed Scarlet.

			“So you know Tomas?”

			Scarlet admitted she had met him before she had left them. She didn’t know what Marika had done to make them look for her, but she would like to help her. However, before that, she said she would like to show Brown just how human she was. Scarlet finished her drink and eyed Brown.

			However, Brown stopped her by saying that it was not necessary. He believed her. He really didn’t feel like getting involved with another woman right now. Especially a supposedly duplicitous woman who was doing a good job of living up to the picture Marika had painted of her.

			“You needn’t worry, your friend Leela won’t mind.” Scarlet stuck the knife in. “She’s often in the news with her latest new boyfriend by her side. What is your connection with her?”

			Brown told Scarlet that he had first met Leela on the cruise ship. Her father was an EPA councillor. After his speech at the UR Assembly, he had met her again and also her father. She had then invited him to New Oasis.

			Scarlet thought Leela had been attracted to him because of him being in the spotlight, but he would probably wear off soon. Meanwhile, Scarlet could do her best to provide him with some distractions to keep Brown occupied. She went over to him and gave him a kiss.

			“Where’s your bedroom? Let’s have a look,” said Scarlet.

			She’s coming on a bit strong, thought Brown. Maybe I should accommodate her to find out what her real agenda is, but he resisted the temptation to do so.

			“Your bed doesn’t look like it was slept in last night, so you’ve been a busy boy somewhere else.” Scarlet pushed Brown onto the bed but didn’t join him. “You’d better get some sleep and come see me tomorrow. Here’s the address. Masood would like to talk to you. It’s important, so make sure you turn up.”

			Scarlet left, leaving Brown a card with her details. In Brown’s mind, Scarlet and Marika were as human as could be, even though he knew things to be different. Perhaps the whole business of being human was a bit overrated. 

			Brown could see Scarlet was a confident operator. She was sure of herself and her talents. She seemed to have no doubts that Brown would be requiring her services soon and would be there the next day. Unlike Marika, Brown was sure that she was an artful, practised lover and would know how to please a man.

			Brown wondered if he needed to take up her offer if he was going to find out more from her. He was intrigued that Masood wanted to see him. He also didn’t think Scarlet quite believed him when he had denied being in touch with Marika. As he had arranged to see her later that week, he needed to find out more about Masood and Scarlet beforehand

			He also had a meeting with Fenton and Rogers that week sometime, so he needed to come up with something for them. Brown decided he would look up Rolf on the pretext of finding out if he knew anything about the ongoing situation of the sperm-count drop, but in reality, he wanted to bait Rolf into divulging his source for the Zingers. 

			It was probably best if he met Rolf somewhere neutral away from his office. Brown made the call. Rolf was a little surprised to hear from Brown as they had concluded their last meeting rather abruptly, with Brown getting the upper hand.

			“I have a proposal for you,” said Brown. “Shall we meet at Jake’s Bar around five-thirty?”

			“What sort of proposal?” asked Rolf, who sounded very suspicious.

			Brown said it was something that was likely to be very profitable for Rolf. Also, Brown would like to find out what he knew about one or two things. He would pay extra for any information Rolf could provide. He knew money was the main motivator for Rolf. He also rated self-preservation higher than loyalty, in the way he had informed on Brett.

			Rolf had of course named Brett as the source of the Zingers, as this would conveniently get Brown off his back. However, Brown had the feeling that somebody else was the source of these gadgets, and Rolf was actually supplying Brett and not the other way around. Brett, in turn, was supplying other parties.

			 

			 

			Brown got to Jake’s Bar as early as he could, only to find Rolf was already there, waiting for him. Brown had a quick look around but could not see any thuggish-looking men warming up nearby seats.

			Rolf greeted him and stood up to shake his hand. Brown declined the effort as he wanted his right arm free. In any case, he was not here to get any camaraderie going. He wanted to keep things strictly businesslike and didn’t want to have any qualms about shooting Rolf if things went wrong. Brown greeted Rolf, who sat down opposite him and looked him in the eye.

			“What’s the proposal you want to talk about?” asked Rolf.

			Before Brown could reply, the robot waiter whizzed in, and they had to stop talking and order drinks. Brown took out his packet of mints and took out one. He offered Rolf one, but he declined, so he set the packet down on the table.

			The robot waiter came back with a tray of drinks and put it down on the table. “Will that be all, gentlemen?” it asked politely.

			“For the moment,” said Brown and paid it. It turned around and whirred away.

			“You’d think they’d make them look more human,” commented Rolf. He squinted his eyes and looked at Brown in expectation.

			Brown accused Rolf of putting a bug in the bag, after all. Normally he would kill somebody for that, but in his case, he was willing to forget it this time, because he needed his services.  Brown smiled and asked him what his connection was with Tomas. Rolf protested that he didn’t know what Brown was talking about. He also didn’t know any Tomas. Rolf denied any knowledge of the whole thing completely. Brown had a sense that he was probably telling the truth, even though it was too much of a coincidence that Tomas had shown up after he had visited Rolf and left Marika with the bag. Brown decided to let it ride.

			“Have you found out more about the artificial breeding programme you looked up earlier for me?”

			“I didn’t bother to look further into it,” denied Rolf. “There’s no money in it.” Brown found his answer very unconvincing.

			“Have you got any more of those Zingers you sold me?” asked Brown. It was more expedient to let the other matter drop for the moment.

			“You mean the gadget that reprogrammes the advanced Mandroids?” asked Rolf.

			“That’s right.”

			“I haven’t got any more,” said Rolf, “but I can get them. How many do you want?”

			“Fifty.”

			“Phew,” whistled Rolf. “What are you going to do with so many Zingers?”

			“That’s my business. I’ve got a client who wants them. Can you get them soon?”

			“You’re joking!” exclaimed Rolf. “I’ll have to place a special order with—” he froze. “With Brett,” he said as an afterthought, but the cat was out of the bag.

			“You mean you’ll get them from somewhere here. I think you’re the one who’s supplying Brett and not the other way round,” laughed Brown.

			“Maybe,” admitted Rolf, “but I can’t get them quickly. They’ll have to be made first and then shipped to me.”

			“Where’s the facility that’s making them?” asked Brown.

			“I wouldn’t tell you that even if I knew, or I’ll be out of business,” smiled Rolf. “As it happens, I myself have to go through a third party, so it’ll take a few days. I’ll want the full payment upfront before I place an order.”

			Brown informed Rolf that he couldn’t pay him the 5,000 he had paid the last time for the first Zinger.  He wanted to sound realistic and negotiate a better price to make the deal sound more believable.

			Rolf didn’t look happy but queried how much Brown wanted to pay. He informed Rolf that he would pay no more than 2,000 apiece and he could only pay Rolf a deposit of 25,000 upfront. Rolf thought it was a joke and he could get more than that from Brett. So, at last, it was confirmed that they were being supplied by somebody on Earth.

			“Maybe, but you have to ship them halfway across the galaxy to get paid,” smiled Brown.

			Rolf’s face dropped a bit; he had been looking forward to making a killing. “Tell you what,” he said, “give me 3,000 apiece.”

			“Two and a half is all I can go up to, but I have to confirm it with my buyer. I can come back to you in a couple of days to confirm it and pay the deposit.”

			“Are you sure you can’t go up any higher?” Rolf gave it one last try.

			Brown told him that it was his last price and asked Rolf if he was sure that he could supply so many, and he nodded reluctantly; Brown was sure he was still making good money. He also imagined the look on Vincent Junkers’ face if only he could overhear the transaction that was being negotiated.

			“It will be difficult, but I think I can manage,” said Rolf. “You drive a hard bargain.”

			“I’m sure you’ll do all right out of it. I’ll get back to you within a couple of days,” said Brown. “No more tricks. I’m sure Vincent Junkers would be itching to lay his hands on you, and he won’t be paying for the privilege.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 16

			Brown needed to utilise the time between his meeting with Rolf and the following day to try and get a few things in place before he actually agreed to the final deal with Rolf.

			Firstly, he didn’t want to use his own hard-earned cash for this deal. He wanted to convince Leela to part with the funds to pay for the Zingers or at least the initial deposit. At present Brown had no intention of paying the rest; what he wanted to do was find the source. In case he had to pay the balance, it was better to use Leela’s money to do so. She had plenty of it, and she would benefit the most from the deal with Rolf.

			Events were spiralling out of his control, and he was being swept along in a direction not of his choosing by what seemed to be a series of random incidents. Except when he actually took stock, these events were not as isolated as they had first seemed, but they were certainly dictating his direction of travel.

			In the deep recess of his mind, he felt sure everything that had happened was all connected, except he could not make out how they were linked. Could it be that he was the missing link between the events and since he had turned up a number of disparate factors were coalescing around him and linking up with each other? A sudden thought occurred to Brown; he had become the unwitting catalyst that seemed to be bringing things to a head.

			He seemed to have triggered a chain of events by his meeting with Brett at the Outer Reach space station. Now things were happening one after another seemingly without any connection, yet in his mind, there was a nagging feeling that they were being triggered by him.

			When he left Pirrus, his only intention had been to come to Earth and get his regeneration to avoid any suspicion about his abilities. He had wanted to find out more about himself and his origins. His main purpose though had been to collect his rewards and then try to visit Levita, if he could, to see his son.

			However, now that he had discovered a whole new dimension to his existence, it was difficult to let go until he could disentangle himself again from the unfolding plot that was sweeping him somewhere, totally outside his control.

			Marika and Leela had just meant to be distractions for him while on his holiday cruise back to Earth. They were the much-needed fun that he probably deserved after the intense, insane period of activity on Pirrus. However, now they both loomed large in his life, it was hardly possible for him to give either of them up after the recent course of events. He wanted answers, and they were the only pawns he could move in this chess game with any chance of influencing things. It also meant that he would have to sacrifice them if the need arose, but he hoped that would not become necessary.

			Before he even got back to the hotel, Brown decided to contact the two agents to ask them if they still had any ongoing surveillance on Rolf. As the other two dead agents had been a part of Rolf’s organisation, he thought they might have continued monitoring him, but the answer was negative. The investigation had come to a dead halt.

			Brown asked them if the investigation could be restarted again. He was told that they could do so, but only if they were provided with a convincing reason. He asked them to come and discuss the matter with him the next morning, and he would provide them with some vital information regarding the matter.

			Brown left it at that and contacted Leela. He was not sure how to broach the subject, but it had to be done. His finances would take a dent to pay Rolf, and he himself had no use for the fifty Zingers he had ordered. It was better all-round if he got Leela to pay up in return for a few of the gadgets.

			“How would you like to get hold of a Zinger, a gadget that was used to subvert your bodyguard?” asked Brown.

			“Do you know who’s selling them?” asked Leela.

			“I know somebody who can get them for me, but I do not know who the source is,” said Brown. “I’ve placed an order with him for fifty pieces, so I can find out the source while he places the order and collects the goods. However, I need your help to pay for them.”

			“We could try and grab him and squeeze the information out of him,” suggested Leela.

			“Unfortunately, the FBI is watching him as well, and I think he has got to go through another intermediary to get hold of them. I’m trying to get the FBI to find out who that is by keeping an eye on him.”

			“Okay, I can come to your hotel later, and we can discuss the whole thing.” Leela seemed eager to see Brown again. Brown told her to keep the information from her dad for the moment as a heavy-handed approach by him could stop Brown from discovering the source. Leela agreed with him.

			Brown had been on the verge of telling Leela to come the next day, as he felt a little exhausted when he remembered that he had to meet Scarlet and Masood that day. Things were beginning to heat up, and that excited him, but somehow he also felt some uneasiness about it all. He was getting bogged down in something that was not his business. Though he had time on his hands, he also needed to sort out something for Marika to help her survive before he got reassigned on another mission.

			 

			 

			Leela was already waiting for him when he got back to the hotel. Brown suggested that they go for dinner as he was feeling famished. Though he actually thrived in stressful situations, stress always filled him with hunger, and he was being subjected to it from all directions. That was the part of his make-up which had seen him through some very difficult situations, but it always made him very hungry.

			He also needed to put Leela off from making further physical demands on his body at that moment. Instead, he wanted time to think what his next course of action should be.

			“Where have you been?” asked Leela as they sat down to eat. She seemed impatient about something.

			“I was making some inquires,” said Brown, “following up another lead.”

			“You seem to be turning into some sort of a sleuth all of a sudden, rather than the adventurer that your reputation suggests,” exclaimed Leela.

			“I’ve been many things in my life,” Brown assured her. “I was just trying to find out why you were targeted at the New Oasis.”

			Brown asked Leela if her father had found anything out from the driver or the dead bodyguard, but the answer was negative. The thought crossed his mind that it was possible she was withholding information.

			“So you want 125,000 credits. That’s a lot of money,” said Leela.

			Brown nodded. He wanted more than the 25,000 he needed to pay Rolf immediately, in case he required the rest of the money. Brown wanted it transferred to his normal account. He did not want anybody to find out about his hidden funds, especially Rolf and the agents.

			“It’s nothing for you, but you’ll get a lot in return. Once you get hold of a Zinger, you may be able to protect your mandroids against them.”

			“Okay, give me the account number, we’ll try it your way,” said Leela, “but first I need the name and details of your contact, in case your strategy doesn’t work.” Brown did as he was asked, and in a few minutes, Leela said it was done.

			“Now, what is my reward?” smiled Leela as they finished their meal. Brown knew what she had in mind, though that was the last thing he wanted to hear.

			Brown made a half-hearted attempt to dissuade her. However, she was unresponsive to his entreaties and seemed impatient to get on with things. Brown was hardly in a position to disappoint her at that moment. 

			His problem was not so much physical but emotional. What had started out as fun, suddenly seemed a lot more complicated. Both the women were getting rather attached to him and were becoming ever more demanding. What bothered him was, who was he going to side with if it became a question of choosing between the two of them?

			“There’s a party this weekend at my place, and I’d like you to attend. I’ll send a car to pick you up,” said Leela, when she finally left the next morning.

			“What’s this in aid of?” asked Brown, who had other things in mind for the weekend.

			“You’ll see. Anyway, you’ll meet the cream of our society, and I want you to meet somebody in particular. I’ll also feel a lot safer with you around. See you in two days.”

			 

			 

			Fenton and Rogers were there early, so Brown had no time to have breakfast. For some reason, he didn’t feel hungry; instead, he felt elated. Leela was definitely good for him. This was the life he had craved on Levita some ten or more years ago; now, once again, it was within his reach. Leela wanted him, he was already sure of that and then he could have everything, including a beautiful wife. The only problem was Marika; what was he going to do with her? He needed to find her a safe haven. 

			The agents had already explained to him that the investigation into Rolf’s affairs had collapsed with the death of the two agents Brown had shot. Brown wanted to know if it was still possible to put Rolf under surveillance and monitor his movements and communications.

			“Most likely his communications will be highly encrypted and will be very difficult to break down,” said Fenton. “Why do you ask?”

			Brown told them he had just placed an order with Rolf to buy fifty pieces of a gadget called the Zinger, which could be used to subvert advanced mandroids and reprogramme them. He knew the authorities denied that any such mandroid existed. He also knew for a fact that the Junkers Corporation was building those on Outer Reach and so they must also know.

			“If you say so,” said Rogers.

			“Well, if these mandroids can be subverted, it represents a great danger to Earth, especifically as they would be used for any future war and many other security operations,” said Brown. 

			“If what you say is true,” retorted Rogers, trying to dissuade Brown from following his argument.

			“We need to find the source of these gadgets and apprehend them,” said Brown, ignoring Roger’s comment.

			“What you say is very interesting,” said Fenton. “However, we have no knowledge of such developments.”

			“Well then, you need to put Rolf under surveillance to find out who his supplier is and also arrest the people when they try to deliver the items,” smiled Brown. “You don’t have to believe me.”

			“It’s going to be difficult, but we can try. Tell me, have you personally come across any of these advanced mandroids?” asked Fenton.

			Brown said he certainly had. There were more in circulation than they could imagine. Their functions were being tried out at present, but he didn’t think they would be helpful to human society in the long run. He asked the agents if they had managed to find out anything about the fertility drop.

			“So far we haven’t found anything, I’m afraid,” said Rogers.

			“Keep searching for the common denominator,” said Brown. “In my experience, something always turns up.”

			After the agents left, Brown got ready to go and see Scarlet and Masood. He wondered if the FBI had him under surveillance as well. Still, it probably did not matter as far as Scarlet was concerned as she didn’t seem to be too worried about surveillance.

			 

			 

			Brown arrived at the address mid-afternoon. It was a small, plain building on a nondescript side road and did not stand out in any way. The taxi dropped him off, and he rang the buzzer of the video entry-monitor. Scarlet’s face appeared on the screen, and the door entry began to buzz. Brown pushed his way inside. It was a small well-lit lobby, but there was nobody there.

			As he was looking around, Scarlet appeared on the other end and greeted him. She motioned to him to follow her to a room on the next floor. The room was fitted out sparsely, though in an expensive style. It also had a well-equipped drinks cabinet. 

			“What is this place?” asked Brown.

			“A brothel, but for high-class clientele,” laughed Scarlet. She offered Brown a drink, which he accepted. Brown eyed Scarlet in a quizzical fashion.

			“Are you one of them?” he asked.

			“Hardly,” answered Scarlet. “I help Masood to run the place. You’d be surprised by the people who turn up.”

			“Where’s everybody?” asked Brown.

			“They won’t be here before early evening. We have a couple of hours to kill. Masood won’t be here until then,” said Scarlet.

			“Why did you ask me to come early?” Brown decided to be direct. “What do you want from me?”

			“I’d like to get to know you better,” answered Scarlet. “I’d also like to help Marika. Masood can help to get her to Delta 5 and give her a new identity. I’m sure you know where she is.”

			“In return, what does Masood want from me?” asked Brown.

			“You have to kill a man for us. We can’t get near him, but we think you can. You’re good at killing people.”

			“How do I know that I can trust you with Marika’s future?”

			“You’ll just have to. I’m sure you know she hasn’t got a future here on Earth.”

			“Did he help you with a new identity?”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” retorted Scarlet. Brown let the matter drop.

			“Who do you want me to kill?”

			“We’re wasting time.” Scarlet came and kissed Brown. “Masood will fill you in with the details when he gets here. Now I need some attention.”

			“Are you always like this with men?” stalled Brown. He was trying to make up his mind about what to do. He already had his hands full and didn’t really want to get involved with yet another woman.

			“I don’t see anything wrong with my approach. People expect me to use my charms. Yesterday I wanted to entice you to our cause, but today I want you for myself. There is something very strange about you, which is attracting my attention.”

			Something clicked in Brown’s mind. Scarlet was repeating what Marika had previously said to him.

			“Maybe you were made that way. Tell me, how did you escape?”

			“Not that ridiculous idea again,” Scarlet laughed.

			“You have certain characteristics very similar to Marika.”

			“So she’s attracted to you as well,” sighed Scarlet.

			“I’m afraid so,” said Brown. “It’s probably a gene they’ve put in you.”

			“If you really insist. In that case, there must be something different about you from the other men I’ve met. They didn’t affect me like this,” observed Scarlet.

			Very astute, thought Brown. “So, how did you escape?”

			She had been lucky. She had met up with Masood, and he had helped her. Scarlet came clean at last; she had more freedom than the other girls as they put her in to spy on them. None of them knew what they were, but she found out by chance and got Masood to help her. Now she had a new ID from Delta 5, and she was back to try and help others escape, starting with Marika.

			“Does Masood know what you are?”

			“Not at all. He thinks I’m just a fugitive. How did you find out?”

			“By chance, when somebody shot Marika to stun her and nothing happened to her,” said Brown.

			Brown said he thought it was most likely by chance that they had some sort of a predilection towards him. From what he understood, she was a prototype to see if the human race could be improved by normal people interbreeding with her type. But, so far, the experiment had failed, and they were destroying all the prototypes. She had taken a big chance in coming back.

			“You mean because normal humans haven’t been able to breed with us,” exclaimed Scarlet.

			Brown said that he thought that Marika had been put on the cruise ship he was returning to Earth on as an experiment to see if he would succeed in impregnating her. They knew he already had a child with a Levitian, a non-human.

			“And have you succeeded?” Scarlet’s eyes beamed. “I’ve met many men, and I didn’t get pregnant.”

			“Not as far as I know,” said Brown.

			“So, you may not be so special then.”

			“Special enough to have two such beautiful women after me,” laughed Brown.

			“So there has to be something else?” Scarlet was suspicious.

			“Maybe it’s because I’m a little famous at present, after my success on Pirrus, but it will probably pass.” Brown tried to divert the subject.

			“I’m not convinced by that. It has to be something more fundamental.” Scarlet was adamant. “Well, whatever it is, I want some of it, but don’t tell Masood about me.”

			“It will be our little secret,” said Brown as Scarlet slipped off her dress, revealing her exquisite form. She was like Marika, yet different. Her breasts were larger, and she had a fuller figure. Maybe it was nurture: Marika was like a trained athlete, but Scarlet had followed a different path, however, as Brown grabbed her around the waist and cupped one of her firm breasts in his other hand, he stopped himself.

			“It will have to wait for another day, I’m afraid,” he said almost not believing it himself. 

			He really wanted her, especially as he thought of all those solitary years he had spent in prison until quite recently.  However, the weight of the other two women bore down heavily on him. Without even realising it until now, he had become responsible for their well-being, maybe even their survival. Mentally, it was not possible for him to take on any further extra load, however tempting the offer might be.

			“You’re disappointed by me,” rued Scarlet.

			“Believe me, that can’t be any further from the truth, but my life has become so incredibly complicated at present, I couldn’t do you justice.” He let her go and moved away.

			“You mean because of Marika and Leela. I assure you, I wouldn’t be a burden on you.” Scarlet’s eyes were almost tearful from his rejection.

			“But I may have to choose between you and Marika. You’re both in danger already, I’m afraid. Even though you may feel safe, you’re in danger, and so is Leela. Also, there have already been a few attempts on my life, so anybody close to me can also become a further target. I can’t possibly protect all three of you.”

			“So you’re just going to cut me adrift.” Scarlet looked very dejected.

			“No, I’m going to help you, in any way I can,” said Brown. He hoped that he wouldn’t make an enemy out of Scarlet.

			 

			 

			They were having a little drink when Masood turned up. He eyed them, and there was a mischievous look on his face as if he knew what had expired between them.

			“So, has she filled you in about the deal?” asked Masood.

			“You’ll help save Marika, and in return, I have to kill somebody. She didn’t say who it was.”

			“How badly do you want to save Marika?” asked Masood. “We have a freighter leaving within a week. She could be on it.”

			“Who do I have to kill?”

			“Vincent Junkers,” said Masood. Brown nearly fell off his seat.

			“Why him?” Brown asked.

			“He’s building an advanced android army on Outer Reach. He means to invade Delta 5 with them. We have to stop him.”

			“So it’s definitely not Levita he is planning to invade, as I had thought.”

			“No, but maybe he means to go after them after he has taken over Delta 5,” said Masood.

			This was news indeed for Brown, but he wanted to find out more. He asked Masood how he knew about the attempt on Leela’s life and why they warned him about it. Masood informed Brown that Scarlet had overheard one of the clients in the brothel talking to another man about the event that was going to unfold at the Oasis. 

			“Unfortunately, I cannot disclose how we were able to acquire that information as that would compromise us,” said Masood. “Anyway, when we saw you there, Scarlet decided to warn you, as she thought you might be in danger as well.”

			“Why is that?”

			“She was sure you knew where to find Marika. She wants to save her.”

			“So you were there to target Vincent Junkers yourselves?” asserted Brown.

			“No, we just wanted to find out how difficult it would be to try and see whether the assassin would succeed,” said Masood. 

			“So Scarlet saved Leela’s life and possibly mine. I’m grateful,” said Brown. “Did you know it was an advanced mandroid that tried to kill Leela?”

			“We had no idea,” said Masood.

			“I thought they were all controlled by Junkers,” said Scarlet.

			“It was Leela’s own bodyguard who had been subverted and turned against her. There’s a device which can be used to turn them.”

			“Really?” said Masood, surprised. “If we could get hold of some of these devices, we wouldn’t have to worry about Junkers.”

			“I may be able to get hold of some for you, I owe you a favour, but first you need to point out this man to me. He must have been in the New Oasis himself when the attempt on Leela took place.”

			“We didn’t spot him,” said Scarlet, “but people were wearing masks.”

			“When are you expecting this man to come here again?” asked Brown.

			“He usually comes here on Tuesday or Wednesday. Can you come by next week?” asked Scarlet.

			“I’ll make sure I do,” said Brown. “There’s only one more thing I want to find out. Why did you try to kidnap me on the cruise ship?”

			“We thought you would make a high-profile hostage for negotiations with the EPA later. In the meantime, we wanted to convert you to our cause as we think you are in a unique position to influence the outcome of events.”

			“From this predictive analysis you’ve done?” asked Brown.

			“That’s right. How did you know?”

			“From your double who committed suicide,” replied Brown.

			“The attempt on you was nothing personal.”

			“Good to know,” said Brown as he left them.

			Though Brown was concerned about Leela’s safety, he was highly perturbed about the course of action Vincent Junkers had embarked on. Brown knew that he needed to be stopped, but how?

			The last thing he wanted was Earth to be dragged into a war in the Delta Quadrant against the Federation of Independent Planets. This would be inevitable according to his information, in case of a clandestine invasion of Delta 5 by Junkers, since Levita was just itching to have a go at Earth and this could be an ideal opportunity for it to join in also. This was going to be a very costly conflict that Brown was not very sure Earth could win. It would also put his son in the greatest possible danger if there was an attack on Levita.

			He had been an absent, ineffective father, somebody who had done very little for his son so far; but maybe this was his chance to make amends and safeguard his son’s future. Even though his son would never know about it, it was Brown’s responsibility to make sure he would survive. It was very likely that Earth’s future was also entwined with that of his son’s, upon Brown’s success in stopping the invasion.

			Brown realised that his only chance of stopping Junkers was to get the Chinese on his side but to do that he needed to solve the mystery of the sperm-count drop. As a last resort, he would have to take Junkers out, but that was not going to be easy by any stretch of the imagination. It would certainly end any hopes of a long-term relationship with Leela.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 17 

			Brown called Rolf that evening and told him that he wanted to proceed on the basis of the price being 2,500 credits apiece, with 25,000 upfront for the fifty Zingers. Rolf agreed without any protest, much to Brown’s surprise. Apparently, Rolf had already pre-empted his call and placed an order and delivery would be in four days’ time.

			Brown transferred the money and hoped that the two agents had managed to set up the surveillance already and would be in touch with Brown soon. He had high hopes that the operation would be successful and they would be able to get hold of the Zingers before they reached Rolf. However, he was a little worried that they would be unwilling to supply Brown with any once they seized them.

			He needed to give Leela and Masood a few pieces each, to get them off his back. Maybe it had been a bad move to involve the agents in this endeavour, but they were probably his only hope of getting a lead on whoever was supplying them.

			Brown felt almost certain that somehow these Zingers were connected to the breeding programme for the proto-humans, although he could not quite put his finger on it. In the recesses of his brain, that sixth sense was stirring again, and it was a warning he could not ignore.

			Brown had also received a call from Marika. She had her new ID and was eager to come around to the hotel to see him. Brown told her not to be foolish as he was sure that this would be a trap for her. This time, his sixth sense positively screamed at him, instead of the slight tingle he normally felt. Over time he had learnt to heed these warnings as they had delivered him from various unfortunate predicaments. He arranged to meet Marika the next day at the usual place.

			Brown felt it was a good chance for him to get some long, uninterrupted sleep that night, something that had been lacking in the last few days. He needed a break from all activities to recharge. Nights with Marika or Leela were great fun but always extremely exhausting, and he felt the coming few days were likely to be extremely demanding.

			 

			 

			It was the first morning of the weekend. Brown returned to the hotel after having a tumultuous night with Marika, after his break the night before that. He had tried to convince her to meet up with Scarlet, without success.

			Though Brown had tried hard not to get too attached to Marika, he couldn’t help himself. As well as being exotic, she radiated a kind of vulnerability that had suckered him in, despite his caution. However, in reality, she was quite a resolute woman, and it was difficult for Brown to dissuade her from a course of action once her mind was made up.

			Brown had informed her that he would not be available that weekend, without mentioning Leela’s party. As far as she was concerned, he was going to be busy trying to track down where ‘Project Genesis’ had originated and the actual people behind it. This, as it happened, was not actually far from the truth.

			Brown hated not being straightforward, but it was probably best at this stage not to put too much strain on her by declaring his involvement with Leela. Even though he was at a loss, trying to think about how to safeguard Marika’s future, he wasn’t sure he wanted to be part of it.

			In the end, he decided that he would just let events dictate things. His first priority now was to find out who was behind the killings of new Changelings and the attempt on Leela’s life. Maybe that was not the reason why she wanted him at the party, but it would make her feel more secure to have him around, and it would be an opportunity for him to check out other guests. Both he and Leela suspected that it was quite likely to be one of the other guests who had been behind the killings.

			Most probably, this person would be trying to determine whether Brown was a Changeling. Brown, in turn, was hoping to get a chance to mark him out amongst the others present. The other attempts on him so far were from parties not connected to this phenomenon, except for the botched attack on Leela, in which case he may also have become a target already.

			It was not going to be easy to flush him out. Brown would need the help of his strong intuition to narrow things down and possibly zero in on somebody; he could then further investigate. At least that was Brown’s plan, and although it wasn’t a concrete plan, it was the best he could come up with.

			He felt sure that the person would have to be connected to Leela or her father. They were most likely a member of the select circle of people who were also connected to the ruling clique. In the last case scenario, he could actually be a member of the elite who ran things on Earth. It was within reason that anybody important connected to Vincent Junkers would be there; somebody who, most likely, also had access to the advanced mandroids.

			The danger was that Brown could also be giving himself away. He would then definitely become a target, sooner rather than later, if the killer suspected he was a Changeling. This, however, was a risk he had to take to have any chance of unmasking the killer.

			 

			 

			The car picked him up at about three o’clock. Leela had wanted him to come early on in the day rather than when the party started. The person driving the car was Leela’s old chauffeur. He was back. Obviously, it seemed they hadn’t found anything incriminating against him.

			Brown decided to strike up a conversation with him to see if he could get anything interesting out of him. Before he could say anything, he was interrupted. The driver told him that Leela had instructed him to take Brown to her penthouse in the city. They would then make their way together to the mansion where the party was being held, just outside the city.

			“That’s odd,” said Brown, “she never mentioned anything to me.”

			“Last minute change of plans; she wanted it to be a surprise,” said the driver.

			“Okay by me,” said Brown and got ready for any nasty situation unfolding later. He didn’t like last-minute changes. He had the driver firmly in his sights in case of trouble. “By the way, what is your name?”

			“Karl Anders,” said the driver. “You can call me Karl, sir.”

			“Good to see you’re back,” said Brown. “They must’ve given you a hard time.”

			“Well, it was understandable, sir.” Karl seemed stoical. He told Brown that it hadn’t been too bad. They had given him a truth serum and after a bit of sleep deprivation, put him through an interrogation. They also searched his apartment and checked his bank accounts for any sudden large sums received. They let him go when they didn’t find anything.

			“No reason why they shouldn’t if you were clean. I suppose it was a routine procedure, though pretty thorough. Tough on you, though.”

			“I was happy to put up with it,” said Karl. “I heard what you did for Miss Junkers, saving her life like that. I suppose you’re combat-trained with very fast reflexes.”

			“I had a lot of practice in Pirrus, where I was posted last,” Brown tried to sound modest.

			“You’re very famous after your last mission, Your Excellency.”

			“It was touch and go at one point, so I was glad to survive. Tell me, Karl, do you know anybody who might hold a grudge against Leela?”

			“There’s no shortage of people who hate the Junkers, I suppose,” said Karl. “They’re very high profile and ostentatious. If Earth had a royalty, they would probably qualify.”

			“No, I mean anybody in their close circle, who she had fallen out with recently before she met me?”

			“Nobody I can think of,” replied Karl. The man was discreet.

			“Have they got any close business rivals who will be attending the party tonight?”

			“I’m sure there will be many such people,” mused Karl.

			Should he watch out for anybody, like past boyfriends, who might take a dislike to him? Brown carried on pressing. Karl thought that Jonas Freeman of Novotech Industries could fit the bill. He had gone out with her for quite a while, but it had been over at least two years. He had business dealings with Junkers, and his business had expanded rapidly recently. He couldn’t think of anybody else.

			“Good to know, thanks,” said Brown.

			They had reached Leela’s residence. She opened the door for him to the penthouse, on the tenth floor. The penthouse occupied the whole of the top floor of the highly secure gated building. Most likely the whole building was also owned by her.

			“Well, this is a surprise,” said Brown. “I was sure the driver was out to kidnap me.”

			“He’s a good man, and frankly I didn’t suspect him,” said Leela.

			“He told me to watch out for Jonas Freeman, your last long-term boyfriend,” said Brown as he entered the apartment. He had seen some luxurious places in his time, but this was something else, with murals and ceiling paintings, obviously all by well-known artists.

			“Don’t worry about him. He’s a very genteel man. I’ll introduce him to you. He’s not one of us, though. He’s not a Changeling.”

			“What happened between you two?” asked Brown.

			Leela told him that things were going really well with them, except Freeman couldn’t change shape. He had the background, like Brown, and she stayed with him as long as she could and tried to encourage him to see if it would happen. Unfortunately, nothing had happened, and he grew more and more frustrated until one day he suddenly called the whole thing off. Leela looked a little disappointed.

			“Did he give any reasons?”

			“He did apologise profusely, but really didn’t give me a good reason, but I suspect he couldn’t face life with me without being able to change,” said Leela. “I made the mistake of revealing myself to him; before I was sure, he could change.”

			“Do you think he would have any reason to harm you?”

			“Why should he? I didn’t cause him any problem. My father has also helped him.”

			“Did he supply him with any of those advanced mandroids?” asked Brown.

			“Why are you asking me all these questions? Do you suspect my father also?”

			“There’s a person who works for the Genesis programme, who I believe is an advanced mandroid,” said Brown. 

			“What is the Genesis programme?” asked Leela.

			“It is the programme to breed proto-humans or artificial human beings,” said Brown. “Are you sure it’s not one of your father’s programmes?”

			“I’m sure I would know if my father was involved in it,” retorted Leela. “I didn’t know anything until you told me about it just now. Now we’ll have to try to find out more about Genesis as well. We thought it was a joke when you mentioned artificial humans before.”

			“So you don’t know if Jonas Freeman is involved or not?” asked Brown.

			“I’m afraid not, but we can ask him later on. He’s coming to the party.”

			“I’m looking forward to it,” said Brown. “This should be interesting.”

			“Let’s stop talking about these problems for the moment and relax for a bit,” said Leela. “I’ve been missing you.”

			“It’s only been two days since I saw you last,” protested Brown, but there was a broad smile on Leela’s face, and Brown knew what that smile meant.

			 

			 

			About eight o’clock, they left the apartment and headed for her father’s mansion. It was going to be a long evening. Brown had a game plan; he was going to be busy. He had acquired the names of all the people who would be at the party and who had been supplied with advanced mandroids by the Junkers Corporation.

			It was a starting point and narrowed things down a bit. There were eight such corporations and all the bosses associated with these organisations would be there, except two of them. Brown was almost sure in his mind that the person behind the attempt on Leela was most likely to be there for a couple of reasons.

			Firstly, by being there, they would hope to avoid any suspicion falling on them. Secondly, they would want to meet Brown in person to assess him and what threat he was to them. By now they obviously knew that he had been the person responsible for foiling the plot.

			Brown decided to discount the two corporate bosses missing the party, though he would conduct a background check on them later, just to be thorough. However, he didn’t expect it to yield anything.

			It was obvious to him that only organisations that had access to the prototype advanced mandroids were likely to come up with the Zinger or any such weapons to neutralise them.

			Vincent Junkers greeted Brown more cordially than the time before, but Brown was not quite sure if this was a front for the sake of Leela or he had genuinely grown to like him.

			“Your little secret is safe with me,” said Junkers. He had an amused smile that seemed to imply that he was probably sizing up Brown as a potential partner for Leela.

			“And yours with me,” Brown smiled back. “Seriously though, it would help me narrow down suspects more easily if they didn’t know about me.”

			“You’re probably already a target for saving Leela. So, have you got any ideas yet?”

			“I’m working on a few hunches. I will inform you later if I have anything concrete. I see you have released Karl.”

			“Yes, we couldn’t find anything on him, and he’s a good chauffeur.”

			“Nice place you got here,” commented Brown trying to change the subject.

			“I’ve found the acquisition of wealth to be fairly simple. If you’re smart, the longer you live, the richer you become, as you probably know,” philosophised Junkers.

			“Unless you have a setback or suffer from bad health, which people like you obviously don’t,” laughed Brown.

			“Neither should you, now that you have discovered yourself,” said Junkers. “I heard about Levita. It was bad business, but you handled it quite well, I thought. So, have you got any health issues?”

			“Well, I’m suffering from a Sweet Death drug addiction at present, and only regeneration will cure it,” smiled Brown. “You look rather healthy to me,” said Junkers, surprised.

			“Nevertheless, if you can spread that story around it would be good for me.”

			“What story?” asked Leela, who had been tinkering with the arrangements for the party and joined them at that moment.

			“Did you know your new boyfriend is addicted to Sweet Death and needs a regeneration to cure him?” Junkers asked Leela.

			“Really? He never divulged it to me,” said Leela, smiling.

			“I acquired it in prison,” Brown shrugged. “Your dad wheedled it out of me. You have my permission to tell everybody about it.”

			The guests had begun to arrive, so Junkers left to attend to them. He told Brown to make sure that he stuck with Leela at all times. Brown promised he would.

			“I think my father rather likes you,” commented Leela, when Junkers had moved away from them. “He hasn’t always been kind to my boyfriends in the past.”

			“I’m lucky,” laughed Brown. “Girls’ fathers usually like me.”

			“You probably scare them into liking you,” replied Leela. “Let me introduce you to some of the people I mentioned earlier. Jonas isn’t here yet, but I’ll introduce you when he turns up.”

			Leela ushered Brown to a newly arrived group of people, who were tucking into their first canapés and very expensive wine and other similarly expensive beverages.

			She introduced Brown in turn to about five or six people. Brown noted their names mentally. Four of them were on the list Brown had been given and had earmarked to meet, but two, including Jonas Freeman, were not there yet.

			They congratulated Brown on his quick reactions at the New Oasis in saving Leela’s life. It felt like the whole world was privy to the incident. Brown obliged with self-deprecating remarks about being lucky, which to an extent he was. There was always an element of luck involved in any risky undertaking.

			“So quite a few of you have these advanced mandroids deployed in your organisations. Have you had any malfunctions with them lately?” asked Brown, much to everybody’s surprise. Leela looked slightly uncomfortable.

			“You know about these?” asked one of the group, recovering from the shock of Brown’s question. “I thought they were supposed to be a secret.”

			“They are,” Leela assured him, “but Mr Brown thinks he has come across one or two of them, so it’s his little joke.”

			“We haven’t had any problems,” murmured another and the others nodded in agreement.

			Brown asked them if by chance they had any mandroid employee called Tomas, but they looked at him blankly as if the question didn’t seem to register. All of them shook their heads in a negative fashion. Leela smiled and told them it was another one of his jokes.

			Basically, their reaction was as Brown had expected. It was impossible for Brown to pick up any negative vibes. The conversation continued on for a while until people started drifting off.

			Leela dragged Brown off to another area of the big hall, where a dance performance was being held. There seemed to be well over a hundred guests mingling with each other.

			“Well, did you pick up anything from those people?” Leela asked. “Your questions were certainly a bit awkward for us.” 

			“Sorry, but I’m afraid not,” said Brown. “I have to probe to see if I can pick up anything, but maybe I’m losing my touch.”

			“I doubt if any of these people would be involved. They were vetted very thoroughly by my father before being supplied with those mandroids.”

			“You may be right,” agreed Brown. Though he still had some doubts about them, he was more or less of the same opinion as Leela. He had picked up nothing.

			At this point, they were approached by a Chinese-looking gentleman. Leela introduced him as Councillor Hong Xi; he was the replacement for Chin in the UR Assembly and in the EPA council.

			Brown inquired if they had apprehended Chin’s assassin, but the answer was negative. The killer had simply vanished, and they had yet to establish a motive.

			“Councillor Chin spoke highly of you,” remarked Hong. He was a much younger looking man than Chin and obviously had been making good use of the regeneration process, unlike Chin.

			“I’m grateful to him; he was a good man,” said Brown.

			Hong asked Brown if he had had any success in finding out more about the thing Councillor Chin asked him to. He had firmly believed the answer lay in the west part of the world, rather than in China. Brown assured him that he was following up a few leads at present, but unfortunately, he had nothing concrete yet. Hong would be the first person he would contact if he did manage to find anything.

			“We’ll show our appreciation in no small way if you succeed,” said Hong. “We’ve made exhaustive investigations and have come up with nothing.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Brown replied. “I would like to help you just out of respect for Councillor Chin, without expecting anything in return.”

			“You’re a good man,” said Hong. “He was right about you. Take good care of him, Miss Junkers.”

			“I intend to,” smiled Leela as Hong departed from them to join other dignitaries, who were with Vincent Junkers, including some members from the EPA council.

			A little later Leela tugged on Brown’s jacket again. A good-looking youngish man with black hair had entered the hall. Leela whispered it was Jonas Freeman.

			“Let’s go and meet him then,” said Brown to a somewhat reluctant Leela. She seemed coy, despite her promise to introduce them.

			Brown steered Leela towards the oncoming Freeman until they were almost blocking his way. Leela didn’t seem too keen but went along with Brown. When Freeman stopped, she introduced Brown.

			“Hello, Jonas, how have you been? It’s been a long while since I saw you last,” said Leela.

			“You’re looking ravishing as ever,” said Freeman. “Hello, Excellency Brown. I hope you’re having a good time back on Earth.” Freeman extended his hand and Brown took it. Freeman had a very strong grip, which surprised Brown. He held Brown’s hand for a little longer than expected.

			“Very much so,” replied Brown. “I’ve been really looking forward to meeting you. Leela has told me so much about you.”

			“Hope you didn’t believe everything you heard. She has a habit of making up things.”

			“I’m sure it’s all true in your case,” smiled Brown. “Have you seen Tomas lately?” He threw in a loaded question to gauge Freeman’s reaction. It was as good a time as any to start probing.

			“Tomas who?” Freeman didn’t bat an eyelid. “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

			Brown told Freeman that he had met Tomas on the cruise ship, coming back to Earth. He was sure Tomas had mentioned Freeman several times in his conversation. Brown persisted with this line as he decided that there was nothing to lose by throwing in a few more barbs to see if he could rattle Freeman.

			“As I said,” Freeman carried on nonchalantly, “I have no idea who he is, but I hope he said only good things.”

			“Well, it could be my mistake,” admitted Brown, “but Councillor Chin definitely mentioned you. He asked me to look you up. He thought you might be able to help solve a problem he was working on.”

			“Which problem is that? So, you knew Councillor Chin; you’re full of surprises,” smiled Freeman.

			“He was trying to find the answer to the sperm-count drop amongst the Chinese.”

			Freeman asked why Brown thought that he would be able to help him with that. It was very strange. Why had Chin asked Brown to see him instead of looking him up himself? In any case, as far as he knew the sperm count had dropped generally and not with the Chinese in particular, Freeman shrugged.

			Brown told him that Chin seemed to think otherwise and had told him to look Freeman up before he died under mysterious circumstances. He didn’t know why he had told Brown about this problem, but as Chin was no longer with them, he thought he would ask Freeman. Brown knew it was a shot in the dark, but he was looking for a reaction if indeed Freeman was somehow involved.

			“What are you here on Earth for?” laughed Freeman. “I thought it was just to play the hero at the UR Assembly. You should be careful; whatever got Chin killed could target you also.”

			“I’m here for regeneration treatment,” said Brown. There it was at last. Was there a hint of a threat in Freeman’s voice? He still couldn’t be absolutely sure. “I need it to cure a nasty drug habit I picked up in prison, before being sent to Pirrus.”

			“You don’t look like you need any regeneration,” commented Freeman.

			“The doctors have done a fantastic job on me, but the only way to cure the habit is by regeneration.” Brown hoped Freeman would believe him.

			“What were you in prison for? No, let me guess. It was for killing people,” smiled Freeman.

			“No, for tax evasion,” Brown smiled back. Now, again, he was not at all sure about Jonas Freeman. The man had a great knack for deflecting all his probes and jibes without giving anything away or in any way changing his composure.

			“You saved Leela’s life, I hear,” said Freeman. “For that, I owe you something. Come and see me towards the end of next week and I’ll try to give you all the information I can find out about the fertility drop. I will check around, but I still think it’s a natural phenomenon. It happened in the twenty-first century to the Europeans, but they recovered.”

			“That had to do with too many toxic chemicals in the food chain, I think,” Brown said, “but we don’t have that problem now.”

			“Maybe somebody has duplicated those problems,” laughed Freeman. This time he seemed to be baiting Brown.

			“Well, you own a biotech company,” said Brown.

			“You mean Novotech? Would I be investigating all this if we were involved?” Freeman continued laughing; he seemed to find the whole thing highly amusing. “Come and see me at the end of next week; meanwhile, I’ll try to find out whatever I can.”

			Jonas Freeman moved on to mingle with other important guests, leaving Brown quite bewildered about the whole situation.

			“Let’s go,” said Leela. “Dinner’s going to be served soon. I don’t think he’s involved, do you? I mean, he’s not even a Changeling.”

			“You could be right,” admitted Brown, but still, he was definitely not discounting Jonas Freeman. The man was just too smooth, by far.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 18

			It had been a gruelling weekend with Leela, though unbelievably pleasurable at the same time. She had not let him go until Monday, and he had neither the heart nor the energy to meet up with Marika on that day. He had called her briefly and told her that he would not be able to see her until Wednesday as he was busy following up some leads, without offering her any further explanation. 

			His mind was in turmoil. Did he need to choose between Leela and Marika? He was angry with them both, but he was mainly angry with himself for ending up in such a mess. With Leela, he could have all the comforts of life he had been looking for in retirement ten years ago. 

			At the same time, the guilt of abandoning Marika could be quite overwhelming, even though he reasoned that he owed her nothing. She had been thrust upon him and was no way his responsibility, but at the same time, she was. Could he be callous enough to knowingly abandon her? Even the fact that he had already done enough for Marika could not assuage this feeling.

			A realisation came upon him that at this point, it didn’t matter who he chose, as there was the little matter of his and their survival to take care of first. He was pitted against known and unknown forces that were hell-bent on doing them harm. Unless he could overcome this adversity, there was no question of choosing one or the other. 

			Late afternoon on Tuesday Brown made his way to La Exotica, the brothel that promised the ultimate carnal experience. He wanted to meet Scarlet and Masood before the man he wanted turned up.

			Brown concentrated on the matter at hand. He wondered how Scarlet could be sure that the man would turn up. Maybe it was just a simple case of his reserving a particular girl in the brothel in advance, which let them know he would be there.

			When Brown arrived at La Exotica half an hour later, Masood was already there, which made him glad. He wouldn’t have to expend any unnecessary energy to satisfy Scarlet’s desires, if that was on her mind, before getting down to the real business.

			They were in a room from where they could monitor all common areas and the lobby and reception. He had a sneaking feeling that most likely they could also monitor the actual rooms, but he didn’t ask. There was another girl manning the reception and very soon Scarlet would join her there.

			Brown chatted to Scarlet and Masood and informed them that he was trying to get hold of some Zingers for him, so there would be no need to kill Vincent Junkers. Masood seemed satisfied with that. Brown assured him that Junkers was already aware of the Zingers and it was unlikely that an invasion would happen soon.

			About an hour later, Scarlet left the room to join the girl in the reception. Brown watched with interest the goings-on in the monitor and the first of the girls arriving and then, slowly, the customers filtering in. The girls were without exception beautiful, as this was no cheap joint. The punters, on the other hand, came in all shapes and sizes and were far from perfect. There was only one thing they all had in common: money. About half an hour later when a man arrived, Scarlet buzzed from the reception. Brown took a closer look at the monitor, and there was no mistaking the man standing at the reception. It was Colonel Malkovich; heavily disguised, but without any doubt it was him.

			This was a surprise for Brown; the man had obviously tracked Scarlet down to this place somehow. Malkovich had already mentioned to Brown when he had met him previously that they were looking for two fugitives. Malkovich, therefore, knew who Scarlet was and Brown needed to warn Scarlet about the danger she was in, without delay.

			When everybody was settled in, Scarlet came back up, and Brown gave her the startling news. He told her that she needed to get away from there as soon as possible and not come back. Colonel Malkovich, as he called himself, knew who she was. Her new identity had not fooled him. 

			“Probably they’re waiting for Marika to turn up here, so they can nab the both of you,” Brown postulated. “You need to get as far away as possible and disappear. I will follow him tonight from here and see where it leads to.”

			“Are you sure about that?” Scarlet looked worried. “I’ll do as you ask later, but I’ll go back to reception now and alert you when he finishes and is about to leave.”

			“Do you think it’s wise to follow him all by yourself?” asked Masood.

			“I’ve done this sort of thing before,” Brown assured him. “I have to take a chance; he’s the only lead I’ve got. Make sure you get Scarlet away from here.”

			Masood confirmed he would follow Brown’s instruction, but he was worried. He thought Malkovich looked like a guy who could take care of himself. The minutes passed, and at last, the buzzer sounded. Malkovich was leaving. Brown noted on the monitor that Malkovich had a satisfied grin on his face as he left.

			Brown slipped out after him along with one or two other customers, to prevent being too obvious. There was a cab stand not far from the brothel, and it seemed most customers preferred to go there instead of hailing one from the venue. It probably felt more anonymous to do so, though strictly speaking that was probably not the case.

			Brown followed Malkovich to the cab stand and hailed a cab after him. He asked the taxi to follow the other one but at a discreet distance. The anti-gravity motors kicked in and the car danced forward almost silently a few feet off the ground. The bright livery of the front vehicle made it easy to keep pace with the car.

			The front car moved at a fairly slow pace without seeming to notice the other taxi following it at a distance. It almost seemed to Brown that they were deliberately going slow to allow his taxi to keep up.

			As the first car reached its destination, Brown asked his driver to veer off into a side road and stop. He asked the robot for the location as he paid the fare. After making a mental note of the location and the street, Brown made his way towards the house.

			The house was located on a fairly mundane-looking normal street, with some cars parked on either side. The street consisted mainly of low-level housing and was devoid of any high-rise blocks. There seemed to be some gaps between the houses that offered some scope to get around to the back of the house Brown was interested in. Brown’s initial reaction was to take a closer look and then come back later on with the appropriate tools.

			After having a look at the front of the house from the other side of the street, he crossed it further up and doubled back. There seemed to be an alleyway a couple of doors further up that seemed to lead to the back of the houses. It was most likely a service road, and Brown decided to follow it to the back. There were indeed gates at the back of each house.

			Brown pushed against the gate at the back of the house he wanted, and to his surprise, the door gave away. Brown waited, but there was no sign of any alarms going off. How careless of them; and although his sixth sense had begun to tingle, he decided to take a look inside.

			He had barely taken a couple of steps when a full stun charge hit him broadside, and he crumpled to the floor as his legs gave away. He was losing consciousness.

			 

			 

			When he came to, he found himself in a basement with his hands and feet chained to a wall. He wouldn’t be going anywhere, anytime soon. Only one positive thing could be said about his present predicament; the chains were fairly comfortable.

			Presently he heard footsteps coming down the stairs. Malkovich entered, followed by Tomas. There was a broad smile spread across Malkovich’s face.

			“It looks like a classic case of the hunter becoming the prey,” laughed Malkovich.

			“So you were expecting me?” Brown uttered the obvious.

			“We kept an eye out for you after Scarlet came to see you. The silly bitch. She didn’t think we would find out she was meeting with you. We now expect Marika to turn up at the hotel looking for you, where we’ll unpleasantly surprise her.”

			“Now we’ll get both of them,” said Tomas.

			“I told Marika to get away and hide,” said Brown.

			“Doesn’t matter,” interjected Malkovich. “I’m sure, when she doesn’t hear from you in a couple of days, she’ll come looking for you, lover boy. I’m looking forward to putting her through her paces when I get hold of her.”

			“Of course, not you, though. You don’t feel such emotions, do you, Tomas?” commented Brown.

			“What do you mean?” asked Tomas.

			“I know what you are,” said Brown.

			“All the reason you should’ve been more careful,” smiled Malkovich. “By the way, thanks for this little weapon, this will come in quite handy.” Malkovich showed Brown his wrist; he was wearing Brown’s concealed gun.

			“We’re keeping tabs on Scarlet, so we’ll get the both of them,” said Tomas. “It looks like both of them are besotted by you. Too bad you won’t be seeing them again.”

			“What are you going to do to me?” asked Brown.

			“We don’t know yet. We’re waiting for instructions from higher up. When we get it, we’ll deal with you. Until then, I hope you’re comfortable,” said Tomas.

			“Funny you should say that,” Brown said. “These chains are quite comfortable.”

			“Haven’t lost your sense of humour yet, then?” muttered Malkovich. “Well, see how long that lasts. But I can’t really see a good outcome for you, can you?”

			“What do you want with the girls? Are you still thinking of exterminating them?”

			“I doubt that. Now that you got them finally interested in men properly, they will probably be the basis for further experiments. Experiments, which will create more females like them, who would be interested in men like us. We are going to improve the human race and get rid of the Chinese influence.”

			“So, you’re behind the sperm-count drop too?”

			“In another twenty-five years, the young Chinese population will have dropped by more than half. They will no longer be able to try and dominate Earth policies.”

			Brown asked him what he meant when he said ‘men like us’. He was interested in finding out more, even though he wasn’t sure how this information was going to help him now.

			Malkovich told him that he knew Brown was a half-breed, discarded by his parents at a young age. There were thousands like him. They were all discarded because they lacked the ability to change shape to the original form. But, they would make excellent breeding material, and in fact, Malkovich was one of them. He was part of a small, select group who had found out this information. Soon the rest would also know when the breeding programme got going. He would lay the first claim on Marika if she became available.

			“How come you weren’t able to turn her on before she met me?” asked Brown and then realised he had made a mistake asking that question.

			“That’s what we don’t know yet, but we’ll solve it soon enough,” said Malkovich. “Then we’ll sweep the original shape-changers off the planet.”

			“You must hate them a lot,” said Brown, a little relieved that they didn’t know that he could change shape as well.

			Malkovich said that they all hated the Changelings, except for lucky bastards like Brown. Though he even had one of the Changelings consorting with him, it was not going to help him much, where he was going.

			“You mean Leela?” Brown asked. “Why did you want to kill her?”

			“It was to send her father a message. He owns too much of this planet.” We just wanted to let him know that his number is up. Did Brown know that Junkers himself was responsible for dozens of bastards like him and Brown? The only one he adored was his bloody daughter.

			“Has she got any children?” asked Brown.

			Not yet. She was not that old, Malkovich almost spat out. The females of that species did not want to conceive any children with the likes of people like him. They normally went back to their own planet and renewed bloodlines. So Brown was out of luck as well. He didn’t know what she saw in Brown.

			“Maybe because unlike you, I’m a successful man,” said Brown, “and I’m good in bed.” He had a particular reason for saying this and goading Malkovich. Brown wanted to divert his thoughts before he stumbled upon the truth by chance. He was sure his chances of survival would be reduced even further if that were to happen.

			“We’ll see who the fucking successful man is in the end,” spluttered Malkovich, his anger boiling over, as he kicked Brown in the testicles. Brown winced in pain, but at least he had disrupted Malkovich’s thought pattern.

			“We’d better go now,” said Tomas, who had been listening patiently to all this up to now. “We have work to do. Don’t worry; we’ll see you again soon enough when we get our instructions.”

			As they left, Brown could feel the throbbing pain in his groin, but they were right, there was nothing he could do about it. His luck had finally run out. He resigned himself to the fact that he had had a good life, well, eventful at least.

			After a couple of hours of hanging from the wall, Brown had an idea. What if he was a polymorph; that is if they actually existed? It was a thought born of desperation, and he recognised this, but maybe he could shape-change his way out of his predicament. He decided to give it a try.

			He started by analysing what he went through when he changed form, but that shape was useless to him at present. Even with all the extra strength, he doubted if he could break free of the chains. They were too strong, and the restrictive nature of them around his wrist and ankles might even do him a lot of damage.

			He needed to become something small or something without any hands or feet to become free. Brown concentrated hard on the image of a snake. He thought he felt a slight tingle in his body, but nothing happened. Maybe that was a step too far. He decided to go for a monkey shape, a small monkey with thin wrists. At least it was a mammal and more near to his species. This time he was certain he felt a tingling, but there was no change taking place. 

			After a couple of hours of trying, he gave up. He was too tired. The charge that had put him out had also sapped a lot of his energy. He decided to lean back against the wall and try to sleep. He would try again the next day if he had time before they came for him.

			 

			 

			Brown awoke later from his disturbed half-sleep, sleep without any dreams. His whole body ached. They had not given him any food or drink or allowed him to relieve himself. Still, he felt slightly better than the night before.

			Brown decided once again to try to change shape. Maybe he was delusional, but he had nothing better to do. There had definitely been a definite tingling sensation the last time he had tried, so maybe it could work. He concentrated hard to transform into a small ape this time; a chimpanzee seemed the ideal choice. They had over ninety-five per cent of the human DNA. Brown concentrated hard.

			He had no idea how much time had elapsed since the last time he had seen Malkovich and Tomas, but guessed it was at least ten hours. The basement had no windows, and in the dark, he had no way of telling what time of the day it was, or how long he had slept.

			Brown carried on concentrating hard as the hours ticked by. Suddenly he thought the tingling sensation seemed to be getting stronger. It was like when he had changed shape the second time on Pirrus, into an amphibian.

			Brown concentrated even harder. His time with Leela training to change shape was paying dividends, he thought. Another hour or so went by and then suddenly he could feel it. He thought his arms were sprouting hair. Was it his imagination? He couldn’t see in the dark, and he couldn’t feel his body as his arms and legs were chained.

			Then unfortunately he heard the sound of footsteps and the door opened and a light came on, and Brown blinked in the sudden brilliance, blinded temporarily for a second. He looked at himself. If there had been traces of ape-like hair on his arms it had disappeared very rapidly. Brown cursed his luck, as Malkovich and Tomas appeared. Tomas had a syringe in his hand.

			“Well, we’ve heard from the boss,” said Malkovich. “I’m afraid it’s curtains for you. I’ll just leave you with one last thought. I will bring the girls here to give them a good seeing to as soon as we get hold of them, before turning them over, though Tomas won’t be joining me in the fun.”

			Brown just had time to look up at Malkovich as Tomas plunged the needle into his neck. The lights went out almost straight away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 19

			Brown awoke with a start. He was lying somewhere, and the floor was rocking to and fro. He opened his eyes tentatively and realised he was, in fact, lying on the deck of a boat. It was late afternoon, but there was still plenty of light.

			There was a horrible smell around him. He realised he had soiled himself. As he tried to move his hands and feet, he found they were bound with rope. Brown then heard voices coming towards him; it was Malkovich and Tomas.

			“Looks like he’s still out cold,” said Tomas.

			“Good. He won’t resist when we throw him in. I think we’re far enough from the shore, don’t you?” asked Malkovich.

			“I think so,” replied Tomas.

			“Let’s shove him in,” said Malkovich.

			“Wait. We have to get rid of his ties first. They don’t want it to look like an execution if the body washes ashore.”

			“Yeah, I forgot about that. Okay, cut them,” agreed Malkovich.

			Brown thought for a moment whether to try to attack them as Tomas cut the ropes, but felt too weak. Also, they were probably armed, and he would wind up being shot. It was better to play unconscious and let them throw him into the sea. He could then try to swim ashore. He knew that if he managed to change shape, he would make it to the shore without too much trouble.

			“Let’s hope he can’t swim,” muttered Malkovich. “If I had my way, I would’ve put a bullet in his head.”

			“The orders were to dispose of him out here, so the authorities would be confused about what actually happened if they find his body at all,” said Tomas. “I wouldn’t worry, the stuff I gave him should keep him knocked out for hours longer. It will then disappear naturally from his body without a trace.”

			As Brown sank, he started to take off his clothes and then tied them loosely around his waist. He then concentrated hard on trying to trigger change. He wanted to make sure he didn’t change into a chimpanzee, in case he had earlier started doing so. Most likely, it was all his imagination playing games with his desperate mind.

			All of a sudden, when he was almost running out of breath, the change was triggered. He was now breathing underwater. It took a little time to get used to the saltwater, though.

			His clothes were still around his waist but felt tight. The water was dark, so he had to trust his instincts. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he looked up to see the boat drifting above him. They were in no hurry to move on; they wanted to make sure he didn’t surface for air.

			Brown was sure they couldn’t see him down there, fifty feet below them. He decided to strike out and move further away from the boat, before surfacing to get his bearings. He had no idea how far out to sea he was and how long it would take him to get back to the shore.

			He thought he could get a vague idea of the direction he needed to get back to the shore, but he couldn’t really be certain. The sun was still in the sky, but it was difficult to ascertain the right direction to the shore. He decided it was best to wait and see which direction the boat took, before making a move.

			He didn’t have to wait too long before the boat started moving. He observed the boat for a little while and then dived. It was safer for him to swim a little below the surface of the water, than on the surface. He hoped he would avoid a shark attack. His eyes were adapting quite well to the dark, and his elongated shape soon sped past the boat that had brought him out to sea.

			About three hours later, when he surfaced, he could see the lights on land, and he estimated he was still four or five miles out. Then almost imperceptibly he felt the presence of something big moving towards him. He felt his body was sensing it even though it was still a mile or so away. It was closing in on him and closing fast.

			Brown started swimming towards the shore as fast as he could. Maybe he could get there before it caught up with him. It had to be a shark. Brown swam faster and faster, but he was not sure if he could outswim it. His only chance was if by some fluke he proved more agile than the creature that was closing in on him. He would find out soon enough. 

			As Brown swam desperately, he began to sense that there were also other shapes nearby, not too far away. His enhanced sense of hearing and smell was a revelation. He could hear their clicks and thought it was a pod of dolphins.

			Brown swam towards them fervently. Maybe they would help him. He was desperate; the shape was getting closer, too close for comfort. Then, he could see it coming towards him. It was a great white, and its jaws were opening. Brown could also feel it through his body as if he had some inbuilt sensor.

			As the shape came closer, Brown instinctively darted to one side. His survival instincts had taken over. He head-butted the creature hard as it swished past, missing Brown by inches.

			The shark gave an involuntary shudder and dropped speed and turned around slowly and circled. This time its approach was cautious and more deliberate at a much lower speed.

			All of a sudden, there were some quite large shapes moving past Brown at speed. What he had thought were dolphins were actually killer whales. They were attacking the great white.

			It all happened within a few seconds before the shark could get any closer. There were three orcas attacking it. The first rammed into the shark, stunning it, and another grabbed it by its dorsal fin and turned it upside down. It held on to the shark, holding it still; this was a method of drowning the shark, which had to swim to breathe. The third orca moved swiftly in and took a big chunk out of it.

			The shark’s dead eyes stared at Brown as the orcas gorged on it. Brown decided it was a good time to slip away in case their attention turned on him next. For a moment, he wanted to stay there and watch them feeding, marvelling at the teamwork and intelligence of those animals, but that was tempting fate too much.

			He had been very lucky. Would he have survived the shark otherwise, he did not know and didn’t care to find out. He had been fast, and his abilities underwater surprised him, but ultimately the shark probably would have had him. He soon made good progress towards the shore.

			 

			 

			Brown staggered on to a deserted stretch of the beach on all fours and lay down to change back to his normal self. After a few minutes, he put his wet clothes back on and headed inland. He had no shoes so the going was a bit rough as he looked for a road while his clothes dried on him.

			About an hour later he found a road and started following it towards the city lights. There were hardly any cars on the road as darkness had fallen. They all failed to stop as Brown tried to flag them down. In the end, he was picked up by a police flyer. People had reported seeing him trying to get a lift on the road.

			Brown told them who he was and requested to be dropped off at the hotel. Luckily his clothes had dried by then, and he informed them that he had been the victim of a practical joke. He had found himself in the middle of nowhere after a drinking bout with some new friends he had met – they had recognised him in a bar. No, he didn’t want a police investigation or to press charges as it would be detrimental to his reputation.

			The two young police officers, a man and a woman, had a good laugh at his expense. They set him down on the helipad on the top of the hotel, with a caution to not drink too much the next time he met some new people.

			After acknowledging their caution and thanking them, Brown hurried down to his suite. As soon as he managed to get inside, he rang Scarlet. There was no answer. In desperation, he rang Marika; again, there was no answer from her. Both their manocoms were switched off.

			Brown took stock of the situation. It had been two whole days already since he had gone down to the club and then followed Malkovich to the property where he had been seized by Tomas. Brown rang the reception to find out if any people had been enquiring after him. He was told that two women had come to look for him the day before. One of them with black hair had hung around the lobby for hours, waiting for him to show up. The other, a redhead, had shown up later, also looking for him.

			The two women seemed to know each other and had left together. Brown at once guessed who they had to be, Marika and Scarlet. He noticed that there had been several messages from Marika on his secure phone during the last two days. Her voice had sounded increasingly desperate as she had urged him to contact her. His other phone, which Scarlet could contact him on, was missing. It had been with him when he had been captured.

			The desperate women would have presented an ideal opportunity for Malkovich’s gang to abduct them. However, there was a good possibility the girls would have been taken to the house first, where he had been, and it was possible they would still be there. It was unlikely that Malkovich and Tomas would be worried about Brown anymore and were unlikely to vacate the house. He also remembered Malkovich’s stated desire to have his way with Marika first before handing her over.

			Brown thought of contacting Leela to get some help from her but then decided against it. It would probably take too long for her to arrive and would probably complicate matters further. He still had a window of opportunity that night but would find it impossible to rescue them once they had been moved.

			Brown retrieved his other gun from the safe and also the Zinger and hoped that it would work on the mandroid Tomas and disable him. He would then be able to reprogramme him, that’s if he got the chance. Malkovich now possessed his wrist weapon, and he would have to watch out for that.

			Brown left the hotel a few minutes later and hailed a taxi. He felt quite tired, but there was no time for rest, he was in a hurry. Forty minutes later he had got the taxi to drop him off in a nearby street and made his way to the house. A plan had already formed in his mind; there would be no sneaking around the back this time. He was going to blast his way in through the front door. He hoped again the Zinger would work, or his plan would fail. It had worked when Marika had used it on Tomas previously, and hopefully, they hadn’t come up with any countermeasures.

			Brown knew failure would result in his death this time as they were likely to shoot him on the spot, instead of going through an elaborate rigmarole like the last time.

			After taking a deep breath, he blasted the door where the lock was and kicked it in. It was a modern townhouse, and the door was at street level, which made it easier for him.

			Brown dived in and rolled. He had already switched on the Zinger. He had read up on it a few days earlier, but this was the first time he’d tried it out. Basically, the weapon did not need to be pointed at any particular target. It had a wide spectrum.

			As he came out of the roll, he shot the first man that came towards him. The man didn’t have time to scream but slumped to the floor silently. From the corner of his right eye, he spied Tomas in silent spasm, holding his head in his hands. Brown shot him for good measure, and a small hole appeared in the middle of his chest. Tomas slumped forward onto the floor. Brown went to him and held the Zinger to his neck. A thin circular arm protruded from the Zinger and into Tomas’s neck.

			“Listen to me, Tomas,” said Brown. “From now on you will delete all old commands from your memory and only obey my commands and nobody else’s. You will always have my interests uppermost in your mind from now on, and this directive must supersede any other previous directives.” It was as simple as that and Brown withdrew the Zinger and pocketed it.

			“Where is Malkovich?” asked Brown.

			“He’s upstairs with Marika,” said Tomas softly. “He’s got her drugged, so he can have her without resistance.”

			“Where are the stairs?” Brown asked again. “Are you okay?”

			“I will be in a few minutes. The stairs are past that other room. He’s in the second room on your left when you get upstairs.”

			“Okay. Come and help me when you’re ready. Sorry to shoot you.”

			He had said sorry instinctively, but it was probably not necessary. Did Tomas have feelings of hurt? Brown was not sure how he would react, but there it was.

			“It’s all right,” said Tomas. “I’m recovering. So you already knew about our quick healing process.”

			“I’ve met your type before,” said Brown.

			“So, it’s true you shot the two advanced mandroids on Outer Reach.”

			“Something like that,” said Brown as he went through the door to the other room and then through it. The room itself was a kitchen of some sort, though not equipped with luxury in mind. It was very utilitarian, kitted out quite indifferently for occasional use.

			Brown reached the door on the other side of the room and cautiously looked beyond it, but there was nobody there. He had forgotten to ask Tomas how many people were in the house.

			Brown saw the staircase on the left and bounded up it, three steps at a time. Malkovich seemed too busy with his pursuit of pleasure to have heard anything of what had been going on downstairs. In any case, the proceedings downstairs had been fairly quiet.

			As Brown kicked the door open, Malkovich sprang at him from the bed before he could get a shot off. Brown had misjudged his opponent, he was awfully fast, and he was naked. Brown’s gun went flying as they grappled. Malkovich seemed to be well trained, and Brown suddenly realised he was tiring fast. He was totally enervated after the recent exertions of his swim ashore. Malkovich was slowly gaining the upper hand. Brown saw Marika lying naked on the bed, not moving much and looking on at their struggle. Malkovich head-butted Brown and got a headlock around his neck. He was slowly choking him.

			Suddenly Malkovich’s body arched involuntarily, and his arm-lock around Brown’s neck gave away as he fell backwards. Brown looked around at Malkovich. There was a genuine look of surprise on his face, and a tiny hole had appeared on the side of his head. Marika had shot him with Brown’s wrist weapon, which had been lying on the table at the side of the bed.

			 It had taken a supreme effort on her part to do so, and she fell back exhausted with the gun cluttering to the floor. Brown went to her and gently pulled her up and hugged her. Tears streamed down her face. Tomas came through the door at that moment, and Marika screamed. 

			“It’s all right,” said Brown. “He’s on our side now.”

			He asked Tomas where Scarlet was and was told that she was in the basement along with Masood. He was injured, but not too badly. He then asked Tomas to go and get them while he helped Marika out of bed and to dress. She was quite sluggish but was recovering as Brown held on to her while he helped her get into her clothes.

			He noticed there were a few manocoms on the table and the wrist weapon on the floor. It was good that Malkovich had not been wearing it. He recognised his manocom and pocketed it and put on his wrist weapon.

			He searched through Malkovich’s clothes and recovered a few items, including the man’s communicator. He gathered up the other items on the table and helped Marika move out of the room and walk downstairs.

			When Tomas arrived with Scarlet and Masood, it was agreed that Tomas would stay behind and dispose of the two bodies and then meet them at the club where Masood and Scarlet worked. Brown estimated that they would be safe there for a while. Afterwards, Tomas told him in confidence that Malkovich had not informed anybody that they had captured the two girls. As Brown had surmised, he first wanted to have some fun with them for a while, before handing them over to the institute that had bred them.

			This was his way of having his revenge for being spurned by the girls earlier. They had not shown much interest in him and had rebuffed his approaches.

			Brown was quite amazed by the conversion of Tomas to his cause. Tomas’s persona had remained exactly the same as before, but instead of aggression towards Brown, he now came across as a friend. 

			He asked Tomas about the time when Marika had used a Zinger on him, how he had found her. He informed Brown that it had been quite easy to follow him from the hotel that day as he had seemed very distracted and wasn’t paying much attention and then again when he came out of the building, which Brown guessed was Rolf’s office. He then waited until Brown left before confronting Marika. So Rolf had not been lying to him about putting a bug in the bag.

			It almost seemed a miraculous transformation. At the heart of it lay Brown’s basic command to Tomas, to take his orders from him, now buried deep inside his brain.

			He interrogated Tomas about who was behind the artificial breeding programme but drew a blank. Tomas said he had no idea about that as he had taken his orders directly from Malkovich, who was the connection between him and the institute. However, he told Brown that he did know the location of the institute as he had been there on several occasion with Malkovich.

			Before leaving, Brown decided to conduct a thorough search of the building and came across a stash of four Zingers and a hoard of gold bars. He packed everything in a bag he had found and taken possession of.

			Marika had recovered somewhat already when they reached the club but was reluctant to stay there. In the end, Brown decided to take her to the hotel with him. She had her new ID, and now that Malkovich was dead and with Tomas on Brown’s side, she was safe enough for the moment. Brown sensed Scarlet seemed a bit jealous, but there was nothing to be done.

			Masood had his own contacts and called a doctor to treat his injuries. They turned out to be extensive but superficial.

			It was agreed that they would meet up the next day to plan the next step. Brown’s first priority was to get the girls out of harm’s way before he tackled some of the other problems. He knew there were many things that remained to be resolved, and a conflagration could be imminent, but he was still none the wiser as to whom he was up against.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 20

			Brown still felt tired when he awoke the next day. Marika had needed a lot of comforting to recover from her ordeal. They had breakfast, and Brown felt more energetic again soon.

			Then he checked his recovered manocom and saw a few messages from the two federal agents. They had been trying to get in touch with him the day before. He wanted to call them but was reluctant to do so in Marika’s presence. Instead Brown decided to broach the subject he was dreading.

			“There may be an opportunity for you to get away from Earth and start a new life in the Delta Quadrant,” said Brown.

			Marika replied she didn’t want to do that. She wanted to stay on Earth with Brown. He told her it was too dangerous for her there. Sooner or later somebody was going to grab her. At present, she had no legal rights on Earth as a proto-human.

			“Not quite,” Marika smiled. “I’m pregnant. Congratulations.”

			“I should be congratulating you.” Brown leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. It was a shock for him, but he tried hard not to show it.

			“You’re not angry?” asked Marika.

			“Why should I be? I think I’m happy, but we have a lot to survive if we can.”

			“You could marry me. I’m pregnant with your child.”

			“The EPA would see through your new ID in two minutes I’m afraid. What will happen then?”

			Brown was caught by surprise and tried to find suitable words. He could only come up with the inept reply, but it was perfectly true also that his life was not very stable at present either. He was also likely to be sent out to pacify the former colony of Baccra, which Earth had taken over.

			“Can’t you take me with you as your wife?” she pleaded.

			“Impossible; even if they allowed it, which they won’t, it’s going to be a very dangerous mission.”

			“So you just dump me and not see me again?” Marika’s eyes blazed. She was even more beautiful when she was angry.

			Not at all, Brown tried to soothe her; he had a deal with Masood, who would get her another new identity like Scarlet had. He would come there as soon as he could and sort things out. Meanwhile, he would make sure she had everything she needed to survive in style until then.

			“Well, I won’t have everything,” protested Marika.

			“The important thing is, you’ll be safe.”

			“Won’t they experiment on us over there?”

			“Masood doesn’t know about you and Scarlet. Once you get there, nobody will know what you are,” assured Brown.

			“You just want to get rid of me,” complained Marika.

			“For a good reason,” said Brown. “Because of things that I don’t want to go into now, my life is also in great danger. I think things are coming to a head very soon and there’s going to be a reckoning. I must prepare myself for it to survive.”

			“Surely you can tell me a bit more than that. I don’t doubt you because I don’t think you’ll lie to me about something like that.”

			“All right, I didn’t want to worry you, but here goes. I’m a bit different from normal humans. That is probably the reason why you’re attracted to me and also the reason why you’re pregnant.”

			“So then, Scarlet is also attracted to you, and that is why you have a son by the Levitian woman,” said Marika.

			“Quite likely,” Brown said aloud. There’s no getting around her; she’s sharp, he thought. Anyway, he said, the thing was that there were others like him and they were being hunted by somebody and being killed. So, unless he could find out who it was and stop them, it was going to happen to him.

			A surprised Marika asked him why he didn’t know who was trying to kill him and why. Brown said he had some idea why and he thought the artificial breeding programme was linked to it somehow. That was where the danger lay for her. He would have to get to the source of it, and if she was still around, she would be in even more danger than she was already. Brown looked Marika in the eyes and hope she believed him.

			“They won’t respect the new ID you got.”

			“What are your chances of success?” asked Marika, concerned.

			Brown said he didn’t really know. The odds were stacked against him at present, so he wanted to make sure she was safe. There had already been three attempts on his life since he had got back to Earth.

			Much to Brown’s relief, Marika said that she believed him. She supposed it all started even before he got back to Earth, with the kidnap attempt on him on the cruise ship.

			That had been something extra on top of everything else, so she should definitely get ready to leave Earth. They would discuss things with the others that evening. He reiterated that she needn’t worry; he would come for her if he survived. 

			“I hope you survive the ordeal,” brooded Marika.

			Brown, who didn’t rate his chances of survival very highly at that moment, shrugged in resignation. He had been very lucky so far, but his luck was bound to run out sooner or later.

			“Make sure you do. Your boy will need a father,” said Marika. Brown thought of his other son on Levita and wondered how he was getting on.

			“I’m sure it’s going to be a boy,” said Marika again.

			“I’ll do my best,” said Brown. “A girl will be just as good.”

			“Thanks for saving me from Malkovich,” said Marika. “I’m glad we managed to kill him. He was evil.”

			“We didn’t have much choice, but it will help to get you and Scarlet away. Hopefully, it will only be for a short while. Once you get your new identity at Delta 5, either I can join you there, or maybe you can come back with me. That new ID should protect you more.” Brown felt adamant that he wasn’t going to allow another child of his to grow up without him if he could help it.

			Marika left soon afterwards, and Brown contacted Fenton immediately. Fenton told him that they had been trying to get in touch with Brown for the last two days and asked where he had been.

			Brown told Fenton that he didn’t want to bore him with the details and he and Rogers wouldn’t believe him if he told them. Fenton sounded a bit incredulous, but let it slide. Brown asked him why they had been trying to get in touch with him, and if they had managed to catch the people who were selling the Zingers.Fenton said that they had managed to break Rolf’s communication code and find out when he was going to make a payment for the Zingers. They had followed Rolf when he went to meet a man and then followed them to a bar. They went in after him, soon after Rolf had come out, but he was gone.

			“What do you mean he was gone?” asked Brown.

			“He wasn’t there. He was nowhere to be seen, as if he had vanished into thin air,” said Fenton. They had searched the premises and found the discarded case Rolf had given him in the toilet, but the man had disappeared. There was nobody inside who fitted the man’s description.

			“That’s strange,” commented Brown.

			The strangest thing was that there were only two entrances to the bar and they had them both covered. Nobody saw him come out.

			“So he gave you the slip somehow.” Brown was annoyed. “So, what happened next?”

			They had then raided Rolf’s offices, to see what they could find, but drew a blank. They had him in custody for a day but had to let him go after questioning.

			Brown was really annoyed now and he asked Fenton why they had raided him. “Now he’s going to suspect me.”

			“Why should he?” asked Fenton. “We said we were looking for illicit drugs. He didn’t know we had been following him.”

			Brown was slightly alarmed. He asked if they had found any. He was worried that they might have found some Sweet Death there.

			“Only minor stuff that he said was for his own use. It wasn’t enough to hold him.”

			“So, you have nothing,” said Brown, very disappointed. They had bungled things completely.

			“We tried to still keep an eye on him so we could nab him if he took delivery of the Zingers, but he has disappeared,” Fenton reassured Brown.

			The conversation ended. He felt sure Rolf would now be wary of him and stay in hiding. He was somehow sure that there was not going to be any further delivery of Zingers to Rolf. That was that. His effort to find out who was supplying the Zingers had reached a dead end. At least he had a few of them to give to Leela and Masood.

			Brown decided to write off the 25,000 credits he had paid Rolf as a deposit. He had no reason for the Zingers now, even if Rolf had managed to procure them. Brown then rang Leela as he noticed she had also called him in the last two days.

			“Where have you been?” asked Leela. “I’ve been trying to get hold of you.”

			“I’ll tell you when I see you. It’s been a busy time, but unfortunately, the deal on the Zingers has fallen through, and Rolf has disappeared with the deposit money,” said Brown.

			“That was a lot of money to pay for nothing,” said Leela.

			“Well, I do have two Zingers for you,” said Brown. He was sure that was probably more than she needed for her purpose. Maybe he could get hold of more for her, but currently, that didn’t look too hopeful. He could return most of the money to her.

			Leela said that wouldn’t be necessary. She wanted him to keep the money. She would pick up the two Zingers in a couple of days, as she was going to be away on business until then. As he said, two Zingers were good enough for her purpose. She didn’t need any more.

			“Fine, see you then,” said Brown.

			He had time on his hands until that afternoon. He began to ponder about the change his body had gone through that night in Malkovich’s basement when he had been a prisoner. That was when he had tried to turn himself into a chimpanzee to escape his shackles and free himself.

			Though he hadn’t been able to see the changes in the dark, he was fairly sure he had sprouted extra hairs on his arms and face before he had been interrupted. He needed to try again to see if he could actually change into a chimpanzee. Brown took his shirt off and tried to concentrate in front of the mirror in his bathroom.

			Nothing happened for over an hour, but he did not give up. He began to concentrate harder to see if anything would happen and then suddenly, there it was. Hairs were sprouting all over him, and his face began to change slightly. So it was possible for him to change. He tried harder. Another hour went by, but nothing more was happening. The chimpanzee was a step too far. 

			At that moment, another thought occurred to him. If he did actually managed to change into a chimp, how would his brain be affected by the change? Would he have the wherewithal to change back into his human form again? It was probably best if he stuck to changing into another human form, though that was probably not possible either. But it was too late to try that; he needed to get a move on for the meeting at the club. Still, it was surprisingly encouraging to say the least; was it likely he could be a polymorph himself? For now, he dismissed the idea.

			 

			 

			Brown arrived at La Exotica later that afternoon. The others were already there, waiting for him. Marika greeted him a little suspiciously after he received a rather enthusiastic greeting from Scarlet.

			“There’s a freighter leaving for Delta 5 in three days’ time according to Masood. We could all be on it,” said Scarlet.

			“Not without the Zingers you promised me,” interjected Masood. He seemed to be in a cheerful mood and looked a lot better than the day before, after his ordeal.

			“I’ve got two here for you,” said Brown, “but I need something in return.”

			“I’ve already agreed with Scarlet that we’ll take Marika with us,” said Masood, “and I’ll provide her with another new ID when we get to Delta 5. However, I’d like to know why these people were so interested in getting hold of Marika and Scarlet?”

			Brown was in a quandary about how to explain things, but Scarlet intervened.

			“We were part of a special squad of people who were given some new treatment drugs to enhance our abilities. However, they wanted to use us for evil purposes, so we ran away. Now they want to capture us to keep things secret.”

			“I already got Marika a new identity, but it doesn’t seem to have worked,” said Brown. “She needs to get away from here.”

			“Don’t I get a say in all this?” asked Marika. “Three days is too early for me.”

			Brown replied that he thought the sooner they left, the better it would be for them. Once she was there, he would get in touch as soon as he could and try to come there in a short time, at least for a holiday. Masood would take good care of her until then or he would have Brown to contend with.

			Masood assured him that he needn’t worry on that score. Brown had saved his life, and he was eternally grateful. In any case, he knew very well not to make an enemy of Brown. Now that he was also giving Masood a gift of the Zingers, which would save Delta 5 from invasion, he was even more in his debt.

			Brown thought it would be foolish to rely on the Zingers too much. He was sure that very soon they would come up with something to counter the Zingers once they found out. He needed to change Vincent Junkers’ mind about things somehow.

			“Otherwise, we will kill him,” said Masood.

			“That won’t help, somebody else will just take his place. But things are happening here. Maybe EPA will have to change its expansionist policies sooner rather than later.”

			“I hope so,” said Masood.

			“Meanwhile, you have to promise not to attempt to kill him for the time being,” said Brown.

			“I’ll do my best to convince my government when I get back,” said Masood.

			“I’m still not convinced about all this,” said Marika. “I’m going to go away and think about it tonight. I’ll come to see you tomorrow and give you an answer. All this is just too sudden for me.”

			“You can come back to the hotel with me,” offered Brown.

			“No, I don’t want you to further influence me. I need to reach the decision by myself; I want to be alone to think. I’ll contact you tomorrow.”

			Marika left. Brown was worried by her abrupt departure. He didn’t want her to leave Earth either. But his hands were tied by events on the ground. He hoped she would reach the correct decision.

			Brown said goodbye soon afterwards and left to go back to the hotel. He needed to make arrangements in case Marika decided to leave Earth. He wanted to deposit most of the gold he had recovered from Malkovich into his and Marika’s secret accounts and find out how Marika could access her accounts on Delta 5.

			Tomas hadn’t shown up at the club, so Brown was worried about what had happened to him. He still found it difficult to believe that the Zinger had actually worked on Tomas. It was as if the mandroid had been put under a trance. He still functioned as normal by all accounts but had undergone a sort of religious conversion, and now his allegiance was completely switched to Brown.

			However, Brown was worried if there was a catch and Tomas would suddenly reverted back to his older self, in which case he would really be in trouble.

			When Brown returned to the hotel after completing his tasks that evening, he received a phone call from Tomas, who told Brown that just after he had cleared up and was leaving, some men had turned up looking for Malkovich. It seemed to Brown that Tomas was now definitely working for him.

			Apparently, Malkovich had been in contact with them a few days earlier, informing them that the girls would be in his custody soon. Since then they had heard nothing from him and now could not even get in touch with him. They needed urgently to find out where he was.

			Tomas told Brown to get rid of Malkovich’s manocom, if he still possessed it, as they probably would be able to trace it. They seemed desperate to get hold of Marika and Scarlet who according to them were the last two proto-humans left. Brown had already downloaded all the data he could from Malkovich’s manocom and had ditched it in a garbage disposal unit.

			Tomas had informed these men that he himself was also looking for Malkovich as he had not heard anything from him recently. But he did not know anything about the girls. He could meet Brown the next day to discuss matters further, once he had managed to get away from the men.

			Brown told Tomas not to come there for at least two days, until after the girls had already left for Delta 5. He rang Scarlet and instructed her and Masood to get away from the club as soon as possible. These men probably had information about the club and could turn up there. Brown also left a message for Marika, as she didn’t answer, not to go to the club again but come to the hotel instead the next day.

			It was late evening when Brown finally relaxed. He poured himself a drink and was contemplating relaxing in the bath when the doorbell rang. He saw, in the viewer, it was Scarlet. Brown let her in; she was carrying bags.

			“What brings you here?” asked Brown.

			“Well, you said to get away from the club. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I also wanted to say goodbye, as Marika is not going to be here.”

			“And you thought I would change my mind?”

			“I was hoping you will. We’re leaving for Delta 5, so it shouldn’t complicate your life further. I’d like to have the chance to thank you properly.” Scarlet smiled in such an enigmatic manner, Brown found it difficult to ignore her. He felt guilty for a second but reasoned that he was under no obligation to anybody, including Marika. For a moment his old ruthlessness nearly reasserted itself. Logic told him a second rejection would definitely make an enemy out of Scarlet, and he needed her on his side.

			“I’m always susceptible to good excuses,” said Brown as she kissed him.

			Brown offered Scarlet a drink. Maybe the breeding programme was responsible for her attraction towards him, or maybe it was caused by just natural coincidence, an interaction of unknown random variables that made up their beings. Even if one assumed a predilection for such attraction towards Brown, he was positive it was finally determined by cognitive choice.  Whatever factors were involved, they seemed to be overwhelming.

			The goals of the breeding programme went against all ethical considerations. These people wanted to breed a super race, by mating these women with the half-breeds of the Species X, the people who could not change shape; and not with normal humans, as Brown had previously thought. But that hadn’t worked out so far, as it seemed only people like Brown could breed with them. They were now ready to eradicate the old batch of proto-humans, discarding them like rags and start again with another new batch. It seemed they also had an agenda of taking out any Changelings like him, once they found out who they were.

			However, Brown was not at all sure what he could do to shut Project Genesis down; it was outside his reach. His immediate concern was to get Marika away from their clutches, by sending her to Delta 5 with Scarlet and Masood. He needed help from Scarlet to achieve that goal.

			“It would be good if you could find out who is responsible for breeding us and what their purpose behind it is,” Scarlet said as if reading Brown’s mind, but Brown avoided commenting on the situation.

			“I’m going to miss you two, when you leave, assuming Marika goes with you.”

			“Well, let’s make sure you have a night to remember me by,” said Scarlet, “especially if Marika is coming here tomorrow.”

			“Don’t you feel any guilt about the situation?” Brown asked.

			“Why should I?” Scarlet laughed. “I’m doing what I was designed for, to be exploited. So what is the harm in me doing a bit of the exploiting myself? After all, our feelings were hardly taken into account when we were made. It seems we were just made for breeding and now we are a failed experiment and to be terminated at somebody’s whim.”

			“I suppose you’re right,” sighed Brown. 

			“Well then, forgive me for not going docilely to the slaughterhouse. I want to live my life and have some fun doing it.”

			“Don’t you have any feelings for Marika? After all, she’s your sister.”

			“Then she shouldn’t mind sharing you. So far we haven’t come across anybody else like you, and that’s what we’ve been made for. I aim to fulfil my purpose.” There was a wicked grin on Scarlet’s face. “We will have to come to some arrangement when you get to Delta 5.”

			“Unfortunately, much as I like you, I’m not really in a position to accommodate your request. I’m still bound by loyalty to Marika to take up your very tempting offer. Loyalty is very important to my code of ethics, even though I’ve done some very bad things. She is going to have my child.”

			“That’s news! A child with my sister. Now I understand.” Scarlet looked resigned. “What about Leela then?”

			“I got involved with her before anything happened with Marika. After that time, I didn’t think I was going to see Leela again, so it has placed me in a difficult position. Things then became so complicated that it is not possible to make any decisions regarding the matter. But things have now changed, so I will give up Leela as well. I don’t want to complicate things further by having a relationship with you as well. I sincerely hope this doesn’t make me your enemy.”

			“Well, you’ve dashed my hopes a bit, but there’s always Delta 5,” smiled Scarlet.

			 “I’m also not sure how soon I’ll be able to make it to Delta 5, if at all. My chances of survival are not great at present.”

			“Why is that?” Scarlet looked concerned.

			“It seems there are people out there who won’t rest until they get me. Look after Marika; compared to you she’s just a kid, even though you’re not much older.”

			“Don’t worry, we’ll look after each other. We’re sisters, after all,” replied Scarlet.

			“I suppose you are at that,” agreed Brown. They were kindred souls, and for all he knew, the last two left, but Brown didn’t feel so sure about things. He asked Scarlet to stay the night in the lounge as throwing her out would cause even further damage.

			Brown was still perplexed about the real reason for the experiment to be aborted. Why did they actually need to get rid of such perfect specimens, even if they were under the impression that they were infertile? Maybe the EPA was closing in on them, and they wanted to destroy the evidence. It was unlikely that the experiment had been sanctioned by the EPA. It was highly improbable that they would like to change the composition of the Earth’s population.

			The ex-inhabitants of Planet X had a very cosy relationship with humans. They were the real masters without the humans even realising it. They had increased the lifespan of humans in a controlled way. Only people with sufficient funds were eligible to take advantage of it. This was because only the successful people, who served their purpose, were allowed to prolong their lives. The others were cannon fodder for their ambitious expansion into other solar systems.

			Brown reasoned that they would hardly want the applecart overturned by the advent of some superhuman beings that would spawn a super race to challenge their supremacy. Therefore, it was highly likely that whoever was in charge of this project, was also the person who was killing off the Changelings, before taking up the cudgel against the originals from Species X. This person was almost surely on a vendetta mission of his own, but the proto-humans hadn’t worked out as he had planned. Whatever the prognosis, Brown was going to save at least two of them.

			Brown had found four Zingers in the house occupied by Malkovich. So these people had access to them, even if they were not the people responsible for manufacturing them. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 21

			Scarlet left in the morning to meet up with Masood. Brown told her to stay away from the club. He told her he had received a warning from Tomas that there were men looking for Malkovich and his colleague, who Brown had shot earlier. He sincerely hoped that Scarlet’s disappointment would not cause a rift between them.

			Scarlet asked him to join her and Masood at a rest stop that was along the way to the commercial space-shuttle port. There, they could catch a shuttle to the orbiting space terminal to catch the freighter.

			“We’ll have to stay near the shuttle port for a day, before our flight.”

			“Don’t worry; we’ll be there. I’ll bring her along, even if I have to drug her,” laughed Brown. He knew the importance of Marika leaving Earth.

			Marika arrived at the hotel not long after. She said she had seen Scarlet leaving, but she had not made contact with her. There’s going to be trouble, thought Brown. He could see it in her eyes.

			“She came to say goodbye and leave instructions about where to meet tomorrow.”

			“Say goodbye?” Marika gave Brown a quizzical look. “Why couldn’t she say goodbye tomorrow?”

			“She was making sure, in case I don’t see her tomorrow. She wanted to thank me for saving her life,” said Brown.

			“I’m sure she was very thankful. I’ve seen the way she looks at you. It is ridiculous for you to try to explain things away.” Marika seemed angry. She said that they had been created just to be a plaything for men like him. Even though he professed to be on her side, he couldn’t help himself from exploiting and taking advantage if an opportunity was offered.

			“Nothing happened between her and me last night; you have to believe me. All we did was have a good talk. I’m still on your side. I let her stay the night here as I didn’t want to make an enemy of her by throwing her out unceremoniously.”

			Brown asked her if she was jealous. Marika said she had the right to be as she had feelings just like any other human. She also supposed she had no right to them, as she was just a chattel. Marika looked resigned but was vehement about not wanting to go to Delta 5.

			Brown felt her distress but said that it was for the best. He couldn’t protect her on Earth. She should think of the baby as Scarlet didn’t mean anything to him, and he was just trying to get her to help them. He needed her to convince Masood to take Marika with them. She had also helped him to stop Malkovich by pointing him out at the club.

			Marika told him she thought Scarlet had an ulterior motive, as he would soon find out. They were very different people. Even though they were made from the same mould, they had different personalities. She wanted to fit into human society with Brown, but Scarlet wanted to exploit people around her. The only thing they had in common was their in-built desire for people like Brown. The people who had designed them must be really wicked and without humanity.

			Brown suggested that maybe Marika was right, but she still had a choice. Now that she knew what they were, she should be able to control her predilection for people like him. However, Marika pointed out that they hadn’t come across anybody else like Brown so far, so the choice was pretty limited. She supposed that she couldn’t really blame Scarlet for trying to make the most of her chances.

			Brown gave Marika a hug, which seemed to calm her down a bit. Later, she snuggled up to him. They didn’t make love, but Brown was happy with that and relaxed.

			In the middle of the night, Brown’s manocom rang. It was Tomas; he sounded alarmed.

			“They’re on their way to the hotel,” said Tomas. “Leave as quickly as you can. Sorry, can’t say any more.” Brown jumped out of bed and dragged Marika up.

			“Get dressed, we’ve got to leave now. They’re coming to the hotel.”

			He grabbed his guns and Zingers from the safe along with the gold bars he had left. He gave most of them to Marika to put in her bag. In ten minutes they were dressed, and out of their room and in another five they grabbed a taxi outside the hotel.

			Brown gave the robot driver the destination. As they were leaving, they saw a car pull up sharply, and two men get out and head towards the hotel. Brown was fairly sure they hadn’t seen him and Marika.

			“Why are we rushing?” asked Marika.

			“You see those two men; they’re looking for you.” Brown pointed at the two men entering the hotel. “Tomas warned me they were coming. He’s on our side now, but they still think that he’s with them.”

			The taxi hovered and pulled away. Marika asked where they were headed, and he told her they were on their way to meet up with Scarlet and Masood. They were rather early but had no choice in the matter. He hoped that the others were not in any trouble of their own.

			After a fairly uneventful journey, they reached their destination forty minutes later. It was still night, and there were not many people about. The rest-stop was a place for breaking journeys and provided lavish facilities for overnight stays. It was a destination in itself for people requiring cheaper places to stay for a few days instead of in the city proper. The place was also conveniently located for the space-shuttle port.

			Brown was supposed to meet Scarlet at a bar called the Watering Hole which also happened to be the name of the rest-stop. Marika was surprised by the number of people around there. Brown suggested they book a room and freshen up before going to the bar to meet the others.

			Later on, at the bar, Marika seemed pensive. She raised the subject of her leaving again, and Brown tried to reason with her without getting angry. He pointed out that these people who were after her were utilising a lot of resources to find her and Scarlet. They were not going to stop until they got hold of her.

			“What will you do after I leave?” asked Marika.

			“I would like to find the research centre where you were born, to find out more about the programme,” said Brown. He told her he also needed to go through regeneration sometime soon.

			Marika pointed out that Brown had already admitted to her that he did not need regeneration. Brown explained that he needed to maintain the illusion of needing regeneration to stave off unwarranted attention from the individuals who were trying to hunt down people like him. He wanted to fool them into believing he was just a normal man. He needed to buy time to find out who these people were.

			“There seems to be an awful lot that you’re hoping to achieve. Are you sure you’re going to survive? You’ve been quite lucky so far.”

			“My training and experience have helped me more than just luck, though luck has also played a part in my survival. Often people underestimate me. I hope they will continue to do so; then, then my luck will hold out longer.”

			“You seem to have a certain edge over normal humans,” smiled Marika, “certainly when it comes to making alien women pregnant.”

			“You’re not an alien,” protested Brown.

			“But not normal either. I’m a proto-human, possibly with alien genes.”

			“Whatever you are, you’re certainly the most intriguing specimen I’ve ever met.”

			“Do you promise to come to Delta 5, if you survive?”

			“I’ve always wanted to visit Delta 5. I’ve heard it’s a fascinating place, even more beautiful than Earth. But now, you will be there, so I must survive and be there.”

			“Well, my money’s on you,” said Marika. Brown was relieved. She seemed almost convinced about going to Delta 5.

			 

			 

			Masood and Scarlet arrived two hours later. They were rather late, and Brown was almost at the point of giving up on them.

			“We have to leave straight away,” said Masood. “We’re late, though luckily the flight has been delayed for a few hours. I have my car outside,” said Masood. 

			“We’ll go and get our things,” said Brown

			“Okay, let’s give you a hand,” said Masood.

			It was still quite dark outside, though it was getting lighter. As they approached Masood’s car, three men suddenly jumped out from behind another larger vehicle and surprised them. They all had guns in their hands. One of them was Tomas.

			“This is the end of the road for you, Brown,” said the man on the left of Tomas. “We have orders to take you alive, but I will kill you if you resist.”

			“That won’t be necessary,” said Brown. “I give up.”

			Tomas winked and shot the man to the right of him. As the other man looked at Tomas in surprise, Brown shot him in the chest. The man fell to the floor with a scream, his gun clattering down in front of him.

			Tomas was still struggling with the first man, so Brown shot him again, and Tomas managed to take his gun away from him.

			“He’s a mandroid,” said Tomas. “What do you want to do with him? He will recover.”

			“I’ll take care of it in a minute, but you’ll have to leave now, Marika,” Brown said to her. “I’ll try to catch up with you later. Promise you’ll go with them.”

			Marika nodded. There were tears in her eyes. Brown kissed her and gave her a tight hug. He then kissed Scarlet on the cheek. As they went to Masood’s car, Brown pulled out a Zinger from his bag.

			“You’ll have to get out of range,” he said to Tomas. “Go into the building, and thanks for your help.”

			Tomas moved towards the building and Brown waved goodbye to Marika and Scarlet as they moved off in Masood’s car. When Tomas had reached the building and moved inside, Brown pressed the trigger of the Zinger.

			The mandroid, which had been recovering, suddenly convulsed and flipped over. Brown turned him face down and inserted the protrusion from the Zinger into his neck and gave him his command.

			“You will obey my commands above all else and protect me and others I select, at all times. This will be your first priority and will supersede all previous instructions.”

			Brown put the Zinger back into the bag and stood back. After a while, the mandroid sat up, as Tomas reappeared and came back to join them.

			“What’s your name?” asked Brown.

			“David Jones,” replied the mandroid.

			“Welcome to the team,” said Brown.

			Tomas told Brown that they had picked up the trail of Masood and Scarlet when they had stopped off at the club to pick up some things. Tomas had prevented them from killing Masood and grabbing Scarlet, by convincing them that following Masood would lead them to Marika and Brown. He had also told them that he had received orders to take Brown alive, in case they shot him immediately when they saw him.

			“I warned those two not to go back to the club again.” Brown was angry. “Still, I suppose it probably worked out for the best.”

			“What are you going to do now?” asked Tomas.

			“We’re going to the international ground-shuttle station and then to London. This is a good time to hit the breeding facility, while their numbers are depleted.”

			“What can you achieve by that?” asked Jones.

			“I want to find out who’s behind it all unless you two can tell me.”

			“Sorry,” said Jones, “we don’t get access to that kind of information. Only one person can access that, the head of the facility in London, Victor Singh.”

			“Okay then, we’ll go to see Singh. I’m going to be your prisoner with information about Marika and Scarlet.”

			“The place is well guarded,” said Jones.

			Brown asked them if they had any more advanced mandroids at the facility, but Jones confirmed that there was none, though they had a few of the old mandroids there. Brown told them their job would be to trick their way in and gather what information they could and come out, without causing too many waves.

			“The plan sounds too simple,” commented Tomas.

			“Sometimes, simple plans are the best. They won’t be expecting us.”

			Jones reminded Brown that there was still the other team that went to the hotel. They would probably be coming their way soon. Brown told Jones and Tomas that if these people contacted them, they were to tell this team that they, Jones and Tomas, were still in pursuit in the opposite direction.  They should tell them to go back to their base in the Grand East Coast City and wait for instructions. 

			“Now let’s go to the international ground-shuttle station. We should be in London in two or so hours. I presume we all have security clearance to carry weapons?” 

			Tomas nodded. “Aren’t you going to see Marika and Scarlet off?” he asked.

			“What good is that going to do? They’re better off without me,” replied Brown. Was Tomas suddenly going sentimental on him, he mused?

			Tomas prised open the boot of a nearby car parked there and threw in the dead body of the man Brown had shot. The alarm didn’t go off, and it surprised Brown.

			“I have a device here to suppress the alarm,” laughed Tomas. “Very handy, eh?” Brown wondered if he had a sense of humour.

			 

			 

			Just two hours later, Brown was grabbing a quick snack in London. The two mandroids also ate something so as not to arouse any suspicion. Tomas told Brown they did not really need to eat, as they both had tiny power sources in their bodies that provided all their energy needs. The batteries were supposed to last a lifetime, except Tomas did not know how long that was. They would pass through any scanners just as humans. They also had the mechanisms to process food and drink in the normal way.

			“I have a car in the shuttle car park,” said Jones, “for the return journey to the institute.”

			“Great, we’ll take that,” said Brown. “Remember, I’m your prisoner, and you’re bringing me in for questioning. You managed to catch me while the others escaped.”

			“What shall we call you? Your real name?” asked Jones.

			“Do they know what Masood looks like?” asked Brown.

			“No, why should they? We were not after him, though his name has been mentioned in our dispatches,” said Tomas.

			“Then I’ll be Masood, the owner of the club La Exotica,” said Brown. “I’m sure Malkovich must have mentioned it.”

			“Yes, they know about it, and that Scarlet was working there,” said Jones.

			It had been a long day, and Brown suddenly felt too tired to tackle the next phase of the operation. They decided to book into a hotel for the night.

			The next day, as they drove towards the facility outside London, called The Institute of Bio-Fertility, Brown sat in the back with Tomas. This was the first time he had come back to England for a long time. He sat back and reminisced about his old life there, before he went to Levita and then to prison for tax evasion and then to Pirrus to become a free man again. Well, almost free; he still had to fulfil his ten-year contract with the EPA. Very soon he would be back in the hell of what was now dubbed Pirrus 2.

			They were trying to clear out the colonists from Baccra and settle people from Earth there. The Baccrans, who were descended from lizards, had recently lost a war with Earth on Pirrus. They were therefore at the receiving end of Earth’s retribution and on the verge of losing their colony.

			Brown often wondered what would happen if Earth ever came across a civilization that was stronger than Earth. It was going to happen sooner or later if Earth kept on expanding.

			Brown did not at all relish the posting to Pirrus 2 and wanted to get out of it if he could. What he needed was an ace to persuade the EPA council that it would be a waste of his talents to be sent to Pirrus 2.

			His thoughts turned to his good-looking ex-wife, who was probably still living in London. Brown hadn’t seen her in fifteen years, since their separation after twenty-five years of a quite happy marriage. She had wanted to renew the contract again and have some children, but Brown’s mind was already elsewhere by then. He had been quite unaware of his heritage and of Species X at the time.

			Brown tried to focus on the task ahead. He was mad to even contemplate it. It was not really his business what was going on at that facility. He had already saved Marika and Scarlet, and they would be well on their way to Delta 5 by now. His job was already done. So why did he need to place himself in further danger now?

			It was really his instinct that made him carry on. He had learnt to trust this sixth sense or intuitive hunches. Honed by many years of combat experience, it was seldom very wrong. He had a gift for picking out disparate, random pieces of information and subconsciously putting them together to reach a conclusion, often in a split second. This had saved his life many times.

			At this instance, he had more time to analyse the facts in front of him, but he kept coming round to the same conclusion. There were answers he needed to find, and they all pointed to the breeding facility.

			Even with the departure of Marika and Scarlet, he was not really out of danger yet but was getting pushed deeper towards it. Sooner or later, this would engulf him and others unless he managed to find a way out. The clues that could help him, unfortunately, lay in the breeding centre, if he managed to make it out alive.

			“You seem to be deep in thought. Are you trying to develop a better plan of action?” asked Tomas.

			“That’s right,” answered Brown, trying to reassure him, but there was no need for reassurance. Tomas was programmed to follow his orders blindly. Brown wondered what was going through Tomas’s mind, if anything, or for that matter, Jones’s.

			They were about to betray the very people they had consciously served for a long time. He had reprogrammed them to follow his orders without question. It was as if they had been hypnotised and were under a trance.

			“Tell me what your feelings are about the matter?” asked Brown.

			“The odds are very much against us succeeding,” said Tomas matter-of-factly. He was candid about it but was going along even though it was dangerous for him as well.

			“Don’t you feel it is a risk for you as well?” asked Brown.

			“Of course, but I am not able to worry about that fact. I will have to undertake my primary task that is to follow your orders. Then I’ll have to try to keep you safe and then save myself if I can. That’s how we are programmed. Though we are free to make decisions that are necessary along those lines, we must follow the compulsion which we are under when an order is given.”

			“That is the whole reason Earth will want to have more beings like you. You’re capable of independent reasoning, without being independent. Tell me, do your actions ever bother you?” asked Brown.

			“No, why should they? We were made to carry out orders, not to think of the purpose behind those orders. Therefore, we don’t have a conscience. I do not feel sad, pity, empathy and all the other human reactions that I have heard about, but do not really know what they actually are.”

			“Amazing,” said Brown, “but I can still have a great conversation with you.”

			“Of course,” said Tomas, “but if I said I liked you, I would be lying.”

			Brown smiled at the thought of whether Tomas saw the wonderful irony in the statement he had just made. Did he have a sense of humour, wondered Brown again. It was going to be a different world soon, with beings like Tomas and artificial humans like Marika.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 22

			As they approached the gates of the facility, Tomas tied Brown’s hands behind his back. However, he left Brown holding a cord, which if pulled, would free him.

			From what Brown could see, the facility was not very large and not too obtrusive to the eye. It was meant to have a low profile and little impact on the surrounding countryside which seemed empty of local habitation, consisting mainly of forested land. Trees obscured the high perimeter fence. There were chemical hazard signs up, forbidding people from trespassing.

			The sign at the gate proclaimed it to be The Institute of Bio-Fertility, but it was not possible to discern from it what the company was actually engaged in. There weren’t any obvious signs connecting it with Novotech Industries, the firm owned by Jonas Freeman. Brown noticed that there were several low-rise structures in the facility, which seemed to be quite modern.

			Jones submitted himself to a retinal scan, and the outer gate swung open. As they entered, two armed guards came up to the car. Both Jones and Tomas flashed their IDs. After a cursory look inside the car, one of the guards asked Jones about Brown.

			“We’re escorting this prisoner to see Director Victor Singh,” said Jones. “The director would like to interview him personally.” 

			The guard nodded and said they were cleared to enter the facility. The inner gates slowly swung open, and the car rolled slowly forward. Once inside they followed the paved drive to a building, whose entrance was around a bend. This was the headquarters of the facility. Brown noted with gloom that though it had been relatively easy to get in, it might not be so easy to get out.

			After parking, Brown was led by his two guards, Tomas and Jones, into the building. Jones punched in a code to open the main door. The place seemed highly security-conscious with established security protocols.

			As they approached the reception desk, they were greeted by a uniformed security guard. The guard recognised Tomas and Jones, and after a superficial exchange of greetings, Jones informed the guard that they were there to see Director Singh.

			“It’s an emergency situation linked to the recovery of the subjects Marika von Trapp and Scarlet Feelgood,” said Tomas. “We need to update him on the ongoing situation. We have a detainee, Masood, with us, who has detailed knowledge of the situation.”

			“Okay, you can go up,” said the security guard, after an exchange over the intercom with somebody inside the building.

			Tomas grabbed Brown’s arm roughly and pushed him forward. “Let’s go,” he said. They proceeded to an elevator which swiftly took them to the next floor of the building. There they made their way down a corridor to what Brown presumed to be Victor Singh’s office.

			Jones pressed a buzzer, and a camera zoomed on them. The door swung open into another reception area leading to an inner office. There was an attractive woman minding the reception. She said hello to Tomas and Jones and told them Victor Singh was expecting them in his office and motioned for them to proceed.

			As they entered the office, Brown saw a slightly greying man seated at his desk, facing them. The man was thickset, with close-cropped grey-black hair. He seemed to have an aura of authority surrounding him.

			“Well, well, who have you got here?” Victor Singh asked the two super mandroids.

			“This is Masood,” said Tomas. “I’m afraid Scarlet and Marika got away.”

			“I’m glad you got him at least. Maybe he knows where they are,” laughed the man. “We’ll soon find out when we torture him.”

			Something doesn’t seem right, thought Brown. Victor Singh seemed to be amused by the whole situation. That didn’t seem like the right response to Brown somehow. He wondered if Tomas and Jones had picked up on this as well.

			“Well, Masood, what have you got to say for yourself?” asked Victor Singh. “Do you know where the girls are?”

			“I have no idea,” said Brown.

			“That’s right,” said Singh, “you have no idea, do you?”

			Brown suddenly felt Tomas let go of him and go into spasm. He looked at him and then at Jones. They were having severe spasms and had collapsed on the floor. Brown looked at Victor Singh, who was now holding a gun pointed at Brown. As he watched, Singh brought out a Zinger with his other hand and laid it on the desk.

			“I’ll reprogramme them in a minute. Let us first have a chat, Mr Brown, or shall I call you, Your Excellency?”

			“Titles are so over-rated,” said Brown.

			 “We already have the other three in custody,” said Singh. “You thought they had got away, didn’t you?”

			“How did you find them?” asked Brown.

			“Scarlet informed us. She was still working for us, I’m afraid.”

			“Was? Isn’t she anymore?” Brown was surprised.

			“Well, now we have Marika and Masood… and now also you, her services are no longer required.”

			“But why are you holding her if she was helping you?”

			“We can’t let her go, I’m afraid. That would be untidy. We did promise her freedom, but just not the kind she’s expecting,” smiled Singh, “unless we get different orders.”

			“You used her, and now you’re double-crossing her,” said Brown.

			“All for the good of humanity, Your Excellency,” Singh sneered. “We had assumed that your girlfriends were faulty models.  We were considering terminating them, but now we have a different use for them.”

			“You know Marika is pregnant,” said Brown.

			“Not anymore,” smiled Singh. “No doubt it was yours. Unfortunately, the drugs we administered made her lose it. She will, of course, be able to have another one, but it won’t be yours.”

			“Whose then?” Brown asked sharply. He felt a sudden pang inside him; it hurt. “It won’t be yours, since you’ve tried already.”

			“I’m sure you’ll meet him soon,” Singh laughed, mocking him. 

			“Isn’t that a bit risky for him to reveal himself?”

			“Where you’re going, I don’t think you’re going to change things much,” Singh smirked. He wanted to know why Brown had come there, especially as he didn’t know that the girls were there. That was very foolish.

			“It very much looks like that. What are you going to do with me?”

			“We need to find out how you managed to impregnate Marika first. Now use your left hand to throw your gun on the floor and then kick it away,” ordered Singh.

			“Okay,” said Brown, “I don’t want to get shot.”

			“You have a big reputation,” said Singh, “but in reality, you’re no better than anybody else.”

			“The EPA likes to put their gloss on things,” smiled Brown. “You can’t believe everything they say.” 

			“How did you survive so long? Throwing you into the sea was a mistake. Malkovich should have put a bullet through your head. You must be a good swimmer.”

			“So it was you who ordered him to do that?” Brown wasn’t too surprised by the revelation, but Singh denied it.

			“I didn’t say that. Now throw down the gun.”

			“My hands are tied,” protested Brown.

			“You don’t expect me to be fooled by that, do you,” laughed Singh. “The gun, please, or I’ll just have to shoot you.” Singh stood up from his chair.

			“Okay, okay.” Brown freed his hands and pulled out his gun with his left hand, dropped it on the floor and kicked it towards the desk. As he did so, Singh took his eyes off him momentarily, as he followed the gun on the floor. Brown shot him in the arm that was holding the gun, with his concealed weapon.

			Victor Singh screamed and dropped this gun. Brown went over to him and punched him hard in the face and knocked him out. He put Singh on the chair and collected his gun and the Zinger.

			After holstering his own gun, he decided to reprogramme the two mandroids again. He couldn’t take a chance, in case they suddenly snapped back to their old ways after being zapped by the Zinger. Jones and Tomas came out of their spasms and returned to normal. Brown told them to wake up Victor Singh.

			Tomas slapped Victor Singh lightly a couple of times, and Singh opened his eyes and groaned. Brown asked him where he was holding the three prisoners. 

			“You’ll never be able to rescue them,” Singh laughed. “There’s a team of mandroids guarding them. They’re the old type and can’t be disabled with Zingers.”

			“In that case, we’ll need the self-destruct code for those mandroids,” said Brown. “Tomas, see if you can bring up a hologram of the facility, so we can locate exactly where they’re being held.”

			As Brown was instructing Tomas and Jones, there was a knock on the door, and then the secretary walked in.

			“What’s going…?” Jones grabbed her before she could finish the sentence. Brown was glad she was not a mandroid.

			“Come and join us,” said Brown. “Can you bring up a hologram of the complex, so we can see where we are?”

			The girl looked at Victor Singh, and Brown struck him where he had been shot. The man yelped and nodded to the girl. She punched some buttons, and the hologram of the building appeared.

			“Okay, now tell us where the prisoners were brought in earlier. Tell us quickly, or we’ll kill your boss.”

			The girl pointed to a section of the hologram that was not too far away.

			“You won’t get away with this,” screamed Victor Singh.

			“Yes, we will,” said Brown. “Now, let’s have that self-destruct code.”

			“I don’t have the code,” Singh cried out. Brown shot him again in his other arm, and Singh screamed.

			“We need that code,” said Brown. “I’ll keep shooting you until you either give me the code or die.”

			“He hasn’t got it,” said the girl. “It’s locked in a safe in the next building and is guarded by a mandroid at all times. You need him to get into the safe.”

			Brown asked her how they could get there and was told there was a secure passageway linking the two buildings, below ground level.

			“Let’s have the combination of the safe.” Brown pointed his gun at Singh.

			“Sure,” said Singh, “you can have it.”

			 Brown knew straight away that Singh was offering up the information too easily. He asked the girl what it was that Singh was not telling him. He threatened to shoot her if he didn’t get the right answer. The girl was shaking with fear and blurted out immediately that it required Singh’s retinal scan first before the code could be put in. She looked rather petrified.

			“Will you shut up!” screamed Singh. “Don’t tell him anything.”

			Brown asked the girl again what sort of a mandroid was guarding the safe. She told him it was an old type and any attack on it would trigger an alarm and have all the other mandroids converging there. The girl seemed clearly afraid and eager to talk. Jones said there was an armoury next door and they should take some heavier weapons with them.

			Brown asked about the security guard downstairs and was told he was human, so Brown asked Tomas to take care of him, while Jones collected the weapons. Tomas headed downstairs. Brown grabbed Victor Singh’s arm and pushed him forward, asking the girl to move ahead of them.

			When they reached the ground-floor lobby, they found the guard was on the floor, dead. Tomas had been shot as well but was recovering. The guard had taken a shot at him when he had approached him. Somehow he had been alerted, though Tomas didn’t know if the guard had managed to alert anybody else.

			“We have to move fast. Which way?” he asked the girl.

			“Through that door,” said the girl.

			“You go first, he will recognise you. I’m sorry. Try not to do anything to arouse his suspicion, or he will shoot you.”

			“And you won’t?” the girl smiled grimly.

			“I don’t need to hurt you if you don’t provoke me. If you want to live, follow my orders. Jones, you bring Victor Singh.”

			Brown entered the room, just behind the girl. He had his gun jammed against the girl’s back.

			“Hello,” said the girl, but before she could say anything, the mandroid was already moving, reaching for his gun. Brown pushed the girl down and shot the mandroid while diving towards the floor. He hit the mandroid in the arm and then again in the chest. Jones entered the room and shot it again with a higher calibre weapon. The mandroid dropped its gun and collapsed to the floor. Brown sprang up and ran to the mandroid and shot it again through the eye. The mandroid’s body quivered for a few seconds, and then it was still.

			“Who are you?” asked the girl. She seemed dazed by all the fast action that was taking place.

			“Best if you don’t know,” Brown said to her and then shouted to Jones, “Bring Singh here.”

			Victor Singh and Jones emerged from the passage, followed by Tomas moving slowly.

			“Okay, open it,” Brown shouted to Singh. “No tricks or you die immediately.”

			Singh put his face up against the screen and punched in a code, and the safe door swung open. Brown pushed him aside and grabbed what was inside.

			It was a small transmitting device and a folded card which contained the codes Brown was looking for. It also contained a list of numbers, identifying individual mandroids.

			Brown had seen something similar before, during his assignment on Pirrus. One was the kill code which would get all the mandroids to self-destruct. The other could be used to immobilise individual mandroids pending investigation or repairs. Brown keyed in the self-destruct code and pressed the button.

			There were a couple of loud bangs on the other side of the corridor they had just come through. As they cautiously moved back to the reception area, there were two mandroids lying there with exploded heads. They had already reached the reception area, where Tomas had shot the guard. Some further explosions could be heard further away.

			Brown asked Singh where the IDs of Marika and Masood were. Singh told him they were in his office. Singh seemed to be able to move his arms more now, and though Brown’s shots had been painful, they hadn’t done too much actual damage. Brown asked Jones to tie his hands up behind his back, to stop him from trying anything.

			Brown led the suitably tied up Singh to his office, followed by Tomas. He asked Jones to stay behind downstairs with the girl.

			“It was a mistake to get you involved in all this. I didn’t realise how dangerous it would be for us,” protested Victor Singh. “All we were trying to do was improve the human stock, so we could match the people from Planet X.”

			“So you know about them?”

			“Of course, like you, I’m also a progeny of a mixed couple. We have a lot in common,” Singh burbled on. “I was discarded by my father soon after birth, when he realised I would not inherit their abilities, like thousands of others like me. What gives these people the right to lord it over us like that?”

			“What are these abilities you’re talking about?” asked Brown, feigning innocence.

			“To be able to change into amphibians like them, so become Changelings. They do not need regeneration and can live for hundreds of years.”

			“Why is that so important? You can live many hundreds of years, also with regeneration.”

			“Yes, but they’re elite, they rule over us in secret. I know somebody who was rejected by a Changeling simply because he couldn’t change into one,” said Victor Singh.

			“Is this man your boss? Is he also behind the sperm-count drop?” asked Brown. He realised Singh was in a talkative mood and it could be an opportunity to get some answers.

			 “We’re all behind it. It’s another way of removing the weaker strains of the human race,” said Singh.

			“He may have lied to you on that one,” smiled Brown. “It seemed to be disproportionately affecting the Chinese.”

			“Nobody’s lied to me. Their stock is weak and is polluting the world.” Singh was defiant. 

			It didn’t look like Singh was going to voluntarily admit who the person in charge was. Maybe a bit of torture would do the trick, but right now Brown had other priorities. However, Singh carried on.

			“You’d be surprised how easy it was to administer the infertility treatment to the Chinese,” bragged Victor Singh.

			“Oh, how did you do it?” asked Brown.

			“We found a way to target a specific gene which is dominant amongst the Chinese. The beauty of it is that it also targets certain sections of other populations, so nobody can be sure we are targeting the Chinese.”

			“How do you administer it?”

			“That’s a secret. I’ve already told you too much.” Singh shut up. I’ll definitely have to torture him, thought Brown.

			“Tell me, where do I fit in?” 

			“Well, after I tried to have a child with Marika, but was unsuccessful,” said Singh, “we were going to terminate the girls, but Scarlet escaped.  When we heard of you, we decided to see if you could breed with Marika. We found out that you have a child with a Levitian woman, so it seems you are different somehow. Can you change?”

			“No, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Where are the IDs?”

			“In the right drawer of my desk,” said Singh. “What are you going to do with me when you finish rescuing the prisoners?”

			“I haven’t thought that far ahead.” Brown retrieved the IDs including Scarlet’s and two more Zingers. He had thought about leaving Scarlet behind. “Maybe I’m going to torture you to find out what else you know.”

			Singh’s face dropped, he stopped talking and looked at Brown, hardly able to hide the hatred in his eyes. Brown looked at him and smiled.

			“There’s one other thing I need to know from you now. Where’s your safe?”

			Tomas said he knew where that was. He went up and removed a picture from the wall.

			 “Open it for me if you want to live,” gestured Brown. Singh opened the safe. Brown found what he was looking for. Back-up data storage files for Singh’s computer. There were also some gold bars. Brown pocketed the storage files, but not the gold; it was too heavy to carry. “Have you got any more storage files?”

			“No,” replied Singh tersely.

			“Good, let’s go.” Brown destroyed the computer system on Singh’s desk.

			“Look what you’re doing to this place.” Singh couldn’t contain himself, he was in despair. “All for the sake of two women who don’t have any rights under the law! They are not human!” 

			“The law is a little bit behind the curve here. Of course they have rights. They are living entities, and one of them was carrying my child,” replied Brown.

			“The other one has betrayed you already,” said Singh. “She’ll betray you again. You can’t trust them.”

			“She also saved my life. In fact, they both have.”

			They made their way downstairs and towards the other building where Marika and the others were held. They saw three other mandroids with exploded heads along the way. Tomas and Jones went in first, with Brown bringing up the rear behind Singh and the girl. Brown told them to shoot anybody who resisted and pulled his cap down more tightly over his head.

			As they entered the other building, a firefight broke out, as there were a few human guards still around.

			 Brown urged Singh to order them to surrender, or they would all be killed, but Singh was delaying giving such an order in the hope that Brown would somehow be overcome by their superior numbers. Unfortunately, by the time he spoke, it was all over. Only one man remained, who surrendered. Tomas and Jones had both taken hits in the process but recovered fast.

			Only a skeleton crew of scientists had been working on that day, and they were all dead. Brown ordered the prisoners to be released and Jones moved forward to do so.

			“What’s your name?” Brown asked the girl. 

			“Sarah.” Her whisper was almost inaudible. “What are you going to do to us?” There was a desperate look on her face.

			Maybe he would let her go, Brown informed the girl. As this point, Marika and Scarlet came running towards him. They both started hugging and kissing him. As Brown turned towards Marika to ask her how she was, Scarlet pulled out a gun she had picked up unnoticed and shot both Singh and his other employee. Singh died with a look of real surprise on his face; he didn’t even have time to scream. 

			She was just about to shoot the girl, when Brown stopped her, with his own gun to her head. Scarlet gave up. She complained that Sarah was a loose end. Brown asked her why she had shot the others. He needed to interrogate them to find out more, but Brown knew the reason already; she was trying to cover her tracks.

			“He was pure evil,” said Scarlet. “We would have no peace if he lived, no matter where we went.”

			Very convenient, thought Brown, silence the witnesses at the first chance. Now there is no proof that Scarlet was a collaborator.

			“What is this place?” asked Masood. “Why were we brought here?”

			Brown was in a quandary about what to tell him. He didn’t want to give him too much information but had to say something.

			“It’s a secret research facility. They were really looking for me, so they picked you up as a bargaining chip to force me to give myself up.”

			“Why were they looking for you?” asked Masood.

			“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that,” laughed Brown. “The less you know, the better it is for you.”

			“I can see that, after what you’ve done to this place,” agreed a grim Masood.

			Brown asked Tomas and Jones to destroy everything, especially the data files and the computers and then arrange things to make it look like there had been a shoot-out between two factions. 

			They made their way towards the international ground shuttle station, after collecting the gold bars, in a couple of cars. There was nobody at the gates. Brown dropped the girl off in the middle of nowhere, a few hours’ walk to the nearest town.

			Brown reminded the girl what she must say when they found her. 

			“Singh went berserk and started shooting everybody after destroying the mandroids. You managed to escape by hiding and don’t know what happened after that. If you say anything else, I’ll find you soon enough.”

			The girl nodded as she shivered visibly. As they moved on, Marika, who had been very quiet, spoke up.

			“I’ve lost the baby,” she said quietly.

			“I know,” said Brown. He gave her a big hug. “We can have another one, you don’t have to go anymore. I would like you to stay.”

			“No, I can’t stay on Earth anymore, after what has happened.” Marika looked dejected. “I am still somebody’s property here, and they will probably try to find me again. I can’t face that anymore.”

			“I’m sure I can protect you now,” Brown emphasized.

			“I can’t take that chance, but maybe we’ll meet again sometime,” sighed Marika. “In any case, after this debacle, I now understand how naïve I am. I have a lot of growing up to do and need to gain some life experiences where I am safe before I can settle down.”

			“I hope we will see each other again soon, but meanwhile I’ve set everything up so you’ll have a comfortable life in Delta 5.” He didn’t see the point of arguing any further; he felt too tired mentally by the whole episode.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 23

			After spending the night in a hotel at the space-shuttle port, it was time to catch the flight to Delta 5 for Masood and the girls. Masood had made some inquires the night before and their previous flight had been postponed until the next day because of some further delay in loading. So they were in luck.

			Brown had wanted to hear first-hand from Marika about what had transpired a couple of days earlier. Apparently, after learning that their flight was going to be delayed, as they had tried to book into the same hotel they had been apprehended by two men. Marika thought they were the same men that Brown had pointed out when they had fled the Grand East Coast City Grand Hotel, after being warned by Tomas.

			How they had managed to find them so easily remained a mystery to Marika. If Brown had not decided to raid the institute, there was no knowing what might have transpired. Brown, of course, knew the answer to the mystery, but he was unsure of what action he should take about it.

			“I’ve decided I’m not going to Delta 5,” said Scarlet.

			“Why’s that?” asked Brown, taken by surprise.

			Scarlet said the way she saw it was that nobody would be looking for her anymore. They lost track of her some time ago, and it was by chance Malkovich had recognised her. Now he and Singh were dead, as were the agents who had apprehended her. Brown had also destroyed all the records, so she thought they were pretty safe with her new ID from Delta 5.

			“I’m still going, I need the change,” said Marika. Her mind was made up.

			Brown gave in. Maybe that was the right decision by Marika, though he didn’t really want her to go. However, he was afraid that because of her association with him, maybe she was on more than just Singh’s radar. Her case was special, and he was in two minds as to what to advise her.

			“I doubt if Singh has informed any other people about you, Marika,” added Scarlet. “You could be safe here now.”

			“I think you should come to Delta 5 with me, where you will be safer,” offered Masood. “I’ll get you another new ID there, and then you’ll be totally safe.”

			“What will you do here, Scarlet?” asked Marika.

			“I’m going to run La Exotica,” said Scarlet. “We have a great investment here.”

			That was not a bad idea, agreed Masood. It would be a shame to waste that investment. Even Brown thought it was a good idea. After what he had learnt from Victor Singh, it was probably too dangerous to let Scarlet go with Marika anyway; much better if she stayed behind, where he could keep an eye on her.

			“I’ll also look after Jim for you,” said Scarlet with a wicked smile. “You don’t mind, do you?”

			“I’m sure you will whether I mind or not.” Marika looked really jealous. “Will I see you again?” she asked Brown. 

			“I’ll try to come for a holiday soon after I wrap things up here,” said Brown.

			“Is it still going to be dangerous?” asked Marika. “We’ve really been through a lot already.”

			Brown tried to reassure her that things would be easier, now that he had Tomas and Jones to help him out. They could work with Scarlet and keep an eye on things and help him when he needed it.

			It was afternoon when Marika and Masood finally left for the orbiting space station, and Brown made his way to the Grand East Coast City with the others, in Masood’s car. When they reached the club, Scarlet asked Brown to stay, so she could talk to him.

			“I have a confession to make,” she told him when they were alone. “I’m afraid I let Marika down,” she confessed, surprising Brown.

			“I know already, Singh told me. How could you do it?”

			“Victor Singh contacted me and offered to let me and Masood go if I gave him Marika. Otherwise, he said he would kill us all. I thought it best to go along with it and then alert you so you could try to rescue her.”

			“Thus saving your neck,” retorted Brown. “Always look after number one.”

			Scarlet said she didn’t see an alternative. That was their only chance. Brown didn’t know Victor Singh as she did. He would’ve carried out his threat, but he tricked her and grabbed all three of them.

			“That’s why you killed him and the other agent.”

			She had to kill them. Otherwise, they would be hunting her again. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder.

			“He seemed very surprised when you shot him,” said Brown.

			Scarlet laughed and said that nobody expects to die. She was just sorry it was the best plan she could think of at the time and was glad it all worked out, but not sorry about killing the bastard. He was going to kill them, but now the whole nightmare had ended.

			“You also betrayed me with Malkovich, when I got captured by them.” Brown wanted to make a point.

			“No, I didn’t, though I had a bad feeling about it. He laid a trap for you, and you went for it. I already saved your life once, but you rejected me, remember?” Scarlet seemed piqued. 

			“You could’ve warned me,” protested Brown.

			She was not completely sure, but the odds had been stacked against Brown, and she didn’t see any point in backing the losing side, Scarlet shrugged. Brown had surprised everybody by surviving, not least her but most of all, Malkovich. Brown was taken aback by her candour.

			“Did you know Singh tried to have a baby with Marika?”

			And with her, smiled Scarlet, but it hadn’t worked out. She said he had a soft spot for her at the time, so he let her live. She had managed to get away before he changed his mind. He then terminated the others.

			“It seems like that,” agreed Brown, “but they won’t be terminating anybody else, we’ve seen to that. Unless there is somebody he was reporting to.”

			“Why do you say that?” Scarlet looked surprised. “He definitely was the man in charge.”

			“You killed him and the other guy before I had a chance to interrogate them. Are you absolutely sure there isn’t somebody else pulling strings from a safe distance?”

			“I’m absolutely sure,” said Scarlet. “This was his project.”

			“He told me he was also involved in the Chinese sperm-count drop.”

			“I think he was bragging. After all, did he show you any evidence?”

			“No,” said Brown.

			“We should celebrate tonight, whatever you think of me.”

			Brown emphasised that he would have to leave early the next day. There was still unfinished business. He wanted to find out who was producing the Zingers.

			“Let tomorrow take care of itself,” said Scarlet. “I need some comforting tonight. As Marika said, we’ve been through a lot. Why can’t you let things go? It’s probably safer for everybody. In any case, now you don’t have a valid objection for rejecting me.”

			The last sentence surprised Brown, but he couldn’t disagree with her. He also needed to get to know her better; it was in his best interest to find out what made her tick and if she was telling the truth. Brown knew he was going to have his work cut out that night after his previous rejection of her; still, he was looking forward to it somehow. He needed a break as well from all the tensions of the past few days.

			When they awoke the next morning, Scarlet wanted to make love again. She was behaving almost like Marika had done earlier before she had become pregnant.

			“Do you like me?” she asked suddenly.

			“Very much so,” said Brown, “despite all that has happened.”

			“I’m surprised you don’t judge me,” said Scarlet.

			Brown shrugged. Who was he to judge anybody? He said he had done a lot of bad things in his life. The one thing he had realised though in his long life was that if one was afforded a chance to be good, they should take that chance. 

			 “You then feel much better about yourself, and I’d like to give you that chance, if possible,” added Brown.

			“What do you want in return?” asked Scarlet.

			“I’d like to think you’re my friend,” replied Brown.

			 

			 

			Brown was back in his hotel later that morning. He wondered what his next move should be, after what he had learnt from Victor Singh. Singh had almost alluded to somebody higher up when he had been in his loquacious best. If, however, as Scarlet had maintained, Singh was the man in charge then, at last, the current threat was over. Jonas Freeman was then not involved, and Leela was right. He was not the killer.

			However, the night before, he had a feeling that after an exhausting session, when Scarlet thought he was sleeping, she had been going through his things as if looking for something. Unknown to her, Brown had earlier handed the storage media he had found in Singh’s safe to Tomas for safekeeping. Had Scarlet been looking for that? Brown had decided not to mention it.

			He had retrieved it from Tomas and decided he needed to go through it at the first chance he got. Maybe it had all the answers he was looking for. He needed to see if it contained any information about who was supplying the spermicide and how it was being disseminated to the public.

			Brown wanted to wait for his meeting with Jonas Freeman before finally making up his mind about him. Freeman had indicated that they could meet that week and Brown needed to get in touch with Leela, to fix up the meeting.

			He also knew he needed to wait for news if there was going to be any blowback from what had taken place in the secret breeding facility. He switched on the telecast and scoured it for news, but there was none. Had it all been hushed up, wondered Brown. This was a distinct possibility; otherwise, there would be all sorts of questions to answer.

			Brown had, of course, tried to aid this process by arranging things so it looked like Victor Singh had flipped and killed everybody after destroying the mandroids. He himself had been shot in the process.

			After half an hour he gave up; maybe it was too early for any news to filter out. It would have to wait until the next day. Brown was already thinking of dispensing with the Sweet Death, though he could have done with the anonymity of the drug until he could work out who was behind the recent spate of assassinations that had dogged the Changelings and was also behind the attempts on his and Leela’s lives. 

			However, he didn’t have the good doctor he had on Pirrus to help him now with the ravages of the drug or the antidote that could be administered hours later, to aid recovery. He was unlikely to cope with the drug without the antidote. He needed to be careful as it was unlikely he would be able to cope with a tricky situation, whilst under the influence of the drug. It was probably best if he could get hold of the antidote as well before he injected himself with the drug if Leela failed to sort things out as she had promised. 

			Brown decided to call Rolf to see whether he could be of any help, but there was no reply. Agent Fenton had told Brown previously that Rolf had disappeared recently and they had no idea where he was. They hadn’t ruled out foul play but were at a loss about who to blame. Brown gave up on the idea of using Sweet Death again; maybe there wasn’t any point trying to fool people anymore. He rang Leela instead.

			“Where have you been?” asked Leela; she seemed annoyed. “I haven’t heard from you for a week. Each time you leave me, you disappear completely. I’m beginning to think you have another woman hidden somewhere. What am I saying, I know you have another woman; your beauty from the cruise ship.”

			“I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint you there. She left for Delta 5 yesterday. I’ve been following up leads. Unfortunately, when I’m with you, work is the last thing on my mind.”

			“You’re supposed to be here on holiday, for your regeneration.”

			“Listen, I still have a feeling that Jonas Freeman could be our man, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. When can I meet you to discuss things?” asked Brown. He needed finally to cross Freeman off his list of suspects.

			“Come over tonight, if you’re free,” said Leela.

			“Can you set up a meeting with Freeman?”

			“Funny you should say that. He called me yesterday and asked if I knew where you were. Unfortunately, he was going to be called away on business for a couple of days, so we have to wait. If you come over tonight, we can spend time together until then.”

			“I’m all yours,” said Brown. “I’ll bring a couple of Zingers for you as well.”

			“I’ll send a car in a couple of hours,” said Leela and hung up.

			Brown had wanted to go through the data he had collected from Singh that night but felt that he had been through enough that week and needed a break. For him, the safe in his hotel room was not secure enough in case there were people out looking for the files. Accordingly, he gathered up all the important stuff from the safe and made a trip to a local depository and hired a safety deposit box from them.

			For quite a while, his mind had been preoccupied with how the Zingers affected the advanced mandroids. Each time he had used one on a mandroid, it had gone down clutching its head in its hands. Maybe, all that was required was a simple cover for their heads, to stop the Zingers’ signals from penetrating their skulls. Sometimes, in his experience, very simple solutions worked better than more complicated ones. 

			He remembered the scientists on Pirrus had come up with a simple plastic covering for the older type of mandroids, to stop devices being slapped on their backs. The plastic stopped anything from attaching to their backs. It was a very simple solution to a huge problem which could have undermined his whole campaign.

			Brown got back to the hotel, still preoccupied with his idea, in time to see Leela’s driver, Karl, approaching the reception. He had left instructions for the driver to wait for him in case he was late.

			He had also wanted to contact Councillor Hong, the new Chinese UR Assembly member before he left for Leela’s, but that would have to wait. Maybe it would be better to do so until after he had managed to review the data from Singh. Instead, he was looking forward to having another chat with Karl, to find out more gossip about the Junkers family.

			Karl greeted him cordially, and as Brown already had his things with him, they moved towards Karl’s car. Brown asked him how he was coping with the new bodyguard that had been provided for Leela.

			“Well, he’s not much for conversation, I’m afraid,” said Karl. “George, the old bodyguard, was a good conversationalist. You could talk to him about anything. He could even make funny jokes, though sometimes not that funny.”

			“Do you have any idea when that happened? I mean, when he was turned?” asked Brown hopefully.

			“I’m afraid not,” said Karl, with a look of disappointment on his face. “They interrogated me at length about it, but came up with nothing.”

			 “Can you remember anything unusual about that day at all? Maybe not too unusual, I mean, did you see anybody or anything that sticks out in your mind?”

			“I can’t think of anything,” said Karl. “Nobody comes to mind. Hold on a moment, though, I just remembered something. No, I don’t think it was important.”

			“Tell me anyway,” insisted Brown.

			Karl reminisced that earlier on the day of the incident, after they had dropped Brown and Miss Leela at the villa at the New Oasis, they were sitting in the car. He was trying to decide what to do next as he was not sure they would need the car again that evening. George was talking to him when they saw one of Leela’s old boyfriends approaching them.

			“Who?” Brown asked, excited.

			“It was Jonas Freeman. He came up to talk to us. He asked if George could do him a favour. He had been invited to the masked ball that evening, but he could not attend. Because of some business matters that had come up, he had to leave.”

			“Go on,” said Brown. “What favour?”

			“He said he wanted to give George a little note for Miss Leela as he didn’t want to disturb her. He knew she was with you.”

			“That was kind of him.”

			Karl said that Jonas Freeman always came across as very considerate, though Karl always felt a bit unsure as to its sincerity. Anyway, the note was by way of an apology for not being able to make it. He would be very grateful if George could go up to his holiday apartment and pick it up.

			“Did George do that?” asked Brown.

			“He followed Mr Freeman up to the accommodation and came back twenty minutes later with an envelope, which he showed me,” said Karl.

			“Interesting! Did you tell Leela’s dad about all this?”

			“Well, I certainly told the people interrogating me about it.”

			“Do you know if George gave this letter to Leela?” asked Brown.

			“I have no idea,” said Karl.

			Brown was intrigued, but he didn’t say any more to Karl. They had reached Leela’s town residence, so he said goodbye to Karl and went up to see Leela.

			Leela had made a special effort for him. She had a gorgeous mini dress on, which barely covered all her curves and showed them off in a most tantalising manner that made Brown feel excited immediately.

			“My, my, you look good enough to eat,” said Brown and kissed her on the cheek.

			Leela seemed to think that he could do better than that. She grabbed him and gave him a large smacker on the lips. She had made an effort for him as she had been missing him for almost a week. It had been a busy time, Brown informed her, but he had managed to get some Zingers for her. Brown took two Zingers out of his bag and gave them to her.

			“Do these actually work?” asked Leela, looking rather dubious.

			“I can assure you that they are the real articles. I tested one out on two advanced mandroids this week.”

			“Where did you find them?” asked Leela, surprised.

			“These mandroids were sent to get me, but now they work for me,” smiled Brown.

			“Interesting, now you own two super mandroids. Have you got any idea how much they cost?”

			“Fortunately not, but they’re very useful,” laughed Brown.

			“I bet they are. Whose are they? Won’t they be missed?” asked Leela.

			“I’m afraid these people won’t be missing anything anymore.”

			“I see you’ve been up to your old tricks again. Whose were they?”

			Brown felt it was probably wise not go into further details at present, so he told her that unfortunately, he couldn’t elaborate further, as it was a state secret. 

			“That’s a good one coming from you,” laughed Leela, though she looked disappointed.  “So now you’re a secret agent?”

			Leela invited Brown to have something to eat and drink. There was a small banquet laid out on the dining table. Brown tucked in as he was quite hungry, for he had missed lunch. She warned him not to over eat, as he had a lot of work to do later. It was obvious to Brown what kind of work she had in mind. He said he was stacking up on some reserve energy, just for that.

			“Good,” said Leela. “By the way, Jonas Freeman has been quite insistent about meeting up with you.”

			“I’d like to meet him as well,” said Brown. “On that subject, let me ask you something.”

			Brown asked Leela if she had indeed invited Freeman to the New Oasis when they had been there, and Leela confirmed it. She had thought it would be a good idea for Brown to meet him and didn’t see any harm in it. However, he had to leave on some business emergency and had missed the ball.

			“Did he send you a note to say he couldn’t make it?” asked Brown.

			“That’s right, how did you know?”

			Brown replied that Karl had told him. Freeman had asked George to go with him to his apartment to fetch the note. He could’ve turned George then, suggested Brown. However, Leela doubted it. She didn’t think it could be Jonas. What would be his motive?

			Brown pointed out that they had broken up because Freeman couldn’t change shape. Maybe he hated her for it, but Leela protested that she had not ditched him, their parting had been amicable. Brown was not sure what to think. Maybe when she had changed in front of Freeman, as she had done with Brown, when he couldn’t change, he felt inferior.

			Leela admitted that she might have been guilty of that.  He showed promise. Like Brown, he could smell the pheromones, but he couldn’t change. Brown informed her that he had met a whole bunch of people recently who were all half-breeds who couldn’t change. He emphasised how they all hated the Changelings and were plotting to overthrow them.

			“You mean us,” prompted Leela.

			“They don’t know I’m a Changeling, that’s why I survived.”

			“Who are they?” asked Leela.

			Brown told her that they were all dead now, but it had been a close call. What was bugging him was that they had all alluded to somebody being the boss and Jonas Freeman could fit the bill admirably.

			“You can’t be serious,” said Leela.

			“Well, he certainly has the motive,” muttered Brown, though he couldn’t be absolutely certain that he was the one. Leela needed to be careful. He suggested that she did not see him again until he’d had a chance to check him out.

			“Okay, I won’t,” agreed Leela. “He wanted me to go with you to see him when he is back.”

			“Why was he called away? Do you know?” asked Brown.

			“Some emergency, but he didn’t elaborate. It was on Friday. He said he had to go to England,” said Leela.

			Alarm bells started ringing in Brown’s head. His sixth sense was tingling like crazy.

			“That’s where we killed those other men,” muttered Brown.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 24

			Brown finally managed to take leave of Leela early on Monday morning. She told him that she would contact him, once she had heard from Jonas Freeman again, but agreed not to see him alone.

			Brown informed her that he had a few things to sort out first and would like to see Freeman later that week. He also told her his theory about the headgear, which could cover an advanced mandroid’s head, to stop it being affected by Zingers. He wanted her to find out if her scientists could come up with anything.

			Brown had to prepare himself to confront Freeman. Part of that was looking through the data files he had in his possession. Singh had hinted that he knew about the programme which was responsible for the drop in fertility amongst the Chinese. It was likely that the data files could contain a reference to that. Brown needed to retrieve them from the bank deposit safe to have a look at them.

			He was happy that the immediate threat to his and Leela’s life had now receded with the death of Victor Singh and Malkovich. Marika and Scarlet were also safe, especially Marika.

			Brown needed Councillor Hong’s help to avoid being posted to Pirrus 2, the ex-Baccran colony, and to stop the invasion of Delta 5. Pirrus 2 was the last place he wanted to end up. The Chinese had a tremendous influence on the EPA council, but to achieve that outcome, he needed the answer to the fertility problem. 

			Hong was now the Chinese representative in the UR Assembly. If Brown could get him to oppose any invasion of Delta 5, it could not possibly go ahead. As the Chinese were the largest faction in the assembly, once Junkers’ secret was out, anything major like an invasion needed their nod to go ahead. However, Brown needed to do the Chinese a favour in advance, before he could be sure they would back him. All this thinking had made him hungry, so he decided to head for the restaurant to have lunch before going to the bank.

			Brown didn’t want to completely rely on Leela to solve the headcover problem. He also wanted Tomas to make an effort to come up with something himself, to find some suitable material that could be moulded into a headgear. Most likely, the Zingers were using a form of microwave to penetrate the skull.

			Brown rang Tomas and gave him instructions to look for whatever head coverings he could find, made of a material which could resist microwaves.

			Just as Brown was getting ready to leave his hotel suite, there was a knock on his door. Brown switched on the monitor to make sure there were no nasty surprises waiting for him outside. He was surprised to find it was Scarlet standing there. Brown opened the door and greeted her.

			“I thought I’d pay you a surprise visit and catch you out with another woman,” smiled Scarlet.

			“You’re too late, she’s just left,” Brown laughed. “You’re just in time for lunch, though. Care to join me?”

			Scarlet told him she would be delighted. She had given herself a day off from work leaving Jones, the other mandroid, in charge. She had trained him over the weekend and he was doing well. Brown was intrigued by how well he had taken to this job, though he had more serious work in mind for Jones.

			Scarlet suggested that maybe Jones could run the place for a few weeks with Tomas. In contrast, she and Brown could take a holiday together, a break which they both well deserved. Brown had earned a big pat on his back, now that he had solved such a major problem. He was free to take a break...

			Brown agreed he was tempted, but there were still a few things he had to take care of, including the regeneration process he had to go through. Scarlet laughed and said he was looking younger all the time and he certainly had no problem keeping women satisfied, so what else was worrying him?

			Brown was not sure of how much he could confide in Scarlet but had to give her some valid reason for refusing to take up her offer. He told her that though they had eliminated the main threat to themselves with the demise of Victor Singh and his associates, he still needed to find out more about the Chinese fertility drop, as he had promised Councillor Chin that he would look into it.

			“Councillor Chin had been harping on about this for a long time before his death,” said Scarlet. “He was probably an attention seeker, as everybody else seems to think it’s a problem due to natural causes.”

			Brown told her he had met Councillor Chin after his UR Assembly address and he had come across as anything but an attention seeker and now he had been murdered, soon after he had talked to Brown. He had invited Brown to go and discuss the matter in private with him when he was probably going to show Brown some evidence he had obtained.

			“In which case, it is even more prudent to keep your nose out of it,” insisted Scarlet. “The matter doesn’t even concern you. You could make yourself the next target.”

			Interesting, Brown thought, is it a veiled warning she is issuing or is she genuinely concerned about my health? 

			He asked her why she thought the fertility drop was natural as Victor Singh didn’t seem to think so. She had killed him before he got a chance to question him, and though he was trying not to sound accusatory, the reasons given by her didn’t sound very convincing to him. The other funny thing was that there had been no reports about what happened at the institute in any news broadcasts.

			Scarlet suggested that maybe the government had hushed it up, but it was better for them. Didn’t he think so? What had Singh said to him? Surely Brown didn’t believe anything he had said. The man had been a congenital liar and a brag artist.

			Brown told her that he didn’t think Singh was lying. Maybe he was bragging, but he had said that there was a genetically modified substance that was responsible for the fertility drop. Unfortunately, he hadn’t mentioned how it was being administered or who was responsible for doing so.

			“That’s a shame,” said Scarlet.

			“Maybe if you hadn’t shot him so readily, I might have got the information out of him,” lamented Brown.

			“Well, it’s no good speculating. Too bad we won’t find out. He was an evil man, and I’m glad I killed him, after what he did to me,” said Scarlet.

			“Yes, I can’t blame you too much,” said Brown.

			“You should have searched the data on his computer before you destroyed everything,” said Scarlet.

			“There was no time for that, we had to rescue you and get away,” said Brown.

			“Weren’t there any data backups in his office? Didn’t you find anything?”

			That is a very odd question to ask, thought Brown. Why is she suddenly asking that?

			“I looked for that, but couldn’t find any.” Brown tried to be nonchalant. “Why are you interested in that?”

			“Oh, I’m not especially, I just don’t want things like that to fall into the wrong hands and then this whole nightmare start all over again.”

			A convincing answer, thought Brown. This girl is certainly covering up her involvement. Did she have another hidden agenda? Brown was not sure

			“I wouldn’t worry about Victor Singh,” Scarlet assured him. “He liked bragging a lot and tried to take credit for things not even remotely connected with him.”

			“I suppose so,” Brown said, “but he also intimated that there was a boss higher up, who was in charge of him.”

			Scarlet became angry suddenly, which took Brown by surprise, as he wasn’t expecting such a reaction. She insisted that Brown was talking nonsense. She had never heard Singh mention anybody else. He was the top man, and the threat was over.

			Brown told her that he needed to follow one or two leads he had, and then he could definitely say it was over. Scarlet eyed him intently; she said he should think seriously about going on a holiday with her. It would be mind-blowing, even for him. Even he couldn’t deny their lovemaking was something else.

			“It’s absolutely the best I’ve had,” said Brown glibly. “Maybe we can have a little sample this afternoon, after lunch. Shall we go?”

			“Yeah, let’s,” said Scarlet. “By the way, do you suspect anybody in particular?”

			“No, I don’t have anybody particular in mind, so hopefully I can concentrate on other business soon.”

			“Like our holiday,” said Scarlet, “unless you’re not going because of your rich heiress friend.”

			“Who, Leela? She’s become a good friend since I saved her life.”

			Scarlet reminded him not to forget who had helped Brown to do it. She had also saved his life. Why was she bringing all this up suddenly? Was there a reason behind it? Brown felt confused but said that he would always be grateful to her. She reiterated that he should then come on this holiday with her and show her how grateful he really was, insisted Scarlet.

			“I will soon, I promise, within a week or so, after I clear some things up.” 

			“I hope it’s not too late.” Scarlet smiled enigmatically.

			“What do you mean, too late?” asked Brown.

			“I may have changed my mind by then,” said Scarlet.

			The lunch turned out to be a gourmet affair. Brown took her to the poshest restaurant the hotel had to offer and spared no expense on her. The hotel had many restaurants, but in Brown’s estimation, this was one of the best.

			After lunch, Scarlet reminded him why she was definitely the best. She was going the extra mile to give him the best ride of his life. Though she couldn’t offer what Leela offered, she was definitely better at it otherwise.

			As if on cue, as they separated after an intense climax, Scarlet asked him something that surprised him even more.

			“Tell me something,” intimated Scarlet, “is it true that Leela can turn into a giant frog when making love? Do you turn into one as well and make love like frogs?”

			“That’s funny,” laughed Brown. “Who told you that?” Inwardly, he was very alarmed.

			          Scarlet said Malkovich told her that. It was very funny, wasn’t it? He had also told her that they had drugged Brown and dumped him many miles out to sea. So, how did he survive that? Brown told her he was a very good swimmer. He couldn’t help smiling at these probing questions and tried to offer further explanation. The water had been quite cold and must have revived him somehow.

			Scarlet remarked that there was a lot in his story that defied explanation, but he was a survivor. She would certainly give him that. Was he quite sure that he couldn’t dump Leela for a few weeks and come away with her? She just loved the way he had made love to her. Brown began to wonder why she so badly wanted him to go away with her, but then put it down to jealousy.

			Scarlet didn’t leave until the next morning. Brown was already regretting not taking up her offer to go on holiday with her by the time she left. Though the request had been innocuous on the surface, there had been some urgency in her effort to get him away from the Grand East Coast City.

			Brown hadn’t failed to notice the underlying tension, but what had been her motive? Was it just to get him away from Leela, or was it because of something else? Brown was not sure. In the end, he decided not to worry about it anymore.

			Scarlet had asked a lot of probing questions about things which had taken Brown by surprise. This was a departure from her normal behaviour, and Brown couldn’t figure out what was behind that. In the end, he concluded that the experience of the last few days probably increased her anxiety about things and she had become more probing. There didn’t seem to be any other explanations for it.

			Brown was expecting Tomas that afternoon. He was hoping Tomas would have found a suitable solution to the problem of the headgear that would protect him from the adverse effects of the Zinger.

			While Brown was pondering whether to go to the safe depository or not to retrieve the storage files from Singh, he got a call from Leela. Her company’s scientists had been looking at the Zingers and had come up with a temporary solution to the problem along the lines Brown had suggested.

			It seemed he had correctly estimated that the Zingers disrupted the brain patterns of the advanced mandroids, and the solution was to cover their heads with something. Unfortunately, this didn’t help their looks, and the mandroids stood out as different in a crowd.

			Brown asked Leela if she could supply him with two of those headcovers as soon as possible. He now wouldn’t have to try experimenting with other material on Tomas to find out if his theory worked.

			Leela also told him that Jonas Freeman was back and wanted to see them both in the next couple of days. Brown confirmed that he could meet Freeman the day after next, once he had collected the covers from Leela. However, he was going to meet him alone.

			“Are you sure he’s quite that dangerous?” asked Leela.

			“If he’s our man, then it’s too risky for you to be there,” said Brown. “Also, he may not show his hand if you’re present. I need to wheedle things out of him, if possible.”

			“Well, you’d better turn up here tonight,” said Leela. “I’ll make sure the covers are delivered to me by tomorrow, so you can have them. They should be a standard fit as their heads are all the same size.”

			“Meanwhile, be very careful who you see,” warned Brown.

			“I’ll send Karl to pick you up later,” said Leela.

			 

			 

			Brown was in turmoil. He needed to go through the data he had found at Victor Singh’s Institute of Bio-Fertility, but he also needed to keep on Leela’s good side. In any case, he missed her and wanted to see her, especially if anything went wrong during his meeting with Freeman. He certainly required the headgear for the mandroids as this could be crucial to his plans when meeting up with Jonas Freeman.

			It was significant that Freeman had travelled to England the Friday before. The whole incident had been hushed up somehow, and there had been no news about it anywhere. Maybe Brown’s ploy had worked, and nobody was looking for them anymore. Maybe now was the time to quit while he was ahead.

			A wise man would do just that and live a life of luxury, with two beautiful women eager to help him do it. He was a fool when it came to certain things. One of his strengths had always been that he always saw a job through once he had started it, but maybe that was a weakness also.

			Somebody knocked on the door, and he checked the viewer. He saw Tomas on the viewing monitor. Brown opened the door and let him in. Tomas seemed a bit flustered. 

			         “Somebody looking like you came to La Exotica last night and asked for Scarlet, and when Jones told him she wasn’t there, he left.”

			“That’s really strange,” said Brown. “I was right here with Scarlet.”

			“That’s the strange thing,” said Tomas. “We knew you were here. The man pretending to be you did not recognise either David Jones or me.”

			“That man wasn’t me,” said Brown. “Did you get a chance to talk to him at all?”

			“No, we were both too surprised that you hadn’t recognised us,” said Tomas.

			“Have you told Scarlet about this?”

			“Of course, she was just as surprised as us about it.”

			Things were beginning to hot up, thought Brown. Now he had a doppelganger – a man who could take his shape and pretend to be him.

			“I’ll let you know in advance the next time I’m coming there. If he shows up again, shoot him,” said Brown.

			“Is that wise?” asked Tomas. “In case we shoot you by mistake?”

			“Okay, I’ll give you a signal,” said Brown. “I’ll do a mock salute like this when I see you.”

			Tomas told Brown that he had not been very successful in getting the headgear Brown had asked for. He had found some material, but he was not sure if it was the right type and didn’t have a chance to make one up. Brown told him not to worry any more, as he had made other arrangements. 

			Tomas needed to turn up at the hotel the day after next with David Jones. They also needed to bring sunglasses and hats with them as they would require them for a job they had to do. Tomas left soon afterwards, and Brown went down to his favourite restaurant for lunch.

			 

			 

			Karl showed up soon after lunch and Brown decided to leave the data files at the depository and make his way to Leela’s. Karl seemed to be in a jovial mood and happy to see Brown. He said that it was getting to be quite a regular thing and thought Leela had taken quite a shine to Brown.

			“I’m glad to hear it,” said Brown. “I quite like her.”

			“I didn’t quite like that Jonas Freeman though,” said Karl. “There was something very odd about him.”

			“Like what?” Brown asked.

			Karl said that he couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but the man had come across as a bit too smooth for his liking. He seemed to look down on most people, even though he tried to act considerate, and somehow he couldn’t handle the pressure of being with Leela. Brown said he hoped that Karl didn’t find him the same as Freeman.

			“You’re different, sir. You seem to take things in your stride, even when things get difficult.”

			“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind,” Brown said. They had already reached Leela’s apartment.

			Brown gave Leela the bad news that somebody was impersonating him and had gone to see Scarlet, pretending to be him. Luckily Scarlet was not there.

			“This is most disturbing,” said Leela. “He could come here next, and we wouldn’t know until it was too late.”

			“I have a feeling it is Jonas Freeman,” suggested Brown. “Maybe he’s a polymorph.”

			Leela told him not to make her laugh. Freeman couldn’t even manage the basic shape change. Brown told her that he had a theory that Freeman could be a late developer like him and now had gone a step further. All the circumstantial evidence pointed at him, insisted Brown. He thought maybe only late developers could become polymorphs.

			“I still can’t believe it.” Leela shook her head.

			“I have a simple solution,” said Brown. “We could just take him out and see if the problem disappears.”

			“You can’t do that,” protested Leela. “It’s murder, without any proof of guilt. I can’t be a party to that.”

			“Just a thought,” said Brown. “It seems we have a big problem on our hands. How do we catch this person?”

			“I don’t know,” shrugged Leela. “I never used to think that polymorphs existed. Let alone one which would be trying to kill us.”

			Well, if they couldn’t catch him, Brown’s mind was made up, the only thing he could do was to let Freeman catch him. He smiled, but he was deadly serious. He asked her when the meeting with Freeman was. Leela confirmed that it was the afternoon, the day after the next day, as he had asked for. So, did he still think it was Freeman?

			“In my mind, he’s the prime suspect at present.”

			“What are you going to do?” Leela was alarmed.

			“I’m going to let him catch me,” said Brown. “See if he takes the bait.”

			Leela was alarmed. Wasn’t that a bit dangerous? What if he was the man? He would kill Brown. In the end, she thought that if he was so sure, it was best for him to take Freeman out.

			But Brown said that he just couldn’t do that. At one time that would have been his preferred solution, but now, he would never live it down, especially if Freeman turned out to be the wrong man. Worse still, she would never forgive him.

			“I hope you survive the experience,” said a downcast Leela.

			“So do I; for all our sakes. Please make sure I have the headgear before I leave this place tomorrow.”

			“It will definitely be here,” said Leela. “Now, what can I do for my little lamb, going into the wolf’s lair?”

			“Whatever you have in mind, it is certainly not going to fatten me up,” smiled Brown, “of that, I’m sure.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 25

			Brown left Leela the next afternoon with the headgear he had been promised. He called Tomas to come round again when he reached the hotel. He needed to test the headgear to be absolutely sure, before using it during an operation.

			Brown had a rudimentary plan for the next day, but he was not at all sure if it would work. It was a calculated risk that Freeman would not be able to harm him during his visit as other people would know he was going there. Most likely, that threat would come later after he had left. Still, he needed a contingency plan, as he wanted to goad Freeman to brag about his exploits in case things got out of hand.

			There was a possibility that he wasn’t the man Brown was looking for. So far, all the evidence Brown had on him was circumstantial. There was no conclusive proof that he was the culprit, let alone that he was a polymorph.

			Brown thought of Marika as he waited for Tomas. He wondered how her journey was going. The freighter would be a lot slower than the cruise ship had been. It would also make a few more stops before it reached Delta 5.

			Brown hoped things would work out for her in the future. He definitely needed to change his posting from Pirrus 2 if he was going to spend any time with Marika in the near future. Vincent Junkers had been sympathetic to that end, but he needed to get the support of Councillor Hong as well.

			If Vincent Junkers was actually planning an invasion of Delta 5, would he support an application by Brown to become the ambassador there? The only way Brown thought that this could be possible was if he came up with some information about the problem of the drop in fertility amongst the Chinese. Better still if he could offer a solution.

			He urgently needed to go through Singh’s backup data, but so far he had not found the time to do so. The curious thing was why Scarlet had seemed so interested to find out if he was in possession of it. Did she know about the backup data, and what was her interest in it?

			Tomas turned up at the appointed hour. He was very surprised that Brown already had the headgear. Brown asked him to put one on and fitted him perfectly, which surprised him even more.

			“Standard fit,” said Brown. “All your heads are the same size.”

			“I might have guessed,” said Tomas.

			What about their personalities? Brown was intrigued. Did they in time acquire some sort of a persona? He asked Tomas in what way he was different from the others, say from Jones.

			Tomas told him that they seemed to have slightly different attitudes to things. Jones was much more pleasant than him. He found it more difficult to relate to the customers in the brothel. His manners were rather brusque, though he was not actually judging anybody.

			Amazing, mused Brown, maybe he’ll gain an interest in philosophy one of these days. Was it nurture rather than nature that developed their personalities like humans?

			“So Jones has a more cheerful personality? I’m sure if you work on yours, you may soon be people’s favourite. Let’s see if this headgear works. Ready?”

			Tomas nodded, and Brown switched the Zinger on. A few minutes passed, but there was no reaction from Tomas.

			“How do you feel? Are you suffering?” asked Brown.

			“I’m perfectly fine. A little ticklish sensation, but it is passing,” said Tomas.

			“Okay, good.” Brown switched off the Zinger. Tomas took the headgear off.

			“This will really make me stand out in public,” commented Tomas, pointing at the headgear.

			“Not if you wear a hat. Make sure you bring a hat tomorrow and tell Jones to do the same. Also, bring sunglasses.”

			“Yes, you said so the last time. I remember,” said Tomas. “Where did you get the headgear from?”

			Brown told him that a friend of his got them for him after he had supplied them with Zingers. They were also responsible for building advanced or super mandroids like Tomas. 

			Humanity was playing at being God. Advanced mandroids, proto-humans, they might end up producing something better than themselves if they were not careful, commented Tomas.

			That was a very astute observation, mused Brown. He told Tomas that it had already happened before. Humanity had been nearly destroyed and the Earth was saved by AI systems, benign artificial intelligence entities. However, they were still banned, so that humans could chart their own destiny.

			“Well, humans seem to have done well. You have expanded into many worlds in the galaxy,” observed Tomas.

			“Well, we’ve had a lot of help. Human destiny is not controlled by humans alone anymore. Also, Artificial Intelligence systems are still here. Maybe it is safer this way.”

			“You’re a pragmatist,” said Tomas. “Somehow conversing with you gives me a good feeling. We are learning machines, but we don’t have free will.”

			“Is that something you crave?” asked Brown, slightly alarmed.

			“Not really,” said Tomas. “I find it very calming not to have to think of the future. I live in the present. Probably the correct expression is I exist in the present.”

			Fenton called him soon after Tomas left. A body had been found; they thought it was Rolf’s. There were signs that he had been tortured. Brown might be needed for questioning later because of his association with Rolf.

			Brown laughed. He told Fenton that he and Rogers were also guilty of association with Rolf. Inwardly he was outraged. It seemed finally Rolf’s wheeling and dealing had caught up with him. He was certain that the person who had killed Rolf was the person he was looking for. He was vicious, and that did not bode well for Brown. In a way, he felt responsible for Rolf’s death. He almost had a soft spot for Rolf.

			Brown had some time on his hands that evening. A thought occurred to him; maybe he should give shape-changing another try. He wanted to change into somebody else, somebody human, maybe somebody he knew. Brown thought of Fenton, his craggy face and his muscle-bound body and concentrated hard.

			After a few minutes of concentration, he could see some changes to his features beginning to take place. His face began to change until he started looking more square-jawed while his eyebrows started becoming bushy. He almost looked like Fenton, but not quite. His body was also changing, but the change wouldn’t take hold. After nearly two hours he gave up, surprised at his progress. Something was missing that was required to trigger the change.

			 

			 

			The next day Brown entered the magnificent multi-storeyed office building by himself. It was afternoon, and Brown had come to see Jonas Freeman. He was not sure what outcome he was expecting from the meeting. Brown tried to relax, but it was difficult for him to do so, for he wasn’t armed. There had been no point in carrying a weapon. He was sure there would be scanners that would detect any weapons and he would be disarmed.

			They had been expecting him. As Brown entered the lobby, a young woman approached him. She was a tall girl, taller than Brown and the high heels she was wearing made her look even taller.

			“I am Umah, Your Excellency Brown,” the woman greeted him. “Mr Freeman is expecting you. Please follow me. You don’t have to register yourself at the reception.”

			“Very well,” acknowledged Brown. “Nice to meet you, Umah.”

			Brown followed the girl into an elevator, bypassing reception, and was whisked to the fifth floor in an instant.

			“Here we are,” said Umah. “The whole floor is comprised of Mr Freeman’s offices. Can I get you something to drink?”

			“That won’t be necessary,” answered Brown.

			Umah ushered Brown to the actual office occupied by Freeman. As they entered the offices, in a surprisingly friendly gesture, Freeman got up from behind his desk and came around to shake Brown’s hand. It was an act that seemed to be aimed at putting him at ease. Brown noticed he had a firm grip; Brown remembered it well from the first time he had met Freeman, though he didn’t hold Brown’s hand so long this time.

			“Welcome, Mr Brown.” Freeman’s face creased in an expansive smile. “I didn’t expect I would meet you again so soon.” He seemed as if he was extra pleasant.

			“It’s a surprise for me also to be able to come here so soon. Thanks for your invitation. Leela said you were eager to see me.” Brown felt wary but tried not to show it.

			“Did she now?” asked Freeman. “Where is she, by the way? I was expecting her to come here with you,” said Freeman. “She has turned down my request to see her in the last few days. Is that your doing?”

			“Yes, I told her not to see you again until I had met with you first,” smiled Brown.

			“Well, that makes it easier in a way; we can talk much more freely.”

			“I’d like that,” agreed Brown.

			“Please take a seat. What would you like to know?” asked Freeman.

			“I’d like to know if Victor Singh was working for you,” asked Brown as he sat down.

			“Direct and to the point,” laughed Freeman. “I don’t like wasting time either.”

			“Good,” said Brown. “I’m eager to find out.”

			“How’s that information going to help you? You’ve come here alone and unarmed. I know because you’ve been scanned.” 

			“Many people saw me coming here,” said Brown.

			“But you haven’t registered yourself at the reception. So there’s no record of you being here.”

			“In that case, why not answer the question?” prompted Brown, even though he realised the situation was turning more and more precarious for him.

			“Once I answer it, you know I can’t let you go,” said Freeman. “You’re a fly who’s just stepped into the spider’s parlour.”

			“You’re very confident of yourself,” said Brown.

			“As are you, to come here,” laughed Freeman.

			He had underestimated him once. He should have told Malkovich to put a bullet through Brown’s head at the first chance he got. He asked Brown to tell him how he had survived being dumped so far out to sea.

			“How do you think I survived?” asked Brown.

			“You can change into a frog,” said Freeman. “I should’ve realised when Leela took a fancy to you. You fooled me with your talk of drug addiction. Very clever.”

			“Well, it worked,” said Brown. “So, you’re behind the proto-human breeding programme.”

			“What can I say? In my misguided way, I thought I would be able to improve the human race.”

			“Was it because you couldn’t change that you felt inadequate with Leela?” asked Brown.

			“That was before I found my true self,” retorted Freeman.

			Brown asked him why he wanted to kill the girls he had bred. Freeman answered that he never wanted to kill them. Especially not now. That stupid Singh never followed his orders properly. Brown had done him a favour by getting rid of Singh and destroying the institute. The EPA wouldn’t be looking for him anymore. They thought Victor Singh had gone berserk and killed everyone, before being killed himself. It was very clever of Brown, laughed Freeman again.

			So what did he want with the girls, asked Brown. Freeman let out a jubilant manic howl and then controlled himself. He said he wanted to impregnate them and start his own master race now that he knew they could breed, thanks to Brown. He already knew Marika had been pregnant, so she would be able to have another baby as soon as he caught up with her.

			Brown told him that he had already sent Marika away from Earth. Freeman would never find her. But Brown was wrong, smiled Freeman. He knew where she was going. He had good connections with Delta 5, and would soon get her back. Then she would have Freeman’s baby now that they had got rid of Brown’s. Meanwhile, he needed to sort out a few things, starting with Brown.

			“I have the storage media from Victor Singh. It will go directly to Councillor Hong if I don’t get out of here,” threatened Brown.

			“You’re bluffing. In any case, I’ll take care of Hong if I have to like I did with Chin, but you’re going nowhere from here.”

			“So you killed Chin?” asked an angry Brown.

			“And Rolf; those idiots thought they were safe from me, like you do, even now,” laughed Freeman.

			“Why did you kill Chin?”

			“He was getting close to the truth, and then he met you. It was a difficult job, but not for me.”

			“So, you’re behind the sperm-count drop as well?” Brown was quite astounded by all of Freeman’s frank admissions and very perturbed. Obviously, he was extremely sure of his position to let Brown have such detailed knowledge of the facts.

			“I’m afraid so. The bloody Chinese are degrading Earth’s population. I’d like to cut them down to size so we start improving the stock.”

			“Tell me something, what made you go down this road? You have so much hatred for so many people.”

			“You don’t know how humiliating it was for me when Leela changed shape in her pool at the New Oasis and I couldn’t. Then I knew I was different, but I wasn’t good enough.”

			“So you ended up hating them all,” prompted Brown. He wanted desperately to keep Freeman talking. 

			“I wanted to get rid of all the Species X originals from this planet and also the half-breed Changelings. We found out about a few of them, and Malkovich killed them all, and I killed Chin. Malkovich absolutely detested them because he couldn’t change himself. He was jealous of all the privileges accorded to them. We wanted them to feel unsafe.”

			 “And you wanted to kill Leela?”

			“I wanted revenge for the humiliation I suffered, but now I’ve changed my mind.”

			“What made you start the Genesis Project?”

			“We knew that there had been a breeding programme before the last war, but all records had been lost. However, we came across something, and so I revived the programme. I deployed all my resources and produced the first ten females.”

			“Things were going great, except they couldn’t breed,” Freeman carried on. “Victor Singh started destroying them. He was a half-breed like me, and it frustrated him that he couldn’t make any of them pregnant. He wanted to destroy them all and start all over again.”

			“So, you didn’t want to kill them all as well?”

			“No, I wanted to keep them. In the end, I pulled some strings to send Marika to meet you, but that turned out to be a mistake.”

			“Why is that?”

			“Because I then discovered that I could change after all. I then knew I would most likely be able to impregnate her. Now I’ll breed a string of them again, and then impregnate them all to start my master race.”

			“Except I’ve destroyed your breeding centre,” said Brown. He noticed Freeman hadn’t talked about Scarlet. Maybe he didn’t know Scarlet still existed and was around.

			“That was just a small experimental one. Now I’m building a vast new one. I still have all the research you thought you had destroyed.” Freeman had a smug smile on his face.

			The intercom buzzed at that moment and Freeman answered. “Tell her Mr Brown is coming down to meet her at the reception.” Freeman winked in delight. “Guess what? Leela’s here,” said Freeman. “She’s so concerned about you, she had to come here.”

			“I told her not to come here,” said Brown. He was frustrated. “That was silly of her.”

			“Don’t worry, I have plans for her as well,” said Freeman.

			“How are you going to explain all this to her? She knows I’m here. You will have to let me go.”

			“Wrong! You are going to explain things to her.” To Brown’s amazement, Freeman started changing slowly. He was changing into Brown. He was the polymorph.

			Freeman fell about laughing. Once he had finished changing, he could see the surprise on Brown’s face. Brown wished he had his wrist weapon with him. He tried to lunge at Freeman, but he pulled out a gun and stopped Brown in his tracks.

			“Just sit quietly,” Freeman ordered. “A couple of advanced mandroids are coming to get you. I’m sorry, but this time there’s no escape. They will be too strong for you. I’ll deal with you later when I get back. You have caused considerable loss to me, so if you think I’m going to let you die easily without suffering, think again.”

			“I was afraid you might say that. You won’t get away with this, you’ll see,” said Brown.

			“You can’t stop me,” said Freeman. “I’ll marry your beloved Leela, impersonating you, kill her father, Vincent Junkers, and take over their business empire.” Freeman changed back to himself again.

			“Tell me how you managed to change into me?” asked Brown.

			“That information won’t help you. All I need to do is shake somebody’s hand, and then I can change into that person by willing it. I’m the greatest Changeling that has ever been. Ah, here are John and Robert, the two security mandroids.”

			Maybe you’ve helped me more than you know, thought Brown. So, that was the trigger, recent physical contact with the person one wanted to change into. Maybe he could now change into Jonas Freeman if Freeman had managed to change into him, after shaking his hand. 

			Most likely, he had done so the last time he had shaken Brown’s hand. Brown now understood the long handshake the last time he had met Freeman, for the first time. He probably didn’t need to shake Brown’s hand again just now to change into him.

			The two mandroids entered the room and grabbed Brown and started dragging him out of the room. From the corner of his eye, Brown could see that Freeman was changing into a duplicate of him again. Brown hoped the tracker in his pocket was still working. It was about time.

			Brown was being taken down the back staircase, most likely to a designated room, to be locked away, when suddenly pandemonium broke out. There was shouting and screaming, and people were running everywhere. As a man tried running past them, one of the mandroids stopped him.

			“What’s happening?” he asked the man.

			“There’s an attack going on downstairs. Two people are attacking everybody on sight. Nobody can stop them; you’d better go down and help.”

			“Okay, let’s go,” said John. He drew his gun.

			“We should lock him up first,” said Robert, indicating Brown.

			“Better bring him along, there’s no time,” said John.

			They moved towards the ground floor, but as they neared it, the two mandroids suddenly collapsed, clutching their heads.

			Tomas appeared from around the corner wearing his hat and glasses. He was raising his gun when Brown saluted him and said, “It’s me, Tomas.”

			Tomas lowered his gun and Brown borrowed the Zinger from him and reprogrammed the two mandroids. He told them to carry on as normal until further orders from him.

			“Let’s go,” said Brown. He took a gun from one of the mandroids and set it to stun. A man with a gun appeared from around the corner and Brown shot him.

			“Wait, let me try something,” said Brown to Tomas. He first shot out the camera covering the corridor. As Tomas looked on, Brown changed into Jonas Freeman.

			“You can do that?” Tomas was surprised.

			“I wasn’t sure,” laughed Brown, “but Freeman gave the secret away.”

			When they entered the downstairs reception lobby, there were bodies lying everywhere.

			“You haven’t killed them all, have you?” asked Brown.

			“All stunned, as you had asked,” reassured Tomas. “However, we had to destroy one of the old mandroids. The Zingers took care of all the advanced ones.”

			Brown, as Jonas Freeman, ordered everybody to stand down if they hadn’t been disabled already.

			“Where’s Jones?” asked Brown.

			“He must have gone after Freeman, who, looking like you, escaped with Leela. We realised it wasn’t you. He didn’t recognise us or salute but in the confusion we were too slow to act,” replied Tomas.

			“Everything will be okay soon,” announced Brown to all there. “Just go back to work.” Brown, as Jonas Freeman, and Tomas, walked out of the building. “Do not tell anybody that I’m a polymorph.”

			“So, there are two of you,” said Tomas. “This is something new, even for me.”

			As they neared Tomas’s car, they saw Jones and Leela coming the other way.

			“Quick, open the car,” said Brown and dived in and started changing back to himself. Leela and Jones came up to them.

			“You’re here,” said Leela, surprised to see Brown. “I thought you ran away.”

			“I’m afraid Freeman escaped. I recovered her,” said Jones as they got into the car. Brown asked them to remove their hats, headgear and sunglasses for the time being to stop being recognised.

			“That was Jonas Freeman,” said Brown. “He’s the polymorph. Good thing he changed his mind about killing you. You shouldn’t have come.”

			“I was worried about you,” said Leela. “What does he intend to do to me now?”

			“He wants to marry you pretending to be me, kill your father and take over your business empire,” said Brown.

			“And you? What do you want to do?” asked Leela with a smile.

			“I have no plans to kill your father,” said Brown.

			“What about the other bit?” asked Leela.

			“I’m giving it my full consideration,” laughed Brown.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 26

			Brown got Tomas to take them to Leela’s penthouse after picking up Leela’s car. Tomas decided he would stay on with them at the penthouse while Jones went back to La Exotica.

			Brown impressed upon Tomas and Jones to keep their headgear on for the next few days so they wouldn’t be vulnerable to Zingers as Jonas Freeman also had access to them.

			 Before Jones left, Leela supplied both Jones and Tomas with two different-style hats from what they had worn earlier, to cover their headgear. Brown also told them not to wear their sunglasses as the police could be looking for people with shades on.

			When they were alone, Leela grabbed Brown. “You took a big chance going to see Jonas Freeman. I could never have imagined it in a hundred years that he would turn out to be a polymorph.”

			“It was a calculated risk,” said Brown. “At least now we’re sure that it’s him, we’ll get him sooner or later.” 

			“How did you know he wouldn’t kill you straight away?” asked Leela. She looked very perturbed by the whole affair.

			“Given the chance, most people like to brag about their achievements. He had a lot of things that he was just dying to tell somebody about. Somebody he felt safe to gloat to because he was quite sure that there would be no escape for me.”

			“How did you manage to escape?” asked Leela.

			“Tomas and Jones had orders to attack Freeman’s offices half an hour after I had entered there and to come and get me. When the commotion started, I was also going to take advantage of that, to make my escape. I’m afraid you showed up just before the attack started.”

			“They could have shot me,” surmised Leela.

			“They are under strict orders not to harm you. In fact, they have to protect you. That’s why Jones went after you and Freeman when they realised that it wasn’t me,” said Brown. “In the confusion, Freeman managed to escape with you. To begin with, they couldn’t be absolutely sure that it wasn’t me.”

			“Sorry if I spoilt your plans,” Leela apologised.

			“No, in fact, it worked out better. It made it easier for me to escape. I also managed to turn two of Freeman’s mandroids, so they obey me now.”

			“Where are they now?” asked Leela, surprised.

			 “They are carrying on as normal at Freeman’s office until I order them to do otherwise. They will inform me when Freeman turns up and then we’ll get him,” smiled Brown.

			“Very clever! Come here, you deserve a reward.” Leela gave Brown a big kiss. “You didn’t answer my question earlier. You haven’t told me what your plans for me are.”

			“Well, I don’t have any plans to kill your father if I marry you,” laughed Brown. “I would like that, but there’s a lot going on at present to make any plans. I still have more than nine years of my contract with the EPA to serve out as well.”

			“I’m sure we could do something about you not getting posted to Pirrus 2,” said Leela. “What would you like to do?”

			“I’d like to become Earth’s ambassador to Delta 5,” smiled Brown.

			“Naughty. It’s unlikely my father will support that.” Leela laughed as well.

			“So, he is thinking of an invasion there? Doesn’t he realise it’s going to turn out to be a disaster?”

			“Why?”

			“They have the Federation of Independent Planets readying for war and Levita will join them,” said Brown. “They know of your father’s plans.”

			“Are you sure?” Leela was alarmed.

			“I’m quite sure,” Brown was emphatic.

			He left the next morning with Tomas, who stayed with him. Brown went to the depository and picked up the two data storage units from his deposit box. He needed to go through them urgently. On the way, he bought Tomas a wig matching his hair colour and got one for Jones also.

			When they got back to the hotel, Tomas put his headgear back on and put on the wig on top. It didn’t look too bad. Brown found he couldn’t open his room safe and called reception. He was surprised to hear what they had to say. Apparently, he had arrived at the hotel the night before and reported that he had forgotten his entry code to the room, so they had to open it for him. 

			He also said he had forgotten the combination to the room safe, so they had to send somebody up to open it for him and give him a new combination. When he had left that morning, he had thanked the hotel staff profusely.

			“Well, you need to come and open it for me again, as I have forgotten the combination,” said Brown. “Sorry, my memory is playing up badly at present.”

			Brown realised that it had been a good decision to have gone back to Leela’s the night before. Jonas Freeman was there looking for something and was probably waiting to surprise him. 

			Brown was positive that it could only be the two data storage units that he had been looking for. When Freeman hadn’t found them, he had waited for Brown to return. This time Brown was sure that Freeman had meant to kill him. He had been very lucky that he had not come back alone to the hotel the night before.

			Brown had left nothing of any value in the safe. Still, he checked out the contents, but there was nothing missing. Brown decided to inform the reception that there was a man out there impersonating him and asked them to change the combination of the room door lock. He also instructed them to call the police if anybody looking like him came around again and asked them to open the room or the safe.

			While all this was going on, Brown told Tomas to stick around and keep an eye on things. He himself retired to his bedroom and started going through the storage media on his manocom.

			It was an hour later that Brown found what he had been looking for. It was all there; the name of the painkillers and the companies supplying them. They were all common generic medicines and therefore were cheap to buy. The companies supplying and distributing them had no obvious connections to Novotech or any other related companies connected with Jonas Freeman.

			The whole scheme had been run from the Institute of Bio-Fertility, by Victor Singh. The institute, in turn, was also unconnected to Jonas Freeman.

			Brown called Councillor Hong and gave him the news. He spoke in Earthspeak3, using the encrypted manocom Marika had given him. Hong seemed greatly surprised, not so much by how the drug was being administered, but by the fact that Brown had managed to find the answers to the problem.

			“Well, you are more astute than we gave you credit for,” said Hong. “I will never underestimate you again. We will take care of the problem now. Soon you will be invited to China as an honoured guest to show our goodwill. In the meantime, is there anything I can do for you?”

			“I’d like a six-month holiday before my next off-world assignment. Also, if you can manage it, I would like to become the next Earth ambassador to Delta 5 for a substantial period instead of going to Pirrus 2.”

			“Done,” said Hong. “Nobody is going to dare oppose our nomination, or the suggestion that you have an extra holiday as a reward for your achievements on Pirrus and here. Anything else?”

			“There’s one other thing,” ventured Brown. He decided he might as well try going for it, while Hong was in a receptive mood. 

			“Yes?”

			“There is a clandestine invasion being planned for Delta 5. This, I think, will be a disaster. War will break out between Earth, and the Federation of Independent Planets and Levita is likely to join them. Delta 5, and I also expect the other planets, already know about the plans and are preparing for war. Is there any way you can stop this from happening?”

			“How do you know about this?” asked Hong.

			“I’ve met some people and heard some rumours on my way back to Earth. Councillor Chin trusted me. I hope you can too. Have a look at Outer Reach, where advanced mandroids are being built for that purpose.”

			“We will do so immediately in a way that will keep you out of it,” agreed Hong. “We have heard the rumours as well. There is a faction in the council who are very hawkish. It is about time we did something about this continuous outward expansion and war.” 

			“Thank you, Councillor Hong,” said Brown.

			“No one can doubt your integrity,” said Hong. “Do you know who killed Councillor Chin?”

			“I am closing in on him as we speak. I’d like to deal with it personally if you don’t mind. I owe it to Councillor Chin.”

			“Thank you. You have my full trust. By the way, let me congratulate you on your excellent grasp of Earthspeak3. If I didn’t know it was you, I would have never known you’re not a native speaker.”

			Brown went back to the lounge. Tomas was waiting there. He was still thinking about the conversation with Hong. It was not going to be easy to fulfil his obligation to Councillor Chin – Jonas Freeman was proving to be a very tricky customer so far.

			“It’s time for lunch. What do you normally do?” he asked Tomas.

			“As you know, I don’t have to eat. My little reactor keeps me going. However, as I can also process food humans eat, if you want me to, I can keep you company.”

			“I’d like that,” said Brown.

			 

			 

			That evening there was a newsflash saying that the tycoon Jonas Freeman was missing. CCTV cameras had caught him walking out with an unknown man in a hat and sunglasses. This man had been part of a pair who had terrorised the offices of Freeman earlier and had shot people with stun charges. They had also disabled a few people with a strange weapon which had caused them to collapse onto the floor, holding their heads in their hands. 

			The other man from the pair had run off earlier after a couple, who had appeared at the reception briefly, before running away. The footage showed Brown and Leela clearly running away.

			Leela rang him a few minutes later, after seeing the footage. She seemed quite agitated. She could not understand how it was possible that if the man running away with her was Freeman, looking like Brown, then how was it possible for Freeman to come out a few minutes later as himself, with another man.

			It was a difficult one to explain and Brown tried to fudge it. He must have got back in again after leaving her, said Brown. That was all he could think of at that moment. He told her not to worry about it then and he would try and explain more when he saw her. If the police asked her questions, she should just tell them what happened to her and keep it simple. He hoped Leela got the message.

			“I’ll just tell them as it happened,” said Leela. “I was running away with you from one of the gunmen, and we got separated and then managed to meet up later.” 

			Brown told her he would meet her a couple of days later. He warned her to be careful about meeting anybody until then.

			After Brown had finished speaking to Leela, his manocom buzzed again. It was Scarlet. She had just seen the footage and was worried if Brown was okay. In any case, she wanted Brown to pop round to the club during the afternoon of the next day as she wanted to discuss some things with him. Brown could detect a highly mysterious note in her voice that sounded highly suspicious, but he confirmed he would be there.

			As Brown finished his call to Scarlet, he got a call from Fenton. He and Rogers were coming down to see him that evening, as soon as possible. They wanted to question him about what had happened the day before at the offices of Jonas Freeman, who it seemed was still missing.

			They had identified Brown and Leela from the footage and were keen to interview him. Brown said he would meet them at the hotel bar. He needed a drink and relaxed a little after all the things that had been going on around him.

			Brown had been feeling pretty pleased with himself all day after his call to Councillor Hong until he had watched the footage after lunch.

			 Fenton and Rogers turned up an hour later and met him at the bar. By the time they arrived, Brown was experiencing a sudden sinking feeling. After the adrenalin rush of the day before, this was almost a normal day, and his body was experiencing certain exhaustion and a loss of vitality. He wondered what he could tell the agents. In the end, he decided on a version of events that matched the footage more closely.

			He told them that he had been to see Freeman and was leaving when Leela had turned up. She was supposed to be there earlier but arrived late, and he had met her at the reception. While they were discussing things, the firing started, and they had made a run for it. 

			They had been chased by one of the gunmen but managed to lose him. They got separated in the process but managed to meet up later. He didn’t mention his spending the night at Leela’s as it would be awkward if they checked the hotel records. 

			“What was your meeting with Freeman about?” asked Rogers, who seemed to smell a rat.

			“It was to offer me a job; he wanted to find out if I wanted to be a representative of his business.”

			“Have you accepted it?” asked Fenton.

			“I’m still thinking about it,” replied Brown.

			“Why is there no record of you logging in at the reception?” asked Rogers. “Isn’t that standard procedure?”

			“Not for VIPs. I am classed as one, I think,” smiled Brown.

			“What do you know about the death of Rolf Smith?” asked Fenton.

			“I have no idea, but if I were to hazard a guess, I would say it was the party you failed to apprehend; the one who gave you the slip after the deal for the Zingers.”

			“So it’s our fault?” asked Rogers.

			“It would seem so to me.” Brown rubbed it in.

			Fenton and Rogers departed after he bought them a drink. It was against regulations, but they didn’t seem to care. They said they were off duty after they had finished interviewing Brown.

			Brown had a relaxed evening after that for a change and got back to his room for a good night’s sleep. He was beginning to feel a lot better again. He reasoned that though Freeman was in hiding, he would have to surface sooner or later and then Brown would have him. He had a couple of aces in the two mandroids he had turned in Freeman’s office. He had already instructed the two mandroids to report to him as soon as Freeman turned up when Brown would decide his fate.

			Meanwhile Brown could relax, the case of Jonas Freeman, though tricky, would be over soon. Despite his earlier misgivings, all he had to do was wait. That night Brown dreamed of his holiday to Delta 5 and Marika. He even dreamed of a clandestine visit to Levita.

			 

			 

			The next day Brown awoke late. He had missed breakfast, but he didn’t care. After a leisurely lunch, he headed for La Exotica to see Scarlet. There was probably only one thing Scarlet wanted to see him urgently about, and that didn’t require too much talking.

			When Brown entered the club, there was no sign of Tomas or Jones, which struck Brown as rather odd. However, it was quite likely that Scarlet wanted a bit of privacy from them. As far as she was concerned, Victor Singh had been the last person she had to worry about. There was no existential threat from Jonas Freeman that Scarlet had to worry about. Freeman didn’t even seem to be aware of her existence and the same the other way around.

			As it was afternoon, the club, in reality a brothel, was deserted. The actual business of the club would start much later. Perfect for a bit of tête-à-tête with Scarlet, thought Brown, as he bounded up the stairs to the first floor, where Scarlet had her offices. The office was joined to another office, which Masood used to occupy.

			Scarlet was half sitting on her desk on the wrong side, facing Brown, who went up to her and kissed her. He suddenly heard a sound of steps to his left as another Brown emerged from the next room. It was Jonas Freeman, in Brown’s image.

			“Take his gun, Scarlet,” said Freeman. Brown opened the lapels of his jacket wide, and Scarlet withdrew his gun from the holster as Brown turned to face the doppelganger.

			“I see you have shown up here,” said Brown. “We were expecting you to go back to your office.”

			Freeman replied, that was a mistake that would cost Brown dearly. He would be back in his office as soon as he had taken care of business there. He had a grim smile on his face.

			Brown told him that Hong already knew about Freeman’s companies supplying the painkillers in China, which reduced not only pain but the sperm count as well. It was very innovative of Freeman. He desperately wanted to keep Freeman talking while he thought of a way out.

			Freeman said it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t find anything connecting it to link his other businesses. They would start up again later. He seemed intrigued though about how Brown managed to escape the mandroids.

			“I have my ways,” smiled Brown.

			He also had his own ways, retorted Freeman. Did Brown know Scarlet had been working for him all this time? Brown replied that he had wondered about it when she killed Victor Singh, after admitting she had been working for him. Freeman was talking; that was good.

			“She took care of Victor Singh on my orders,” laughed the Freeman Brown.

			“I had orders to kill him if he was compromised,” said Scarlet. “I was happy to do it; the bastard wanted to kill me.”

			“Old habits die hard, it seems,” said Brown.

			“Sorry, Jim, you should have taken a holiday like I asked you to. We would’ve had a good time instead of this,” said Scarlet.

			“He would’ve still killed me. Where’s Tomas and Jones?” asked Brown.

			“I’ve sent them away on errands, so we can have this meeting in peace.”

			“She’s going to shoot you, to prove her loyalty to me,” said Jonas Freeman. “You’re right. I would’ve still killed you, even if you went on that holiday.”

			“But I’m the real Jonas Freeman,” said Brown, as he started changing into Jonas Freeman.

			“What the—” the real Freeman did a double-take looking slightly confused. Brown shot him in the arm holding the gun with his concealed weapon. The gun clattered to the floor, and Freeman screamed, holding his arm. Brown walked over to him and kicked his gun away.

			“This time I came properly armed,” said Brown, as he punched Freeman in the gut. He doubled up. “That’s for Chin.”

			“Shoot him, Scarlet,” screamed Freeman. “I’m the real Jonas.” He started changing back to his normal self.

			“Hold it, both of you. Jim, lower your arm,” ordered Scarlet. She was holding his gun now.

			“Don’t listen to Freeman,” said Brown. “He’ll get rid of you after you kill me.”

			“I don’t know what to believe anymore,” said Scarlet. “Let me ask you both a question. What will you do for me if I shoot the other?”

			“Stop playing games,” shrieked Freeman. “I will make you the richest woman on Earth. Now shoot him.”

			“I will set you free,” said Brown.

			“The richest woman on Earth, that sounds good,” said Scarlet.

			“You don’t know how good, baby,” howled Freeman.

			“Sorry,” said Scarlet. While Brown was wondering whether to dive to the floor and try to shoot Scarlet, she shot Jonas Freeman.

			Surprise showed on his face as he screamed and then slumped to the floor. Scarlet put the gun down.

			“I thought I was going to get it there,” commented Brown as he looked at Scarlet. “Why did you shoot him?”

			“All my life, I’ve only been offered the chance to be bad. Now I want the chance to be good,” shrugged Scarlet. “I feel better already.”

			“Any other reason?” asked Brown as he changed back into himself.

			Scarlet laughed. She had already said that Brown was a survivor. It would have been a great shame to spoil it now. Though, the fact that he was a polymorph probably swayed her a little more. Seriously though, she didn’t trust Freeman after he had her kill Victor Singh. The man was a megalomaniac who wanted to play God. He wanted to create a master race in his own image. She just couldn’t stand him anymore. She had told him that she wanted to kill Brown herself, so he didn’t shoot him on sight.

			“I’m also badly in need of a friend who would be loyal to me,” smiled Scarlet.

			Brown walked up to Scarlet and took his gun away and holstered it. “Doesn’t look like he’ll be creating any super race now,” said Brown.

			“Well, it looks very much like the super race is going to be in your image now, or should I say, super races,” laughed Scarlet. “At least you’re better in bed than he was.” She reached over and pulled Brown towards her to kiss him. Brown chuckled inwardly; so, did it all come down to this in the end?

			“I just want my kids to be normal,” protested Brown.

			“Sure, that’s all I want. What now?” Scarlet asked.

			“How would you like to control a large business instead of a brothel?” asked Brown.

			“What do you mean?” asked Scarlet.

			“Well, Freeman was going to take over my life, and marry Leela, pretending to be me,” said Brown. Now he was going to take over Freeman’s life, pretending to be him. That meant his business also. She could run things for him.

			“I don’t know anything about running a big business,” protested Scarlet.

			“This is a good time to learn. Just think of all the fun you’re going to have. You could still become the richest woman on Earth.”

			“I suppose I could give it a try,” said Scarlet. “It beats running a brothel.”

			“I know just the person who can teach you the ropes.”

			“You mean Leela,” exclaimed Scarlet. “She’s already the richest woman on Earth.”

			 

			 

			THE END
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