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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    The Working Professional 
 
    Belvaille was a city that knew how to keep its secrets. But it was my job around here to know where the bodies were buried. 
 
    “No, the body is buried over there,” I told my friend, Delovoa. 
 
    “I can’t have a moment to admire the scenery?” he asked, irritated. 
 
    The two of us were currently skulking around at midnight in one of Belvaille’s cemeteries.  
 
    I never pictured myself skulking—as someone who skulked. Normally, that’s an inclination you develop early. It’s very rare to see someone, uncomfortably past middle age, suddenly finding themselves skulking at midnight in a cemetery.  
 
    But here I was. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I hissed at him. 
 
    “I’m trying to pay my respects.” 
 
    The skinny scientist was poised by a tombstone. 
 
    “Are you going to pee on his grave? Do you even know who that is?” I asked. 
 
    “Loving father and caring husband. Such nonsense. I want to teach him the value of those characteristics.” 
 
    “He’s dead. You’re not teaching him anything by urinating.” 
 
    “Well I can’t with you blubbering at me,” Delovoa replied. He turned angrily and buttoned up his omnipresent white lab coat. 
 
    Delovoa was a mutant. He had three eyes that looked and blinked seemingly at random. He had three brains, one of which was on display under a glass dome on top of his head. Delovoa was a scientific genius who knew all manner of things from genetics to high-energy particle physics. Delovoa was one of my best friends…and he was a sick pervert. Those two facts weren’t necessarily connected, but they weren’t unnecessarily not connected, neither.  
 
    “Come on, I don’t have all night,” I said. 
 
    “Do you have somewhere else to be?” 
 
    “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “Very well. Escort me to this bountiful cadaver.” 
 
    I didn’t need a flashlight to see where I was going. I dug graves during the day. I hadn’t buried this particular body we were seeking. But I knew where it would be located. 
 
    I had lived much of my life on space stations. Now that I was on an actual planet, it was strange to me that some corpses were boxed up and buried, surrounded by other dead bodies. Such an odd custom. 
 
    The planet Belvaille had plenty of space to bury anything we wanted. There was only one city on the entire planet—also named Belvaille. Still, it seemed hard to imagine a less practical plot of land.  
 
    I’d actually had this exact conversation when I tried to explain what a cemetery was to an alien. “Hey, what’s going on in that section? Oh, that’s where we warehouse corpses underground for all eternity. Wow, must have to stack them super deep considering people tend to die regularly. Hah, no. We give them plenty of room in case they want to get up and walk around—though we entrap them in reinforced boxes to prevent them from getting up and walking around. Seems like a lot of work for someone who’s dead. Sure. The policy of the Colmarian Confederation is to treat our dead people better than our living ones.” 
 
    Delovoa and I finally came to the grave in question. I placed a flashlight on the ground to see what I was doing. The soil looked haphazard—which sounds like a soil thing to do, but not on a grave.  
 
    I suspected this grave had been dug by my co-worker, Muck-Mock. Muck-Mock, an enormous, two-headed alien, was a coroner as well as a cemetery worker. He treated corpses exactly like they were unimportant, inanimate objects—inanimate objects that might be carrying dangerous biological pathogens. 
 
    “That’s a nice shovel,” Delovoa remarked after some time.  
 
    I didn’t expect Delovoa to help me dig. He was a tiny little thing and I wasn’t. While Delovoa had bioengineered much of his own body, he didn’t fashion it with practicality in mind. 
 
    “Yeah, this shovel was one of the perks of this job. The only perk, really,” I said. 
 
    “How much do you want for it?” 
 
    “You’re asking to buy my shovel?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s good construction. What else are you going to do with it?” 
 
    Before I could answer, a voice called out from the dark immediately to my front right. 
 
    “Hey! Get away from that grave, you bastard!” 
 
    Delovoa fell to the ground in alarm. 
 
    “Is it the police?” he asked me. 
 
    “Nah. I’m not even sure there are laws around messing with dead people.” 
 
    “Oh, there are plenty,” Delovoa stated from experience. 
 
    “Who’s that? Who’s you guys?” a different voice challenged from the dark on my left side. 
 
    I turned off the flashlight and crouched down. 
 
    The first gunshots were kind of tentative. There had been a brief lull with no one yelling, and so some idiot figured that meant they should shoot their gun. That is not an exaggeration. That is almost certainly what happened. 
 
    Shots were returned. Then back. Then forth.  
 
    A ferocious gun battle began in the cemetery. 
 
    Of course, it was night. And we were technically outside the city, so it was super dark on account of there being no street or building lights nearby. And there were stone, metal, and polycarbonate tombstones and crypts all over the place. All of these conditions conspired to make it nearly impossible to actually shoot someone. 
 
    I lay on my back on the ground, waiting. This was probably the dumbest, least useful gun fight I had ever encountered. Not that any gun fights were very useful. Useful in the sense of curing diseases or devising easy-bake caramel that doesn’t make you fat. 
 
    Delovoa was not so easily bored, however. He was frantically trying to scratch up the grave with his spindly fingers so he could hide in it. 
 
    “What are you doing? You’re bulletproof. Go kill them!” he demanded of me. 
 
    There were now dozens of guns shooting from all around. 
 
    “There’s no point,” I said, settling in and all but taking a nap. 
 
    “No point? I’m not bulletproof. I don’t want to get murdered in a cemetery.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, what do you want on your tombstone?” I asked, trying to make small talk. 
 
    “Nothing! Stuff me with animatronics and put me in an amusement park so I can scare children. Do something, Hank.” 
 
    “Hear that?” I said, pausing and pointing at the sky. “That was a .55 caliber round. And that was a gyrojet rocket.” 
 
    “Yes. Lethal implements to those of us who don’t weigh three tons.” 
 
    “I don’t weigh three tons,” I objected. “But what I’m saying is those shots cost up to 100 credits each.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So we’re in a deep economic recession. And we’re in a graveyard. People with lots of money for expensive bullets don’t hang out in places like this.” 
 
    As if on cue, the shooters began to realize they had no chance of hitting anything and they were wasting a small fortune in munitions. 
 
    But a few guns kept stubbornly popping off. 
 
    “Heh, some fool has a .20 caliber. Those cartridges are cheaper than sand. He won’t stop shooting until his gun melts. But that little thing wouldn’t hurt you at this range,” I explained. 
 
    “Well? How does this end?” Delovoa demanded. 
 
    I took my time standing up. Not only because I wanted to give them a moment to cool off, but because it took me a while to stand up. While I was an incredibly strong mutant, I was also a disproportionately heavy one.  
 
    “Hey guys! This is Hank. Stop shooting and we can work this out.” 
 
    I then shined my flashlight at myself and my feet. I resisted the urge to point it into the darkness. Nocturnal animals had varying responses to bright light. Some animals freeze in place. Some scamper off to safety. But criminals tended to blast the hateful glare. 
 
    It took some tense moments, but the adrenaline finally dissipated. Everyone recognized they were shooting blind and not accomplishing anything.  
 
    Six guys approached, from two distinct camps. I got the idea more were waiting in the shadows. 
 
    Belvaille was one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the galaxy. While we were part of the Colmarian Confederation, we were also an Open Cultural Site. So the city housed species from entirely different empires. There were tens of thousands of unique races within the city.  
 
    Some of the bandits were wearing minor life support in order to be comfortable on the alien planet of Belvaille—but most were perfectly fine living here, which was why they lived here. 
 
    “Hank? What’re you doing in this place?” one guy asked me. 
 
    “I work in this place.” 
 
    “I thought you were a gravedigger not a graverobber,” another said. 
 
    “I can’t be both? I assume everyone is here for Eudis Malvor? Who happens to be buried right here,” I replied. 
 
    “No. Not for her. Just the jewelry,” a man replied seriously. 
 
    “That’s, you know, kind of what I meant. I didn’t think you were here for her eyelashes,” I said. 
 
    “Well I am,” Delovoa replied, storming from his hiding spot. 
 
    “Delovoa?” one man sneered. He raised his gun for protection. 
 
    Delovoa had a nasty, and consistent, habit of releasing toxic gasses, or causing explosions, or doing any of the many notorious things that made mad scientists be referred to as mad scientists. I was at least ten times the weight class of the heaviest thug out here, yet they were more scared of Delovoa. 
 
    “He’s fine,” I said, dismissing Delovoa as harmless. “He wants the body but not any of the valuables.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s better to not know,” I cautioned. “I didn’t ask him.”  
 
    “Eudis Malvor was of the Santokian species,” Delovoa began. 
 
    “She ain’t Colmarian?” someone asked. 
 
    “Everyone’s Colmarian. Or damn near everyone,” I said. 
 
    “As a Santokian, her bile is quite helpful in my studies. Not to mention her cerebrospinal fluid and bone marrow,” Delovoa stated. 
 
    “Don’t they like pump you full of plastic when you dead?” someone asked. 
 
    “No. Muck-Mock doesn’t embalm them,” I began. “Wants them to rot naturally. He told me it was less dangerous. However, I’m about to dig up a rotting corpse from another species. One that, according to Delovoa, has magic snot or something. So if you’re not a regenerating mutant like me, I suggest you back far away when I pull this body out.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of us here. How we going to handle the merchandise?” one thug said, not convinced of this endeavor. 
 
    “We’ll split the valuables three ways and Delovoa gets the body,” I said. 
 
    “How you split? Some stuff is going to be worth more,” another countered.  
 
    I swear, these guys were looking for any dumb reason to shoot each other. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll gather the valuables. I’ll shop around the best fences in town and get the best prices. I’ll update you guys each time I make a sale. And when I’m done, we’ll meet back and divvy up the cash,” I said. 
 
    “So we got to trust you?” 
 
    “Yes. You have to trust me. If you don’t trust me, I can simply slap you all around and take your valuables. I still have to dig this up. So quit making this difficult.” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” another guy said, almost daring the other side to begin fighting again. 
 
    “You doing the digging?” 
 
    “Sure. This is my actual job,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t think they want you to rob the fools you bury.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s expected,” I began. “I mean, it’s gravedigging. It’s not exactly a glamorous or rewarding career. Besides, we’re talking about a dead body. They don’t need jewelry sitting in the ground.” 
 
    “That’s what I was saying!” A thug agreed. 
 
    Without anything to fight about—for the moment—I began shoveling. Most of the hooligans moved away in case any terrible biologics were released from the coffin.  
 
    I have to say, I was a pretty good digger. Digging came naturally to me. But I didn’t enjoy it. I kind of suspect it would be like a brilliant painter who didn’t like to paint. Or some virtuoso musician who hated songs. I was a pretty fantastic digger but I didn’t want to do it forever. 
 
    I was only working in the cemetery as a last resort. Some months ago, the Ank embassy on Belvaille had been massacred by an assassin. In retaliation, the Ank, who were the bankers of the galaxy, tightened the economy. Just twisted a few screws and pulled a few levers. 
 
    And now the entire galaxy was in a recession. Something the Ank did overnight would take years to crawl out of and fix. 
 
    Normally, I wasn’t a gravedigger. I was a criminal—like half the population on Belvaille. But, despite what everyone believed, crime wasn’t recession proof. If people got no money, crooks got nothing to steal. 
 
    So here I was, exhuming a corpse. With maybe ten other people standing in line to get a piece. 
 
    “That’s a nice shovel,” someone said. 
 
    “Thanks. We got all sorts of shovels and picks and…I guess that’s it. But different sizes. This is the big one.” 
 
    “You think those shovels worth any money?” another speculated. 
 
    “Don’t steal our shovels, man. If we can’t bury dead bodies, they’re going to just sit around rotting in the breeze,” I said. 
 
    I kept digging. It didn’t take long enough for anyone to get comfortable. 
 
    “This is…this is buried wrong,” I said, on seeing the coffin. 
 
    “How can you bury a corpse wrong?” Delovoa asked. 
 
    “It’s the wrong way. And tilted. We don’t do it like this. Unless…it’s a new guy,” I said. 
 
    “Hey, Hank. Are you guys hiring people? I can dig. Not as good as you, obviously.” 
 
    I reached down, dusted off the coffin and lifted it. It weighed maybe a few hundred pounds. I could twirl it on one hand—if I was capable of twirling. 
 
    “Okay, back up,” I warned. 
 
    I cracked open the coffin. They had all kinds of seals to prevent leaking. But despite that, it was designed to fully biodegrade to nothing after a few centuries. 
 
    I stared down at the blue feet of Eudis Malvor. She had been put in the coffin the wrong way, which itself had been buried the wrong way, and she was also facing down in the coffin. 
 
    I threw the whole thing open, knowing what I’d find. 
 
    “Someone already robbed her,” I said. 
 
    The others approached, shining lights. I gently turned the corpse over so we could be sure. The formerly wealthy widow was stripped of valuables. Her clothes were even ruffled and rumbled, as if she was a restless sleeper. 
 
    “Didn’t she die earlier today?” someone asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Boxed and buried like…seven hours ago,” I said, amazed at Belvaille’s criminal efficiency. 
 
    We all stood there silently. If you spotted us without knowing the context, you might think we were a bunch of very sad mourners, carrying guns, who simply wanted to say a final farewell in person.  
 
    After a moment, we heard some clatter and banging and talking. Three hapless men staggered up, carrying all sorts of useless equipment. It was clear they were drunk or high. 
 
    “Hey. Whoa. What’s…uh, do any of you guys know where Ubbs Malfor is buried?” one asked. 
 
    “Look at those fools,” one of the thugs standing by me commented. 
 
    “Yeah. They don’t even have shovels,” another added.  
 
    The two teams, who had been shooting at each other mere minutes ago, had found a new target for their belligerence. 
 
    “Move, fat boy,” Delovoa said to me, crouching next to the coffin. “I need to retrieve her gallbladder before it melts.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    Tip Top 
 
    My home was Friendly Meadow Condominiums in the Historical District of Belvaille. It was the Lower City of Belvaille, of course. The Upper City was truly upper. It was a separate, floating metropolis of enormous size. But only about 10,000 people lived up there compared to the 2.5 million who lived below. 
 
    My apartments were advertised as living quarters For the Sophisticated Criminal. Belvaille was rife with crime. And the perpetrators of said crime needed someplace to sleep, put their dirty clothes, and raise and nurture the next generation of criminals. 
 
    Every one of the inhabitants in my building was a professional crook of some sort. We had an informal co-op board that ensured that fact. We didn’t own the building or anything, but if a bunch of violent criminals didn’t want someone to move in, they’re pretty effective at getting that message across. 
 
    My building also had a neighborhood watch of fantastic competence. Friendly Meadow Condominiums was known to be a structure you didn’t dream of robbing—and people were even afraid to loiter nearby. 
 
    I lived on the first floor, because I was often too heavy for elevators. My unit was larger than all the others down here, but was about the same size as the penthouses on the top floor. 
 
    My butler Cliston opened the door for me as I approached. 
 
    “Good evening, sir. How was the graverobbing?” he asked. 
 
    Cliston was a Dredel Led: a sentient robot of stupendous complexity. He looked like a jowly, plump Colmarian constructed of golden metal. His face was not very expressive, only having a flapping mouth and glowing, red eyes. But he could display a wide range of emotions just by pose and attitude. 
 
    Cliston closed and locked the heavy door behind me.  
 
    “It was lousy, Cliston.” 
 
    My butler whisked off my coat, pants, and shirt before I could blink. The garments were literally soiled and Cliston was the archenemy of dirt. He ushered me into my bathroom, as he simultaneously dusted and vacuumed behind me, catching any falling particles. 
 
    He all but spun me into the shower as he zipped around between washing my clothes, making some coffee, and writing a pamphlet on the proper care of non-native house plants from the planet Epterion 38-A. 
 
    We didn’t have any house plants from Epterion 38-A, but Cliston was ancient and experienced. He wrote pamphlets and manuals on every sort of obscure subject imaginable—and many that weren’t imaginable.  
 
    The Dredel Led were a scary species to most Colmarians. We had been at war with them on and off for countless millennia. Of course, the Colmarian Confederation had been at war with everyone on and off.  
 
    But Cliston was the exception to the rule that Dredel Led were frightening. He was universally liked and admired—which was understandable, since he was the greatest butler in the galaxy. Cliston was the only being from the Lower City who regularly travelled to the Upper City. That’s how in demand his butlering skills were. 
 
    I stepped out of the shower and was instantly dried and dressed by Cliston. A cup of coffee appeared in one hand and a fruity, frosted pastry in the other. 
 
    I found myself seated in my cozy dining nook before I took a bite. When I did eat the food, it was heavenly. Cliston was omniscient and omnipotent when it came to cooking.  
 
    Several crumbs fell from my pastry as I ate and they were caught midair and deposited in the trashcan in the hallway. 
 
    Understandably, Cliston was quite difficult to get used to at first. While he pampered and catered to me, I also felt like a blob of clay that he was perpetually molding.  
 
    But holy hell, he was awesome! He was more than my butler. He was a good friend, confidant, and partner. He also managed all our money and…pretty much everything. I’d be lost without him. 
 
    “Why would you say the graverobbing was lousy, sir?” Cliston prompted. 
 
    “Someone had looted the casket before us. They even replaced the body face down—which is pretty disrespectful for a graverobber. And there were like, thirty other guys there waiting to rob it. But there was nothing worth taking—except her pancreas, I guess.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate. Hopefully the next corpse will be more lucrative,” Cliston said. 
 
    “Not many people are being buried.” 
 
    “Has the mortality rate gone down?” 
 
    “No. They just can’t afford it. Or maybe it’s not their custom. It’s pretty weird to be put in a box underground when you’re dead. Who wants that?” I asked, finishing my third pastry. 
 
    “Funerary burial is actually a common practice across the Colmarian Confederation. Though as planets become more crowded, incineration tends to become the norm.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, this recession is making it less common.” 
 
    “About that, sir. I need to talk to you about our food situation,” Cliston began delicately. 
 
    “Should I sit down?” I asked, alarmed. Food was very dear to me. 
 
    “You are sitting, sir.” 
 
    “Right. I meant like on the couch. Or should I stand? Or is this lean-against-the-wall news?” 
 
    “I believe you should cross your right leg and prop your chin against your left fist. Yes. With your elbow on your gut. There you go. Excellent, sir. As I was saying, your meals may not be quite up to standard in the coming weeks. I wanted to forewarn you of this dire situation.” 
 
    “Are we out of money?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet, sir. We have a bit of savings. And we can liquidate assets if needed. I suppose I don’t need a molecular donut refractor.”  
 
    “But your donuts are amazing, Cliston. I think we should keep it.” 
 
    “Hopefully it won’t come to that, sir. But the issue isn’t our finances so much as the entire city’s. This economic situation is galaxy wide. Even if we personally had cash, the city is running out of things to buy. Nothing is being delivered. Therefore, I predict I will be out of proper ingredients within 184 hours.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s depressing,” I said, thankful that my chin was already resting against my fist. Cliston had maneuvered me into the perfect pose for receiving this information. “So am I going to starve or what?” 
 
    “Oh, no, sir. There is plenty of food. It is merely that the meals will not be quite as good as I would like.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten spoiled, Cliston. I’m not sure I can go back to eating regular crap.” 
 
    “Yes, the ingredients that have a long shelf life are not as conducive to dignified meal preparation. But I shall do my best, sir.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will, Cliston. It’s looking like the Ank really screwed us over.” 
 
    “They have punished the entire galaxy, regardless of fault. I have even learned that my native Dredel Led state is suffering from shortages.” 
 
    “Really? But they’re machines.” 
 
    “They trade with other empires for materials as required,” he explained. 
 
    “I guess that makes sense. They can’t have stockpiles of every mineral. Is there anything I can do to help? I want to eat good Cliston stuff. I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “I am afraid there is nothing to be done, sir. The ingredients are simply becoming scarce.” 
 
    As I pondered that worrisome news, the doorbell rang. 
 
    “Pretty early for visitors, right?” I asked the empty room. Cliston had already zipped off to the front door. 
 
    He came back some moments later. 
 
    “There is a woman outside saying she wishes to speak with you, sir. She stated it was a business matter. I explained you might be retiring after a day and night of productive occupation. Should I invite her in?” he asked. 
 
    “I guess it’s morning, right? I took a nice nap before the graverobbing. I should probably stay up. If I go to sleep now, I’ll throw off my schedule. Besides, maybe she’s selling food.” 
 
    “I’ll escort her to the drawing room. And help you dress.” 
 
    “I am dressed,” I said, beginning to stand up. Cliston pulled back the chair and helped me to my feet. 
 
    “These are your post-graverobbing-coffee robe and slippers. You can’t meet a potential business associate in this attire. It’s not appropriate, sir.” 
 
    “Alright, Cliston. You know what’s best.” 
 
    In a moment, I was ushered along to my dressing room, stripped and re-clothed, and nudged over to the drawing room. Or I assume it was the drawing room. I didn’t actually know the proper names for all the rooms in my place. I only had so much brain space and there was no need to memorize stuff that Cliston managed perfectly without my help. 
 
    I entered the room and saw a woman seated at a small table. The light was low and had a slightly blue-green tint. Cliston had adjusted the environment to best match this particular woman’s complexion and her visual capabilities. He could do all that just by glancing at her retinas and skin. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Hank. My butler said you had some food? Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Was a long night and coffee hasn’t kicked in yet.” 
 
    A fresh cup of coffee was instantly in my hand. It was slightly stronger than the last batch. 
 
    “Thanks, Cliston,” I said, but he was already gone. “You have some job or proposition for me?” 
 
    I got a better look at the woman as I stepped closer. She was small of frame and dressed well—as in, richly. She wore an elegant hat that was so impractical that she had to be wealthy. No one would choose such a hat if they had to work with their hands or navigate tight spaces. Her dress was long and flowing and tucked and wrapped neatly about the chair—the work of Cliston, I assumed. She had on a tight blouse with a firm corset, all of which conspired to highlight her provocative anatomy.  
 
    As for her face and hair, she was hard to see while I was standing and looking past her enormous headgear. But she had angular features, large, wet eyes that were a mosaic of green and blue and yellow. Her hair was deep burgundy and so thin that any minor movement of her neck or head caused it to shift and float and resettle. She was—as far as Colmarians went—an attractive individual. 
 
    “Are you Hard Luck Hank? Like the statue says?” the woman asked. 
 
    There was an actual statue to me. It was equally insulting and flattering. It was nice to have a statue, but it was simply a giant bronze ball that birds pooped all over. I was told it was a metaphor or something. The ball, not the bird poop—but probably both. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose that’s me. Hard Luck Hank,” I replied ruefully. 
 
    “I was informed that you’re a sleuth.” 
 
    “Um. I admit I’m pretty slow. It’s because I’m really heavy. But my butler cleans up for me,” I explained. 
 
    “A sleuth. A-a private detective,” she continued, confused at my response. 
 
    “Oh. What was I thinking? A sloth? I guess I can detect stuff. It’s not…it’s not really my main job. Can you give me an example of what you had in mind?” 
 
    I began to sit down. There was no chair put out for me. But that didn’t matter. A large, padded, reinforced chair was instantly behind me at the appropriate moment of my descent. Cliston was normally so quick and silent you didn’t really notice him. However, any furniture that could support me had to be durable. So there was a bit of scraping and banging before the enormous chair appeared. 
 
    “I am looking for something my father left. I believe it was stolen by some of his employees,” she said. 
 
    “Left? Like to go to the store? Where did he leave it? What was it?” 
 
    “My father passed away. I’m referring to…I believe you could say it was my inheritance.” 
 
    “That’s not…I don’t really detect like that. I’m not good at looking at wills and testaments and reading and knowing what things mean.” 
 
    “I’m not seeking a legal solution. The law can’t help me. The thieves are still here—there’s almost no spaceship traffic to Belvaille at this time.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I just learned I’m going to run out of food. So, who are you? What’s your name? Your father’s name? Your, you know, money situation?” 
 
    I didn’t have a problem working for anyone—as long as they could pay. But normal people, like this woman, rarely understood the economics of criminals. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to withhold any details until we can settle on an agreement. I do not wish to advertise my situation all over the city—should you not be interested,” she said. 
 
    “But I can’t know if I’m interested if I don’t know the details. I don’t know if this is a job that takes computer skills or deducting skills or investigating skills…or some skills that I actually have.” 
 
    “My father was wealthy, if that helps you. I’m looking for a specific item he kept. He had shown it to me a number of times, so I know it existed. But now it’s gone.” 
 
    “And? What is this mystery item?” I said, shrugging my arms. This caused my coffee to spill, which was captured by Cliston, who wiped the mug and placed a saucer underneath. 
 
    “Careful, sir. I just steam cleaned this recliner.” 
 
    “Let’s just say the item is a case. A large trunk,” she said. 
 
    “What’s in it?” 
 
    “That’s not important.” 
 
    “It’s pretty important, actually. Is it something worth stealing or was it filled with moldy vegetables?” 
 
    “I’d merely like you to locate the case,” she stated firmly. 
 
    “Lady, if there was something valuable inside the case, and it was stolen, then the thieves opened it and took everything. And then sold it. The trunk isn’t going to get you the contents. Unless it’s somehow magically locked.” 
 
    “It is. And I would know if it was opened.” 
 
    “How? Are you good friends with the trunk? You guys talk every night? Maybe ask it where it’s hanging out right now so no one has to detect for it.” 
 
    “Mr. Hank,” the woman began, standing. The chair was pulled back and her dress was instantly smoothed and adjusted by Cliston. “I am not paying you to be impertinent.” 
 
    “You’re not paying me at all! You won’t give me any details. I don’t even know if you can afford me. I’ve had a pretty prestigious career, you know. A job like yours could take months of legwork—and I’m a slothy sleuth. Honestly, this doesn’t sound like something I want to do.” 
 
    “I have spoken with my accountants and I am prepared to compensate you 200 credits a day, plus reasonable expenses. When you find and return the case, I will offer a bonus of 75,000 credits.” 
 
    “Obviously, this is something I want to do,” I said, drinking some coffee while attempting to comprehend that vast sum of money.  
 
    As a gravedigger, I earned 100 credits a week with an extra 30 credits per grave. I’d average about 6 graves a week, but that number was decreasing. My side job graverobbing was unpredictable. I nabbed one ring that I pawned for 3,000. But most corpses were unemployed and quite poor. 
 
    “I still need more information if you want my assistance,” I began. “While the base pay is acceptable, I can’t evaluate the difficulty. Who stole it? Was it a gang of senior citizens with dementia or was it a giant Therezian juggling nuclear warheads?” 
 
    “I cannot be certain it was stolen. But those involved would have been the house staff. Not demented senior citizens, but certainly not dangerous.” 
 
    This was good money. I wished she’d tell me more, but I figured if I ultimately didn’t like it, I could just quit. There wasn’t much she, or anyone, could do about it. My sleuthing company didn’t have a complaints department and there was no business bureau that dealt with criminals like me. 
 
    “Alright, I suppose,” I said. 
 
    Cliston came in with his tele, which was a complex communication device used across the galaxy. 
 
    “I have taken the liberty of preparing a contract. Standard terms. Based on your input,” Cliston stated, presenting the tele to the woman for a signature. 
 
    “I do not want anything in writing. My lawyers were adamant on that point,” she said. 
 
    Cliston looked at me. I shrugged and nodded. He left. 
 
    “Sure. We can keep this informal. You want to do a handshake deal?” I asked. 
 
    “Hand…shake?” 
 
    “It’s kind of how you do agreements if you don’t have contracts. Um. It’s…you take your hand, or whatever appendage you use to…manipulate things. So long as it isn’t also used primarily for sex or creating waste. And then you touch it to the other party’s appendage. And then kind of move it around,” I explained. 
 
    The woman appeared mildly horrified. 
 
    “Or we can not do that,” I suggested. “We’ll be casual. So long as you can pay my butler.” 
 
    “My staff will handle it.” 
 
      
 
    We were waiting outside for her chauffeur. Which went a long distance to reassure me that she could actually afford my services. 
 
    Her car couldn’t park out here because my neighbors wanted our street clear. And a chauffeur wasn’t going to fight Friendly Meadow Condominiums. 
 
    When the vehicle arrived, I saw it was sort of a limousine. We didn’t have stretch limos in Belvaille because we didn’t manufacture cars on this planet. And limos took up too much space. Not space in town, but in actual space. Luxury cars were usually too big to justify hauling them across galactic sectors.  
 
    “My name is Mish Wyahlkair,” she said. 
 
    “Oh! Mish Walker. Why didn’t you say so?” 
 
    Belvaille had a lot of uses because of its status as an Open Cultural Site. Criminals had almost free reign. But the superrich could also make use of our nebulous legal status in order to hide their money. They usually set up some holding company or trust or other sneaky accounting trick that had an address in the city and nothing more.  
 
    But handfuls of truly wealthy people also lived here in order to escape…whatever was after them. It wasn’t very common, because the downside to living on Belvaille was that you lived on Belvaille. There was one, and only one, inhabited area on the entire planet.  
 
    And if you were really affluent, that area might shrink down to a couple dozen blocks where you actually felt safe. A prosperous person, who could normally afford protection, had to be in serious trouble to permanently relocate to Belvaille. 
 
    I knew Mish Walker’s family. They were rich—or at least her dad had been. I didn’t know much background on them because…why would I? 
 
    “The name is pronounced Wee-yhall-kee-yarr,” she said, appearing upset at my diction. 
 
    “Walk…err,” I tried to imitate. 
 
    “Weeee….yhhawll—” 
 
    “Yeah, alright. My mouth can’t do that. We all have different vocal capabilities. So if getting the exact tone of your name is a deal-breaker, then maybe we should just let it go,” I stated. 
 
    We were in the Colmarian Confederation, speaking the Colmarian language—the galactic standard. As a whole, our empire was very accepting of the way various aliens talked. This was a very simple concept in our empire.  
 
    Mish gave up her attempts to vocal coach me and entered the limousine. 
 
    “Well? Get in,” she said. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yes. I want to show you the specifics so you may begin.” 
 
    “That car won’t hold me.” 
 
    “Of course it will. There’s plenty of room. You aren’t that overweight,” she said, somewhat offensively. 
 
    “No,” I began. I put my foot inside the car and put pressure on it. The car’s suspension bottomed out. “I need to ride in special vehicles. I can call a cab. Just give me the address.” 
 
    Mish got out in a huff. The fact she had entered and now exited a cramped vehicle and had not messed up her overlarge hat was fairly impressive. That was an ultra-specific skill: “Headwear navigation.” I suppose that’s what rich people did to pass the time. 
 
    “Drive on, driver,” she ordered the chauffeur.  
 
    “You don’t have to wait for me. It’s just a taxi.” 
 
    “You don’t have your own car?” 
 
    “No, they won’t let me drive. I kept running into stuff. And Cliston has better things to do than drive me around.” 
 
    I called my cabbie friend, Zo. Zo was a Keilvin Kamigan—a gaseous lifeform who could plug himself directly into electronics to power and operate them. He was a good guy to know, because he worked 24 hours a day, had a lot of information about the city, and wasn’t very expensive. That last part was because he lived by eating background radiation, didn’t need a house, and he didn’t really buy much. He must have saved a fortune just on toothpaste. 
 
    Zo also owned a reinforced taxi capable of moving me around.  
 
    It took him 45 minutes to arrive and Mish was unhappy at the delay. We entered the car and Zo spoke to us using the stereo speakers. 
 
    “Where to, Hank?” 
 
    “The Wyahlkair estate,” Mish said. 
 
    “Walker Castle? At Tip Topper Lane?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s pronounced Wee-yhall-kee-yarr,” she said. 
 
    “That’s nice,” Zo replied, pulling the car away. 
 
    I didn’t know where Tip Topper Lane was. Belvaille was a big city. Larger than any city I had ever lived in, by far. There was a lot going on. No one could possibly keep track of every street and every business and every crime. Even Zo had to ask Mish for directions as we drove. 
 
    “Look at it,” Mish said breathlessly. She gazed upward through the window—or as far as her bulky hat would allow. “The Upper City was gifted to the galaxy by the Great Architect, Thad Elon. You could fit a dozen—a hundred—Lower Cities inside it. Yet there are only handfuls of people up there.” 
 
    Mish projected a combination of wistfulness and resentment as she leaned back. The brim of her hat was a scant centimeter from the sloping roof. I honestly believed she must have some kind of advanced radar that kept it from bumping into things. 
 
    “Do you believe that Thad Elon wished for only a select few of us to appreciate his work?” she continued. “If you’re in the Upper City, you don’t age or get sick. You don’t need to sleep. You don’t have to eat. He has granted us immortality! But we took his relic and closed it off. Put a fence around it and kept everyone out. How is that fair or just? What did those people ever do to earn it?” 
 
    The car was silent for a long while. 
 
    “Well?” she challenged, staring at my face. 
 
    “Oh. Were you talking to me this whole time?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. Who else would I be speaking to? The driver is a whisp of steam and…he’s a taxi cab driver.” 
 
    “Not really steam,” Zo corrected. 
 
    “I can’t comment much about the Upper City. I’ve never actually been there,” I said. 
 
    “But don’t you want to go? It is the whole purpose of Lower Belvaille. We’re all here to bask in its glory and hopefully, one day, be allowed to enter paradise.” 
 
    “I’m here to sleuth stuff. I don’t want to go up there.” 
 
    “It is heaven. And it allows you to live forever.” 
 
    “I’m going to take a guess that your life is way better than mine.” 
 
    “How can you be so ignorant? It is the most spectacular marvel of civilization and you’re not interested,” she said. 
 
    I didn’t want to tell her that I had personally met, and fought, Thad Elon on numerous occasions. The god in question was not friendly and the Upper City was almost certainly not meant to give us joy.  
 
    But I wanted to get paid and that wasn’t going to happen if I argued with my debutante employer. 
 
    This conversation was why I liked criminals. Solid, reliable, middle-class criminals. Dealing with the really poor or the really rich was nonstop problems. Those two groups didn’t share the same problems, but it was never enjoyable working with either. Sure, crooks tried to kill you or double-cross you, but everyone knew that. It was expected.  
 
    Taking an assignment from this wealthy woman was already giving me a headache and I hadn’t even started. But the bottom line was that I needed other income. I could only dig so many graves and then rob them. 
 
    “You said your father died?” I asked, trying to change the subject to something more relevant. 
 
    “Yes. Eight days ago. He had been sick for many years and we knew it was coming,” she said. 
 
    “My condolences. Did you bury him?” 
 
    “Bury?” 
 
    “You know, like in a cemetery.” Mish’s reaction indicated she didn’t know what I meant so I went on. “It’s when you put your loved one in a box and then dig a hole and put dirt on it.” 
 
    “Why would anyone do that?” 
 
    “It’s a ceremonial thing. Very common around here. And you can leave any possessions they might have really cherished in life. Special mementos that might even help them in the afterlife. Like jewelry or cash.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible. No, we didn’t do that.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what business her father had been in. The girl seemed to be upset at the aristocrats in the Upper City, which made her sound like she came from a self-made family.  
 
    Of course, everyone had different interpretations of such things. Someone who was born third richest on a planet and climbed all the way up to number one might wistfully refer to their difficult life journey as a lowly entrepreneur. Despite the fact they had been born wealthier than their 14 billion neighbors.  
 
    To me, Mish carried herself like an aristocrat. She expected stuff to be done for her. But maybe she was just entitled. You didn’t have to be rich to be entitled. For instance, my butler Cliston recently went on a sabbatical. While he was gone, I sat in my kitchen for hours, stubbornly demanding my food to prepare and cook itself. But my entitlement didn’t fill my belly, so I had to eventually step up and do something. 
 
    Zo had referred to her home as “Walker Castle,” but it was merely a big house.  
 
    The Under City had actual zoning regulations. That is, the layout and configuration of the city was meticulously planned. In the past, most city matters had been up to the former Adjunct Overwatch, Garm, to decide. And if you paid her, Garm would let you do whatever the hell you wanted. 
 
    But zoning had always been dictated by the consortium of foreign empires that were allowed to dwell in the Upper City. Because this region was an Open Cultural Site, they had embassies and visitors bureaus and whatever else in the Lower City. And I suppose they didn’t want some regular homeowner to have a snazzier building than their national consulate—which wouldn’t make them seem very prosperous. 
 
    But more importantly, the visiting aliens knew our nation and national character. The Colmarian Confederation was the suckiest empire in the galaxy. We just happened to be the largest.  
 
    If they left city planning to us, we’d probably do a horrendous job. And since their citizens were staying here and visiting here, they wanted to be sure there was enough electricity, sanitation, water, and such, so that they could survive. They weren’t about to depend on us. 
 
    It was a very wise decision. The Colmarian Confederation was the doormat and trash can of the galaxy. Actually, a better analogy would be that we were an enormous toilet. And, you know, good, important things could be done with a toilet. But those activities weren’t the kind of things you took a lot of pride in or bragged about.  
 
    Walker Castle was a gated house next to other gated houses. Because nothing kept out advanced, technological miscreants like a squat, Iron Age fence. But who knew why people did stuff? All the nearby houses had gates of some kind. So it was probably just a style. 
 
    Zo stopped outside the fence. Mish wanted him to take us into the driveway, but Zo said no. Because he didn’t want to have to back in and out at three miles an hour.  
 
    My employer, the hopefully wealthy woman who owned an iron-encrusted mini-castle, expected me to pay for the cab ride. She didn’t even look. Didn’t even acknowledge there was a debt for services rendered. 
 
    “Thanks, Zo,” I said, sliding out of the cab after I paid him. 
 
    So as of now, this “job” had lost me money—that’s on top of my headache and wasted time. If Mish suddenly tried to impale me on her silly fence, it would be a natural progression of our business arrangement thus far. 
 
    We had to walk to the house. It was less than fifty feet, but Mish made it seem like a journey through the desert. Given my combination of weight and laziness, there were few people alive who complained about walking as much as I did, but Mish put me to shame.  
 
    “The nerve of that taxi driver! He is a servant. Not even a Colmarian. Merely a puff of hot air. He should have his license revoked,” she stated. 
 
    “I don’t think there are licenses. Not taxi licenses. But maybe I’m wrong. Besides, who would want to be a taxi driver other than a puff of hot air? And who could be better at it? He makes his own fuel.”  
 
    “It’s still outrageous.” 
 
    Mish had to actually slow her walking in order to have time enough to rant about walking. I took the opportunity to try and look around and see if I could learn anything about my employer from her house.  
 
    The structure had windows. And a door. And other house-like things. All of which reminded me that I wasn’t an architect and I had never owned a house. 
 
    A large alien man with a metal face met us at the front porch. It appeared as if just his face was metal. Likely it was some kind of corrective, medical device. However, it gave him a very frightening appearance. 
 
    “Good evening, Dolo. This is Hank. I’m sorry, do you have a surname?” 
 
    “A what?” I asked. 
 
    “A last name,” Dolo offered. His metal face didn’t move when he spoke yet his voice was fairly clear—not muffled. So it wasn’t a mask. Perhaps there was some sort of audio system inside of it. 
 
    “Last name of what?” 
 
    “I’m Mish Wyahlkair. That is my surname,” she clarified. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not in your family. Or your same race. Do you think all 40,000 species of the Colmarian Confederation have identical naming conventions? I’m Hank. So far, no one has ever accused me of not being Hank.” 
 
    “I need to pat you down,” Dolo said to me. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “To make sure you aren’t carrying any weapons.”  
 
    “But I am. It’s kind of why I’m here.” 
 
    “You can’t take them inside,” he continued. 
 
    “Pretty sure I can. You know the great thing about weighing 3,000 pounds and being bulletproof? I don’t have to take orders from anyone not waving around a neutron star.” 
 
    “I’m responsible for security at this residence. You need to leave any guns with me. They will be returned when you exit,” he stated firmly. 
 
    “Guy, I just took a taxi alone with Mish. If I wanted to attack her, I would have done it when we were trapped inside a steel box together and the only witness was radioactive gas.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Dolo,” Mish interjected, making it clear there was no room for debate. 
 
    “Just don’t draw your weapon or make any threatening moves,” the man said, not liking my attitude. 
 
    The feeling was mutual. So I pulled out my shotgun. It was a sawed-off double-barrel with a rotating cylinder. It held six shells, firing both barrels at each pull. The handles used to be sapphires but were now polished mother-of-pearl. 
 
    “Oh, no, I just pulled out my gun,” I replied with mock alarm. “And look, I’m being threatening.” 
 
    I grimaced at Dolo and then flipped him off. It was clear the man didn’t understand my taunt, because he looked up briefly to see where I was pointing. The gesture wasn’t exactly universal. Many races did not have fingers and only a small subset used them to produce non-verbal obscenities. 
 
    “Just relax,” I told him.  
 
    Though I somewhat undercut my argument by dropping my gun as I attempted to return it to its holster. The weapon hit the stairs, bounced off, and banged Mish on her shin. The heavy construction of the firearm caused her to double over and clutch her leg, yelping in pain. 
 
    “Sorry,” I added, recovering the gun. 
 
    “See? This is why we don’t allow firearms,” Dolo stated, trying to restart the debate with his employer. 
 
    “Because you’re afraid people will drop them on your boss’s foot?” I asked. 
 
    Dolo helped Mish inside. I would say he briefly scowled at me, but his face was kind of frozen in a scowl. So I just pretended he was beaming with admiration. 
 
    “You’re a damn idiot,” he said. The harsh words largely undercut the rapport I developed after he beamed at me with admiration. 
 
    The foyer we entered really stunned me. It was not especially large, but it was volumetrically crammed with finery. 
 
    There must have been five chandeliers up there. Bright, glistening things. They were constructed of precious metals and festooned with gemstones. However, the chandeliers didn’t actually illuminate very well—maybe that’s why they needed five of them. 
 
    It was ironic that luxury versions of mundane household goods were universally worse at their functions than the cheap stuff. Actually, I suppose the purpose of the chandeliers wasn’t to provide light, it was to show off that the owners were so wealthy they didn’t actually need to see where anything was. It must be nice to have so much money that you didn’t mind stumbling around in the dark. 
 
    The room also had countless tables and pedestals which displayed statuary and sculptures. They were a complete mixture of styles. There was a stone bust of some severe alien personage next to an oscillating gold figurine which was beside a small fountain that spewed out grains of silver and palladium.  
 
    The floors were covered with carpets and the walls were plastered with paintings, portraits, and holographic images. 
 
    Mish herself did not seem to share the species of any of the objects represented, so I guessed it was just a collection for show. 
 
    As I gawked at everything, Dolo remained a discreet distance behind us. He seemed to be eyeing me cautiously. Like he was expecting me to break his employer’s shins by fumbling my shotgun a few more times. And, if I’m being completely honest with myself, that was not an unreasonable concern. 
 
    Mish paused for effect. That is, she stopped walking so I could admire her haphazard museum. I felt she expected me to comment. 
 
    “Cool,” I stated dutifully. 
 
    She grinned ever so slightly by way of reply. 
 
    We walked into an adjoining hallway and I kind of figured out how they made the home appear larger than it was: the halls, the stairs, and the closets were all super narrow. And most of the rooms themselves were quite small, but there were a lot of them. However, actually getting around the home was quite difficult. 
 
    I did my best to be careful, but two things got knocked off as I tried to scrape along the hallway. It sounded like one of them broke. 
 
    “Sorry. These corridors are a bit cramped for me. That can be, like, deducted from my first paycheck.” 
 
    Mish struggled to see what fell, but there was only a small gap between me and the walls. I would have to rub grease on my shoulders if I wanted to turn around. 
 
    “He knocked over this.” 
 
    Dolo held up what I broke, but there simply wasn’t enough room for Mish to see. I knew he was doing something behind me, and I tried to make room, but I ended up bumping off a few more items. 
 
    “Hey, can we just get out of this hall? I feel like I’m losing a lot of money just standing here,” I explained. 
 
    “You’re a clumsy oaf,” Dolo muttered. 
 
    We made it to an elevator and I had to check the weight limit on it before I could step in. This was a freight elevator and could easily support me, but it was cramped with the three of us. 
 
    Dolo used the opportunity to show off all the junk I broke as we went down. Fortunately, Mish didn’t seem especially concerned about the damaged goods. 
 
    I was struck that we were going five stories down. I had never been this low inside an actual house. I didn’t even know it was possible inside the city. Yeah, some houses had basements. But this was five whole floors. 
 
    I guess it made sense. We were on a planet. I presumed they could go down hundreds of stories. Maybe thousands! Then come out on the other side of the planet. No. You’d probably hit water or lava or monsters at some point. But what the hell did I know?  
 
    I was just surprised we were going down five floors under a house. The city had underground sewers and subways.  
 
    “Hey, did you have to get approval to dig this elevator?” I asked. 
 
    “Dig it?” Mish asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Like there’s all kinds of pipes and wires and tunnels down here. How did you avoid hitting them?” 
 
    “I did not personally construct this building. It was here years before we arrived,” Mish stated. It was clear she wasn’t interested in my philosophical thoughts on elevators. Dolo shook his head. 
 
    Since rich people were prevented from building too big because of zoning restrictions, going down was a way to get more space. It’s just that it wasn’t noticeable from the outside—and thus they couldn’t impress anyone. 
 
    The elevator opened and directly in front of us was a wall. Embedded in it was a large set of monitors and switches and terminals. 
 
    “Are you familiar with this?” Mish asked. 
 
    “Computers?” I asked. “I can’t say I do much with them. My fingers are a little too big for typing.” 
 
    “No, it’s a security system. The thieves had to bypass this to take the trunk.” 
 
    “This particular unit is a HallKair 799 built on Horp-Washe,” Dolo added. 
 
    They looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “It’s…a big galaxy. I don’t know every security system that’s around. I don’t work as a cat burglar for a living,” I said. 
 
    “What exactly do you do for a living?” Dolo asked. 
 
    “I beat up people who ask me annoying questions. And prevent other people from getting beat up. And negotiate with all the other groups trying to beat up people. Basically, if it involves violence or violent people, someone usually calls me.” 
 
    Mish deactivated the security system. It was not a trivial operation. And I saw it included biometric scans and lots of input. 
 
    “Do you have any siblings or relatives here who might be able to fake those scans?” I asked her. 
 
    “No. It was just me and my father.” 
 
    “And you’re sure he’s dead?” 
 
    Mish turned and looked at me. 
 
    “He had been sick for years. He was hooked up to life support and we had two personal doctors and four nurses on staff. I cried over his body for…many hours. He was embalmed. We held a religious ceremony with guests.” 
 
    “Idiot,” Dolo muttered. 
 
    The door opened and we were presented with the bottom floor of the house. It was an open floor plan. Just one enormous room. But it was clear this floor wasn’t nearly as large as the upper house. 
 
    She led me into the center of the room. It was a wide-open area and I got the sense there were all sorts of traps and detectors in the walls, floor, and ceiling that had been turned off. 
 
    “You don’t have any cameras down here?” I asked. 
 
    “There are eight. And the thieves had to pass at least…a dozen more to enter and exit the house above,” Dolo explained. 
 
    “So twelve cameras up top?” 
 
    “No, almost forty. But they wouldn’t run into them all unless they walked in circles over the entire property. I estimated a dozen would be encountered going in any straight lines. Nothing out of the ordinary was recorded,” he said. 
 
    “And then they had to take that slow elevator?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. This was where the trunk was located,” Mish said.  
 
    We were outside a reinforced-glass room in the center of the floor. Inside the room were all sorts of jewelry and artwork as well as a number of small cases and lockers.  
 
    I could tell from looking at the corners that the glass was almost a foot thick. It wasn’t entirely clear glass, a bit tinted. Probably its purpose was to block ultraviolet light and preserve the items inside. The glass room had a single, wide door with another set of digital locks. 
 
    “This is constructed of polyduralene. It could withstand a small tank shell,” Dolo said.  
 
    “How big was this mythical trunk?” I asked. 
 
    “It was sitting right there. Two by five and about 900 pounds,” Dolo added. 
 
    “900?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve now seen everything. Do you believe this is something you can deal with?” Mish asked. 
 
    “I guess. But I’m going to have to call in some friends to help. Unless you were sleepwalking and stole it yourself, this heist was astonishingly difficult. Whoever pulled it off was really good,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    Hey, Judoth 
 
    I arrived back home and found Cliston preparing a meal.  
 
    “Did the new assignment seem worthwhile?” Cliston asked, between his efforts. 
 
    “Eh. The woman, Mish, doesn’t seem like the best employer. But it would help us out to have some extra cash.” 
 
    “I really wish she would have acquiesced to a contract. Does that concern you, sir?” 
 
    “Nah. You should let me handle that stuff, Cliston.” 
 
    “I lent you arbitration materials when you were drawing up details for this apartment complex. You informed me I should do so again if the situation arose. Forgive me, sir, if I misread the circumstances.” 
 
    It was true. Cliston had created the basis for our lease agreements. And all parties involved were happy with it. 
 
    “But our housing arrangement is a real…thing. It needs to be legal. This is just dirty work.” 
 
    “By that do you mean illegal, sir?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a magistrate. I don’t know what’s legal and what isn’t—nor do I care. But no one is hiring me to give an expansive presentation on human resource theories. Contracts are rare in my line of work. Criminals don’t like contracts because we, as a profession, are notoriously undereducated. And regular people don’t like criminal contracts because they get worried about leaving evidence.” 
 
    “You’ve referred to criminal contracts and agreements on many occasions, sir.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’d be embarrassed if you read them.” 
 
    “Why would I be embarrassed, sir?” 
 
    “I mean you’d be embarrassed on behalf of us. Be ashamed to be standing in the same room and holding a work product we put together. Like two paragraphs of math and grammatical errors that took us a week of careful deliberation and stab wounds.” 
 
    “I see. Your dinner should be ready in another 7 minutes and 30 seconds,” he stated. 
 
    Cliston had learned I didn’t like millisecond-level accuracy on such things, so he compromised by rounding to the nearest half minute.  
 
    There were many people who didn’t understand why Cliston was so admired. “He’s a Dredel Led butler. So he cooks. Big deal,” they said. But those were universally people who had never sampled his refreshments. 
 
    Cooking had taken a massive blow ever since the Colmarian Confederation came into being. We had over 40,000 unique species and they were allowed to travel and comingle at will. Having food accessible to such a wide variety of lifeforms was not easy. At some point, the concept of food as an artform began to be replaced across the galaxy with merely thinking of it as sustenance. And that was totally understandable. 
 
    Any two individuals often had drastically different tastes. Not because they were aliens. They could be brother and sister, of the same exact species, but enjoy completely different flavors. 
 
    The people who didn’t understand the excitement about Cliston’s cooking were simply unaware there was anything beyond mere sustenance. If you lived on a desert planet, someone describing an ocean might be met with confusion. “I’ve seen cups and buckets of water before. Just lots of that, right?” 
 
    I was a regenerating mutant. I couldn’t be poisoned and my body cured cancer. Even so, having the proper nutrients was essential. Just like all life, I was a biological machine of incredible complexity. My chemical requirements changed constantly. And Cliston could gauge and match them—without jamming a sensor down my throat or drawing blood. 
 
    What Cliston could do was hard to put into words. But it wasn’t just the taste of food. It was everything. Every single week he made textures, aromas, sounds, and of course tastes that I’d never had in my life. 
 
    He was able to evaluate my body, my attitude, my stresses, concerns, and interests—from moment to moment—and create the perfect meal experience.  
 
    And it was an experience. People assumed it was just shoveling food. But it was his choice of music. It was lighting. Furniture—and my orientation on it. Artwork. Temperature. Humidity. Atmospheric pressure. How he moved and handled it all. How he spoke. And thousands of other things I couldn’t begin to know. 
 
    If I reduced it to pure accounting terms, I required about an hour less sleep a night when Cliston was around, cooking for me. In addition, I had more energy, I was in a better mood, and I was simply more efficient and more successful. 
 
    When I described this to people, they would often shrug it off and say they could accomplish the same thing by having a few glasses of liquor with their meals. Or smoking some drug or other. But Cliston wasn’t making narcotics. He was constructing the ideal environment and conditions for life—specifically my life.  
 
    And that was very important. Because if I had a lunch companion over, there were now two distinct entities. He didn’t serve us the same foods. He modified the conditions. But he couldn’t tailor a single apartment for multiple species in different stages of life, love, and crime. It’s not that the meals would be bad, but they were simply no longer perfect. 
 
    If you added it all up, between less sleeping required and the boost to waking efficiency, I was getting maybe 15% more time because of Cliston. And I’d known him for centuries. By eating Cliston’s food, being in his care, having him be my friend, I had gotten decades of life that I wouldn’t normally have had.  
 
    Actual free decades of life! That’s what Mish was talking about with the Upper City. I got a little version of that down here, and I wasn’t forced to live on a malicious, Thad Elon relic. 
 
    Not to mention the fact Cliston’s food tasted…amazing. Absolutely wonderful. Beyond any descriptions I could ever blubber out. Whatever I needed to be feeling or wanted to be experiencing, that would be the meal.  
 
    Cliston had taught many chefs over time and his classes were so sought after that any restaurants that used his methods routinely put the competition out of business. There was just no comparison. 
 
    But I’d eaten at those places. And while their food and services were…better than average, they were nothing compared to Cliston. A shade better than standard nourishment. That was all. 
 
    The people who had actually gotten to experience Cliston firsthand knew what he could do and that’s why his reputation was so phenomenal. One meal was all it took. 
 
    I’d never weaponized his skills. No matter how poor I’d been or how much I needed a favor, I didn’t use him—at least not in that manner. It would be trivial to get Cliston to prepare a dinner before a big meeting and have everyone satiated and happy. 
 
    But Cliston was my friend and butler. And I recognized he was an artist of such caliber that I couldn’t quite comprehend his genius. It was like an illiterate person, who had never seen a written word before, coming across a ten-thousand-page encyclopedia. They wouldn’t understand it, but they would know it was a staggering amount of knowledge. 
 
    Having Cliston be a slop-kitchen chef would be an insult to culture. And while I might be coarse, crude, and unlearned, Cliston was not. And he should not be treated as such.  
 
    “Sir, the Adjunct Overwatch has requested your presence at a meeting,” Cliston said, as he was clearing up. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Three hours and seventeen minutes.” 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Three hours and sixteen minutes from now.” 
 
    “Why did he ask you instead of me?” 
 
    “A representative came by earlier while you were out.” 
 
    “Well, I think I’ll skip it. That guy is a goof,” I said. 
 
    “Sir, it seems to me that your close relationship to the previous Adjunct Overwatch was of powerful benefit to this household. That position is responsible for much of the official—and unofficial—operations of this city.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was Garm. She was a crook just like me. Actually, she was way better than me. But I got along great with her. I dated her once, you know.” 
 
    “It is my understanding that you were romantically linked with her for several weeks out of the many centuries you had a business relationship. I do not believe it is necessary to have an erotic connection to the new man in charge. But it would be prudent to cultivate a relationship. And snubbing his invitation, as a first impression, would go a long way to souring any possible partnership.” 
 
    “Ugh. I want to let this wonderful meal you made digest. It was wonderful, by the way.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I created it at this time to allow the appropriate duration for digestion, absorption, settling, disbursement, cellular activation, and biochemical rebalancing. As well as time to dress and travel.” 
 
      
 
    Zo drove me to the Adjunct Overwatch’s administration building in his taxi. 
 
    “Wow, back so soon? What’s shaking, Hank?” 
 
    “Just drive, please. I’m thinking.” 
 
    “You must have just eaten something Cliston made.” 
 
    “How do you know? Am I heavier?” 
 
    “Yes. But you said: ‘drive, please.’ You’re a grouch at the best of times, and the addition of ‘please’ makes it clear Cliston is around.” 
 
    The Lower City of Belvaille was alternately called the Under City, Basement, Downtown Underground, Boring Belvaille, or just plain Belvaille since so few people ever visited the flying city above. 
 
    It was quite a large metropolis, housing 2.5 million inhabitants. There was scant air traffic allowed because of the dangers they posed to the valuable Thad Elon relic. Though we knew from history that the Upper City was more than capable of defending itself. 
 
    The Colmarian government operated almost all the government functions down here. Which meant they were an astoundingly complex mess of redundancy and bureaucracy. The Colmarian Confederation government was the largest employer in the galaxy. By far. The second largest employer was the Colmarian Navy. If you didn’t count that, the next runner-up was orders of magnitude smaller and not worth mentioning in the same paragraph. 
 
    Garm had been Adjunct Overwatch of Subterranean Belvaille for nearly as long as anyone could remember. When the Ank embassy was slaughtered, she personally helped me recover the last remaining Ank royal. 
 
    Still, the empires represented in the Upper City found her failure to prevent the killing in the first place unacceptable. So Garm was laid off from her job and they sent a replacement, a man I had never seen. 
 
    Garm had run Ghetto Belvaille well enough, but the most important aspect was that she was, herself, a criminal. She exacted a cut from every dirty deed that went on around here. 
 
    And it was common knowledge that about half of the 2.5 million inhabitants on Belvaille were involved in some kind of criminal activity. Of course, it wasn’t exactly criminal because of the hazy legal jurisdiction of our being an Open Cultural Site. That’s what brought those crooks here to begin with—they didn’t give a damn about the flying relic. 
 
    So now we had a real Adjunct Overwatch in charge of the city, and he’d summoned me to a meeting. That did not bode well, in my opinion. 
 
    I got there and had to pass through scan after scan confirming my identity. The building directed me where I should go, a complicated set of instructions that seemed to encompass every room except the one I was supposed to be in. 
 
    When I got to the auditorium, I was startled to see about 250 other people already milling around. I wasn’t sure I was in the right place, but everyone seemed to be just as confused as I was. I didn’t want to be in this meeting, but I found myself a little bit offended that I was merely one of many who were invited. 
 
    There were only a handful of chairs, couches, beds, elevated poles, and swings for the various aliens to use. While most Colmarians were at least somewhat similar—multiple arms, multiple legs, one or more heads—our methods of relaxing or sitting were often different. 
 
    An official announcement was broadcast over the speakers. We were not to expel any liquids, broadly abrasive gasses, or emanate any tight-spectrum radiation. We were not supposed to molt, hibernate, slough, or otherwise deposit waste solids. And a slew of other protocol that most aliens were well aware of.  
 
    A ten-foot-tall man with shoulders about a foot wide stepped over on his spindly legs. Podiver Vance was a crime lord in the city and, judging by his agitated manner, he was as uncomfortable as I was. 
 
    “Thank Thad Elon you’re here, Hank.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The new Adjunct Overwatch invited every damn faction in the whole city to stand around in one room.” 
 
    I couldn’t figure out what he meant. These people weren’t gang members that I could tell. But then it made sense. There were representatives from major religious organizations, trade organizations, builders, buyers, and bakers. There was the Colmarian Navy, the local police, arms dealers, and a major pacifist collective. Podiver Vance and I seemed to be here speaking for the criminal element of the city.  
 
    The Adjunct Overwatch arrived. He had on a white uniform. His clothes were unadorned and unimpressive. If you squinted, it looked like he was wearing a set of pajamas. He was a handsome man for his age. But it was clear he was approaching the point when it would be acceptable to call him “Old-Timer” without offense. He seemed affable and friendly. 
 
    He went to the front of the auditorium and spoke into a microphone. 
 
    “Greetings, Belvaille. My name is Adjunct Overwatch Judoth Hartler. As you know, I’ve only been here a few short weeks but I must say I’ve already fallen in love with this wonderful city and its even more wonderful inhabitants.” 
 
    He paused. I’m not sure if he expected a reaction, but he didn’t get one. 
 
    “I’ve asked you all here in order that we might proceed logically and…cooperatively on the issues the city faces—unless there aren’t any. Haha. As such, there are a lot of diverse stakeholders present today.” 
 
    Again, we all stared at him dumbly. 
 
    “This is your city. You know it far better than I do. I’d like to hear your concerns, complaints, and suggestions on how you think we might best move forward.” 
 
    He grinned at us paternally and waited. 
 
    “Can you believe this guy?” Podiver asked, bending over to whisper in my ear. 
 
    “Yeah. All these groups hate each other—at best,” I said. 
 
    I had been in rooms with rival gangs before. A lot. That was close to what my job description was—at least it used to be, before I began my glamorous life in the cemetery.  
 
    Gangs that had been on the brink of murdering one another mere moments ago were able to sit down and talk. Because no matter how bad the blood was, they spoke the same language.  
 
    And I didn’t mean that in a linguistic way. A gang was a gang. They could talk to each other about gang stuff. The main issue was getting them to agree—and not bludgeon each other in the process.  
 
    But everyone here had absolutely no concept of the other parties. 
 
    You could only give a damn about so many things. And I spotted one lady from the logging industry. So she was personally interested in…trees. I guess. And she was supposed to talk to Podiver Vance about counterfeiting identification? That would never happen. 
 
    The auditorium was quiet. No one even wanted to look at one another. I recognized a handful of people in the room, but we didn’t go over and say hi. Because then everyone else would see that we knew each other. And I’m sure that was the case with a lot of other groups. “Hey, why is the head of toxic waste cleanup shaking hands with the Chamber of Commerce president? What’s going on there?” 
 
    “Can you believe this power play? He invited us all out here to show off that he could make us attend. He’s making a statement,” Podiver said. 
 
    We all stood there for about fifteen minutes doing nothing. Judoth Hartler kept offering suggestions and posing questions to get us going and everyone stared at their species’ equivalent of feet. 
 
    After a while, it became clear to me. 
 
    “No,” I said to Podiver. “I think he really believes this. He’s really trying to make some cooperative, city-spanning council.” 
 
    “Then he’s a fool.” 
 
    I couldn’t disagree with that. But that didn’t change the fact that we were kind of held hostage. We weren’t allowed to eat or spit or fart. And I didn’t feel like standing around here all day and night—none of the chairs could support my weight or I would have at least sat down. 
 
    The reason we were milling around like farm animals was because the Adjunct Overwatch was the most powerful official in the city. He could have us arrested. He could kick us off the planet. He could make doing business here absolutely impossible. And since no one knew his personality or objectives, no one was going to risk aggravating him. 
 
    When Garm was Adjunct Overwatch, she was mostly hands-off—other than accepting bribes. She let these groups sort everything out between themselves. If it got too bad, she would intervene. But more often, she would contact someone like me to fix it.  
 
    So it was very rare for anyone to actually deal with the Adjunct Overwatch personally. And here he was. Standing there. Watching us with expectation.  
 
    “Hey, I think I know something we can discuss,” I began.  
 
    Every eye and eyestalk and ocular lamp focused on me. 
 
    “Excellent! Would you like to state your name and what exactly it is you do in the city for those who aren’t familiar with you?” 
 
    “Um, no. But roads are, you know, an issue,” I said. 
 
    “Roads? As in streets? What do you mean, precisely?” 
 
    Podiver Vance was doing his best to inch away from me. But it wasn’t easy for such a tall creature to be subtle. 
 
    “We’ve got the same roads we’ve always had. Like, a grid. When they made the city and it had a thousand people, they had some streets. And the city grew and they added more. But those same streets, like in Old Town, the Historical District, and Slumland are the same size, shape, and condition that they were when the city had a population of 50,000. Now we got millions. The streets around here are bad. They’re slow. They can flood. Um. Cracks,” I explained. 
 
    “I see. You’re stating that the infrastructure mechanics haven’t kept up with the population growth?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t know about all that. But for sure the streets haven’t gotten good,” I said. 
 
    Talking about roads was my attempt to get out of this terrible meeting. I realized that no one was going to do what the Adjunct Overwatch truly expected and air their grievances to a bunch of competitors, antagonists, and disinterested parties.  
 
    The roads were an easy thing to complain about. I would have said the weather, if I thought that would be something we could realistically debate without offending the Adjunct Overwatch. 
 
    “Does anyone else feel this way?” Judoth asked. 
 
    And slowly, everyone began to agree with my foolish subject just so they could get out of here. Sure. The streets. Potholes were the biggest existential threat to Belvaille!  
 
    We stood there talking about roads for almost two more hours until the Adjunct Overwatch finally let us leave. There was practically a stampede to the exits. 
 
    “Hank, do you mind hanging back a moment?” the Adjunct Overwatch asked. 
 
    And what could I say? No? 
 
    “Sure. What, um, what’s going on?” I asked, worried that I was about to be exiled for wasting precious government time discussing pavement. 
 
    Judoth Hartler made it clear he was waiting for everyone to depart. It took a while. Some species were slow—but all of them were faster than me. 
 
    “Is it too hot for you in here?” he asked. 
 
    “What? No. I’m just a sweaty guy. Is that…is that okay? The announcement said no dispersal of liquids. I can try and catch my sweat. You have any towels? I could pile them up around my feet.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be a problem,” he declared magnanimously. 
 
    I waited patiently, trying not to sweat or breathe much. But I felt awkward just standing next to him in silence. 
 
    “I like this carpet. Is it made out of…like a, kind of…what’s it made out of?” I asked. 
 
    We watched the remaining people leave and the doors closed. 
 
    “I’ve been told you’re someone I should speak to about the operations of this city. That you’re a person of interest,” he said, ignoring my carpet fetish. 
 
    “Um, not really. I have a statue. But I think a lot of people do. And birds poop all over my statue, so it’s not even something that’s very nice to have.” 
 
    “I saw it. Your statue is a large bronze ball?” He seemed unsure. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been told it’s figurative. Or abstract. It’s kind of an art thing. I got it when I died,” I said, trying to fill the air. But I immediately regretted that last part. 
 
    “I’ve heard of that as well. You were killed unspeakably. And then you returned.” 
 
    “It’s a long story. Super boring—unless you plan on dying and undying,” I babbled. 
 
    “You’ve had some interactions with the Boranjame, is that correct?” 
 
    The Boranjame were the opposite of the Colmarian Confederation. Giant crystalline beings, there were only handfuls of them in the galaxy. They were semi-omnipotent space gods that had never lost a battle or skirmish or insult contest. One was living in the Upper City right now. 
 
    “I guess. I wouldn’t really say we’ve had interactions. They killed me once. It’s not like we hang out and play cards.” 
 
    “I would really like your help navigating this city. It is perhaps the most diverse urban environment in the entire empire. It is orders of magnitude more complicated than any habitat I’ve ever been in. And they’ve suddenly tasked me with managing it,” he said. 
 
    “No offense, but how would I know how to manage it? Garm is still in the city. She was the previous Adjunct Overwatch—as of weeks ago. You should hire her as a consultant or something. I don’t know a damn thing about government,” I said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, Garm has somewhat of a tainted reputation at this point. She allowed the Messahn battlesuit to wipe out a key diplomatic installation.” 
 
    “No one could stop that assassin.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “Yeah, with her help! And I only managed that because he was trying to go through me. The idea anyone could predict and defeat a teleporting, invisible assassin, that could shoot particle beams, is insane. Everyone thought those battlesuits were destroyed millennia ago, so how could you prepare for them?” 
 
    “I agree. The harsh judgment against her is unwarranted. But for those who decide such things, she is a negative commodity. I can’t be seen associating with her without consequences.” 
 
    “So what? I’m a…” I began, almost admitting I was a criminal to the head of the heads of law enforcement. “I’ve…also got a bad reputation. The only thing I got is a statue. And like you said, it’s just a giant ball. So maybe I’m not the best person to be asking for advice.” 
 
    “Are you aware of the Thad Elon relic?” 
 
    He stared at me with his bright, friendly eyes. 
 
    “Are you asking me if I know there’s an enormous city flying above us that stretches far beyond the horizon in every direction?” 
 
    “I’m inquiring if you know of its character—how important it is.” 
 
    “I guess. I haven’t been up there.” 
 
    “I thought they said you were one of the first people to visit it.” 
 
    “That was the other me. The one that died unspeakably,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm. And you are involved with the significant criminal world of Belvaille?” 
 
    “What? There’s crime? Me? What?” I asked. I spoke as if it was my lifelong ambition to win The Worst Acting Award. 
 
    “It seems some parts have been stolen from the relic,” Judoth Hartler stated blandly. 
 
    I was shocked. 
 
    “Parts? Someone stole parts from the flying city? The city that, if it fell—because it’s missing parts—would kill us all? Someone is dismantling the relic?”  
 
    “No. Not dismantling. But we’re certain that some pieces have been removed. I’m asking if you’ve heard anything about that.” 
 
    “Me?” I said, practically swallowing my tongue. Defacing the relic would not only get you killed by the relic’s defenses, it would be a crime against every empire in the galaxy. “I can’t go up there! I wouldn’t dream of touching that thing. I sure as hell wouldn’t steal pieces of a gigantic machine and then hang around beneath it!” 
 
    “I see. They can’t export the pieces. I’ve been informed that, because of its unique construction, the relic can be definitively scanned and identified. The thieves would never make it past the Portals, which are thoroughly checked for such contraband. So the parts must still be on the planet.” 
 
    “That’s…there isn’t much on the planet except Belvaille—Upper and Lower. I’ve been out in the wilderness and it’s not a pleasant time,” I said. 
 
    “Are you suggesting that the pieces may have been relocated to uninhabited areas of the planet? Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, they wouldn’t. You can’t plug a Thad Elon gizmo into a tree—I don’t think.” 
 
    “Hmm. But do you agree that parts from the Upper City would be valuable—valuable enough to steal and attempt to sell?” 
 
    “Obviously. This whole Lower City is here because of the Upper City. There’s no other point in being here. Absolutely everyone would want pieces of a relic—everyone except me.” 
 
    “And why not you?” 
 
    “Because what am I going to do with them? I’m not a galactic empire or scientist or religious fanatic.” 
 
    “And those are the only groups that would find value from a relic?” 
 
    “Or anyone who can sell to those groups—which, again, is everyone. I just don’t know how you could steal pieces of the Thad Elon city. No one can get up there.” 
 
    “But I’ve visited it. Once.” 
 
    “That was so you could assume command of the worst city in the galaxy. Regular people don’t just walk up to a flying relic and then bash off souvenirs with a rock. The Upper City is unbelievably dangerous.” 
 
    “But they could sell the parts, correct?” 
 
    “How? It’s not like you could sell them on a street corner—though we have plenty of people down here trying to pawn off fake relics to tourists. The Lower City sells t-shirts, narcotics, and fake relics.” 
 
    “So how do you feel about this?” 
 
    “About what?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “About assisting me with comprehending the labyrinthine power structures of this society; with letting me know how city operations have been done in the past; and with helping locate the missing pieces from the relic.” 
 
    “Uh. For the city-operating stuff, I’d just ask Garm.” 
 
    “I cannot do that.” 
 
    “No, I’m saying, I would ask her. Because I don’t know anything. I’m a gravedigger. Then I’d just pass along what she told me.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea, Hank,” he said, smiling.  
 
    He really was a cheerful guy. It was hard to appreciate it, because he was also a really influential guy in law enforcement circles. 
 
    “As for the relic, I’m serious when I say I want nothing to do with it. It’s scary. And while I’m vaguely aware that there are criminal activities in this wonderful city, there’s a big difference between stealing cars and stealing pan-galactic artifacts. I wouldn’t know where to begin on something like that.” 
 
    “Perhaps finding the means of auctioning the items is the best way forward. There must be some buyers and brokers out there.” 
 
    “I guess,” I muttered. 
 
    “Excellent. So you’ll take the job?” 
 
    “This is a job? Like with pay?” I asked, suddenly more interested. 
 
    “Of course. However, nothing can be done officially. You wouldn’t have a job title or anything, I’m afraid. Though by not being officially on governmental staff, you will spare yourself tremendous difficulties and bureaucracy.” 
 
    “Right. But how much does it pay? And for how long? Graves aren’t going to dig themselves,” I said, as if I was a very busy and important shoveler. 
 
    “I’m still figuring out the local economy, but how does seventeen credits a week sound?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh. It doesn’t sound very good. I could make more just by finding money on the sidewalks.” 
 
    “There’s money on the sidewalks? Is that why the roads need maintenance?” 
 
    “No, I’m just saying, I make a lot more than that handling coffins. And I don’t know how to do this. I can’t just go around asking if anyone has seen a chunk of relic.” 
 
    “I think you should consider this a kind of welcome for the new Adjunct Overwatch. I’d like us to be friendly and have a working relationship. As opposed to…the opposite,” he said. And while the actual words seemed laden with dread, he still appeared kindly and considerate. As if he wasn’t aware he was threatening me. 
 
    “Well…okay,” I replied reluctantly. 
 
    “Fantastic. I’m really happy to have met you. And thank you for the insights into the roadway situation in the city. I’ll get my people on that immediately.” 
 
      
 
    Outside the auditorium, I was met with my police detective friend, MTB. He was one of the people I recognized in the meeting. 
 
    MTB was a no-neck man with a serious disposition. He had recently been reinstated to the police force after helping me against the Messahn battlesuit. In fact, we had been offered a reward by the Ank, but the procedures for claiming it were too complicated to figure out. 
 
    “Hey, Hank. What did he want to talk to you about?” 
 
    “Hah. Look at MTB gossiping.” 
 
    “Gossip? You’re telling me he wanted to know who you thought had an ugly girlfriend?” 
 
    “No. We talked about the relic. And about—”  
 
    “Let’s get out of this government building before we say anything,” MTB cautioned. 
 
    “Why? You work for the government. Why does this particular building scare you?” 
 
    “I don’t work for the Colmarian government. Not really. My office has people screaming and knife fights every five minutes. But if we get lost in here, we’ll have to fill out fifty forms just for permission to die of dehydration.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed.  
 
    There were pockets of Belvaille, run by the Confederation, that were mind-numbingly backwards and confusing. A clerk, one who actually knew his way around, could spend his entire career unsuccessfully trying to find a particular file room. And when he retired, he’d learn by accident that his desk had been located inside the file room in question. Or he’d find out it was in another galaxy, beyond the reach of mortals; or at the center of a black hole; or it was just a philosophical concept with no tangible meaning. 
 
    And all of that wasn’t much of an exaggeration. Because I had seen stuff like that more times than I could possibly count. 
 
    We made it out to the street and began walking up the sidewalk. MTB had to be in front of me because I took up a lot of space. And I even had to turn sideways now and then. 
 
    “Did you know junk has been stolen from the relic?” I asked him. 
 
    “Junk? Like trash?” 
 
    “No, stupid. Do you think the relic has garbage?” 
 
    “How should I know?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, do you think anyone would want to steal relic garbage even if there was some?” 
 
    “Of course they would. Garbage from a Thad Elon relic would be worth a fortune.” 
 
    “True. No, I got the idea it was like…components or something.” 
 
    “Someone is scavenging from that?” MTB asked, horrified, as he pointed up. 
 
    “That’s what he told me. You hadn’t heard anything?” 
 
    “No. I don’t even know how that’s possible. Or why anyone would do it. I don’t want that thing landing on me. It’d break the damn planet in half.” 
 
    “I said the same thing,” I replied. 
 
    “How did this come up in conversation?” 
 
    “He wants me to help him find it. The parts.” 
 
    “Why you? Why didn’t he contact the police or the Navy or whatever official group is responsible for stolen relics?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess because I’ve met, and been slapped around by, Thad Elon a bunch of times.” 
 
    “I’m not sure many people believe that. And how does that make you an expert? It’s really weird he would ask you,” he said suspiciously. 
 
    “It’s not like I volunteered. But he kind of hinted it would be bad if I didn’t help. Besides, I need to work some real jobs. I’ve been tapping my savings and that always makes me super nervous.” 
 
    “You live with Cliston. As old as he is, as much as he’s done, he has to be rich,” MTB said. 
 
    “I don’t think so. All the writing and pamphlets he makes are free. And he spends a lot of money. Every single item in our apartment is the absolute best there is in the entire galaxy. We don’t own any discount products.” 
 
    “Those are assets, though. You can always pawn that stuff.” 
 
    “But they’re only things Cliston can truly understand. And having the most fantastic tea spoons in existence might be worth something, but no one is going to give anywhere near what Cliston paid for them.” 
 
    “You could have an estate sale.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not selling Cliston’s stuff. You want to help me with the job finding the relic trash? It pays.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Well, he’s giving me seventeen a week, so I’ll give you half.” 
 
    “Seventeen what? Credits? Wow. It’s…actually hard for me to comprehend how little that is. I could make more than that recycling the spent cartridge cases I find at crime scenes. Hell, I could make more selling the blood at crimes scenes. Besides, I just got put back on the force. I’m not going to go off on a hundred side projects. That’s how I got booted out in the first place.” 
 
    “But this is the Adjunct Overwatch.” 
 
    “Besides being cheap, does he seem legit? Or is he like Garm?” MTB asked. 
 
    “I think he’s super legit. Which is bad news for us.” 
 
    “For you.” 
 
    “Oh, I totally forgot. You got kicked off the police force for being too law-abiding,” I said sarcastically. “Hey, do you know a gal named Mish Walker? Kind of small, pretty lady.” 
 
    “You expect I know every person in the city?” 
 
    “She’s wealthy—hopefully.” 
 
    “I don’t organize debutante balls when I’m not cleaning up homicides.” 
 
    “She’s on Tip Topper Lane. Huge house,” I added. 
 
    “I don’t go by there too often. Why you asking?” 
 
    “It’s a client. House got robbed and I wondered if you heard anything.” 
 
    “Rich people don’t use cops. They have private security.” 
 
    “So you know for sure she’s got money?” 
 
    “No. Never heard of her. But Tip Topper Lane is fancy. At least parts of it are.” 
 
    “She has a spikey metal fence. Oh! And her house has five stories of basements.” 
 
    “No fooling?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m amazed we didn’t meet some paleontologists in the elevator.” 
 
    “Some what?” 
 
    “I think those are the scientist people that look at fossils and bones in mud.” 
 
    “Why would they be in the elevator?” he asked me. 
 
    “It was a joke. Like, we’re going so far down we’re running into—it doesn’t matter. I’m just trying to figure out if this lady is worth the effort.” 
 
    “What was stolen?” 
 
    “A case. A trunk.” 
 
    MTB shrugged. 
 
    “She think you’re the lost and found? You’re not going to recover something stolen in Belvaille unless it’s so big or unique you can’t sell it without people noticing. Maybe she’s the one who took stuff from the relic and put it in a trunk—and then someone stole it from her.” 
 
    “That’d be convenient! Then I could just turn her over to Judoth Hartler, get my seventeen-credit reward, and retire to Tip Topper Lane with all my money and buy a spikey fence.” 
 
    “Still can’t believe he’s paying that low.” 
 
    “The rich-lady job pays more. You want a piece of that?” I asked. 
 
    “I got a job already. Turns out, the Plantation of Hatred and Desolation have made it back to the city and have begun their…desolation.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I asked, alarmed at the prospect. 
 
    “How could that possibly be funny? My boss put me in charge of trying to deal with it. The city has about forty new serial killers because of what we did.” 
 
    “Maybe don’t mention that last bit.” 
 
    We had met a village of exiled serial killers in the wilderness and the only way to avoid being serial killed was to let them know they could come back to the city.  
 
    “Too late. Rendrae already reported on it in his newspaper,” MTB complained. “You talk with the Adjunct Overwatch about anything else?” 
 
    “He also wanted me to help him with legislation.” 
 
    “Legislation? You a lawyer now?” 
 
    “He doesn’t know how the city works,” I said. 
 
    “No one does.” 
 
    “Yeah, but while it doesn’t matter if we’re clueless, he has to run it. I told him I would just ask Garm since I didn’t know. Have you seen her, lately? Garm, that is. Or know what she’s doing?” 
 
    “You seem to think I’m stalking every rich, pretty lady.” 
 
    “Garm is attractive, isn’t she?” I replied. 
 
    “I got a tough time seeing past her murderous nature. As for what she’s doing, I think she’s up to her usual Garm business. Except full time. She has to have more money than Thad Elon, but she’s working a thousand scams and angles. If I was her, I’d just kick back and take it easy.” 
 
    “Me, too. But we’re not Garm.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    The Dead and the Dumb 
 
    MTB had to get back to work as a righteous, reformed police detective who didn’t follow wealthy women. And I was hungry. 
 
    I was pretty much always hungry other than a few precious moments after I ate. My omnipresent starvation was a consequence of my mutation, but I was very often teased about it.  
 
    My statue had been commissioned by the restauranteurs of the city. It’s not as if the regular citizens cared about, or even knew, me. It wasn’t even that the criminals cared about me—they didn’t care about anything except themselves.  
 
    But I ate a lot. So restaurants loved me. Cliston bought nice things with his money. I spent nearly all my cash on food. 
 
    Food was my…everything. 
 
    Most living things could regenerate to some extent. Replace and rebuild cells and heal wounds. But my body could cure just about anything a harsh galaxy could imagine—and trust me, the galaxy could imagine more horrendous things than you could imagine. My physiology was even able to regrow my teeth. And I know that for a fact because a thirty-foot monster once knocked out all my chompers. 
 
    My butler Cliston made the best food…anywhere. But he couldn’t cook for me every meal because he never did anything that wasn’t perfect. And perfection takes time. We agreed he would make me one meal a day—two, if I was super lucky. That gave him enough leeway to pursue other interests and work on other jobs. Which was great, because we needed the money. But it meant I had to buy food from non-amazing chefs. 
 
    I waddled on over to a place that sells soup. 
 
    I’d never been a huge soup fan. Seems like an awful lot of water. I mean, that was kind of what soup was, right? You couldn’t have a dry soup. Soups generally weren’t very calorie dense. And I needed a lot of calories. And I didn’t like peeing all the time. 
 
    All that said, this particular soup shop was pretty good. 
 
    I’ve found that most restaurants have one or two excellent dishes and the rest are only mediocre. I’m not sure why. It’s like there is one entrée where they buy decent ingredients and the cooks know how to prepare it. 
 
    And you can’t easily discover what a restaurant’s signature dish is. The waiters won’t tell you because they don’t know or they have a vested interest in pushing the non-specialties. So what I like to do when I visit a new restaurant is eat everything on the menu. That way I can figure out what they’re best at making. And when I come back, I can just order like ten of their feature dishes. 
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t need to do that here. I’d been to this soup shop maybe two or eight times already. I knew their best dish was a thick porridge thing. They called it Sunshine Sprouts, because they were really bad at naming dishes.  
 
    Most soups were too salty. Chefs loved putting salt in soup. Loved it. I think because they were embarrassed of how much water they were serving so they wanted your body to retain it, and make you feel full. Or maybe they believed the only people who went to soup restaurants were severely dehydrated.  
 
    But Sunshine Sprouts was the exception. It had a good balance. It also had a rich stock and was sourced from local animals and vegetables, which was quite rare.  
 
    Despite Belvaille being a planet, we didn’t make much use of it. And we didn’t even know all that much about it. There were no huge tracts of farmlands. Or even small tracts. There were gardens here and there at the edge of town. Kind of near where my cemetery was—which probably wasn’t very sanitary. But the wilderness, not far outside the city, had some cute animals as well as some incredibly dangerous animals. And trying to hunt a cute one for your menu could easily get you eaten by the other. 
 
    I sat on the floor, after clearing some space. 
 
    This soup spot was of an ethnic variety. Of which kind, I didn’t know or care. But one of the customs was to eat the soup in a peculiar manner. They would kind of tilt the bowls into lids and sip from ceramic spouts. It was all very stilted and ceremonial. 
 
    But that nonsense was too dainty for me. So I was just drinking it as fast as it came, which wasn’t fast enough.  
 
    I could see the regulars were annoyed at my slurping and spillage, but that’s their problem. It’s not that I was trying to crap on their culture. They didn’t strike me as ethnics enjoying ethnic meals. I think they were hip people enjoying a trend.  
 
    In any case, there were far too many cultures and customs in the Confederation for any one person—or million people—to possibly keep track of. If someone was capable of getting upset about how another species ate soup, then the hell with them. 
 
    “Maybe, Hank…maybe you could go out on the street where there’s more room. We’ll gladly bring the orders out to you,” the waiter suggested timidly. 
 
    “I’m not going to sit eating in the road like some kind of…automobile,” I replied, offended. 
 
    In my umbrage, I spat half a bowl of soup across the tiles. Which really undercut my assertion that I was some kind of refined diner. I scooched my leg to try and clean it up a bit with my pants, but it didn’t help. The waiter retreated. 
 
    I was a good customer. I knew I was. Maybe not this very second, but overall.  
 
    I spent a lot of money in restaurants. And everyone knew Cliston. So people were aware that I had good taste because of him. Not, like, my personal habits and such. But I got to eat the best food in the galaxy. So if I frequented an establishment, it had to be good. 
 
    I’d been told that there was a “Hank Bump” in business to any restaurant I chose. And it could be up to a 40% increase in sales. It was mostly criminals who were the customers, but money was money. 
 
    As I was eating, I got a tele message about some non-gravedigging, non-debutante, non-Adjunct Overwatch work. I told them I would be there in thirty minutes. 
 
    I paid for my food, but the owner still didn’t seem happy. Yeah, the floor was messy and some of his customers were upset. But I just bought twenty meals in twenty minutes. That had to be worth something. But if they didn’t want my business, I could always eat elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    The subway took me to the center-east side of town to get to my next paying gig. 
 
    I stared at my feet as I sat in the middle of the train car. Anyone who wanted to go forward or back in the train would either have to climb over me or hop over partitions. So they usually found it easier to exit the car and go around—once we were stopped, of course. Dealing with such inconveniences, brought on by the wide variety of life in the galaxy, was not unusual. While I was large, there were numerous species that were bigger.  
 
    Belvaille was a city of immigrants. The Lower City itself was only a few thousand years old, which was easily within the lifespans of many races. And it had grown slowly, so that in those early centuries, there were very few people here at all. 
 
    Over two millennia, there had obviously been many citizens born here. And those “locals” seemed to take great pride in the fact they were natives. But to me, it just proved they were too stupid and lazy to leave. 
 
    There was nothing on Belvaille except the Upper City—which you couldn’t reach—the people who studied it, government workers, and criminals.  
 
    And Lower Belvaille could not ever grant you the qualifications necessary to examine the Upper City. There were no great universities or science institutes here. If you were a local, you would never go to the Upper City. The chances were literally zero. 
 
    So if you were a native and you didn’t leave, you either had to be a cog in the vast government bureaucracy or a criminal. And you had to realize those were your only options from a pretty young age. Forgive me if I thought that you were an idiot for seeing those choices and believing it was a good deal. 
 
    However, Belvaille did pay well. That is, the government side—other than the Adjunct Overwatch, apparently. They had to pay well because the cost of living was so high. 
 
    I’ve been told that different regions could have wildly different reasons for their costs of living. If you’re on some ice planet, water was probably pretty cheap, but a handful of potable soil could be more expensive than gold.  
 
    While there was some manufacturing that went on here, most stuff had to be imported. On the other end of the spectrum, our land was super cheap. We had twenty-three time zones we weren’t even using. You could build a racetrack so big that the vehicles finished before they even started—assuming they could go at least 1,000 miles an hour and streak across continents. 
 
    To relocate to Belvaille, as most people did, you were taking a big risk. And it wasn’t cheap to visit. 
 
    The Lower City was indeed huge and urban and vibrant. But it was still just one town. Even if you lived in some lousy, one-stoplight city on a crappy planet, you couldn’t just hitchhike your way to Belvaille. It cost a fortune to book passage and go through Portal after Portal and hope you liked living here once you arrived. Because it would cost the same amount to leave and go back home. 
 
    The residents of Belvaille were gamblers. Almost to a person. Even the stodgy scientist-types working on the relic were gutsier and bolder than their colleagues, or they never would have ventured here in the first place. And the criminals…man, you’ve never seen such rampant speculators. By definition, they were involved in high-risk, high-reward occupations.  
 
    Because of the adventurous spirit of the inhabitants, there existed every type of gambling option in the city. Anything you could possibly wager on, we had it. I couldn’t say our games of chance were actually any good, however. 
 
    We had some casinos. But you could only call them that if you were feeling generous. They were fairly shoddy and decidedly low on entertainment. But Belvaille didn’t care. We took our gambling seriously and we didn’t need frills or embellishments. Just show us some dice, the odds, the payout, and get out of the way. 
 
    If I was smarter—and had a private fortune—I’d build my own casino and rake in the cash. But I wasn’t that smart, and I certainly wasn’t that wealthy. 
 
    I bring up the history of gambling because the job I was hired to do was to assist at a betting hall. This was a common occurrence for me. Not only because gambling organizations made money and were omnipresent in the city, but because they also seemed to have lots of violent confrontations.  
 
    This wasn’t my first choice. I really liked having to sort out issues with money launderers—they were so quiet and polite—but they rarely needed my help. 
 
    This particular group was involved in promoting animal fights. It was just a big room in a small warehouse. And half the building was partitioned off and was some kind of laundromat. 
 
    There were a bunch of chairs and stools and benches for the various customer species, and in the center was a tank of water and two creatures seemed to be…I guess that was fighting. I didn’t live underwater and rarely visited, so I couldn’t say for sure. 
 
    The animals in question looked like a cross between monkeys and octopus. Octopuses. Octo-things. They had tentacles. 
 
    But they were slow. They were in water. They didn’t seem particularly interested in fighting. Or maybe it was a war of words and I just couldn’t hear because of the water and yelling people. 
 
    It wasn’t the gamblers who were yelling. There were maybe thirty or so customers here and they all seemed to be engrossed in the slow-motion water dance.  
 
    There were two sets of criminal groups who were yelling. Spoiling the aquatic fun for everyone. 
 
    I stomped up, trying to be as scary and intimidating as possible. But I stopped when I realized the floor was sopping wet. Like, huge puddles of water everywhere. 
 
    “Is that thing leaking?” I asked.  
 
    It was a fairly big tank of water. If it ruptured, it’d at the very least knock down everyone here. But I was also asking because standing in alcohol, liquid narcotics, vomit, and urine were all regular occupational hazards for me. 
 
    “Hank, tell these jort-snarts to push off. We got this booked,” one of the men said. 
 
    “What’s a jort-snart?” I asked. 
 
    “No. No. This is ours. Lenus made a deal with Fast Fast Laser Ace to trade the Southside Easy Track on Tuesday. That was the deal. And this is ours,” another man replied. 
 
    I stared at the two groups. They all looked like street thugs, not particularly successful, but particularly violent—lots of sputtering, blustering, and open-carry firearms. 
 
    That was a bad mix. Low-level crooks had a lot less to lose and a lot more to prove. And they could be living day-to-day, where any interruption in their meager earnings meant they didn’t eat dinner. These were the worst types of people to deal with because there was no wiggle room. 
 
    “So who was it exactly who hired me?” I asked, raising my hand. 
 
    “Zapman Falling Eyes,” one said to me, and immediately launched back into his argument. 
 
    “And is he here?” I inquired. 
 
    “No. At the park,” he said, annoyed at my interruption. 
 
    I didn’t know any of these people. I didn’t know Zapman Falling Park or Fast Lasers Easy Track. I didn’t know what those animals were in the tank and why they seemed so bored. And I was still concerned about the liquid everywhere. It was probably water. Probably. 
 
    I pushed myself between the two groups. They were forced to back up and make room for me or get squished. 
 
    “Hey. So I’m sure we can sort this out. But I need to get some facts first,” I said. 
 
    “Back off. I’ll handle it,” a voice called from behind me. 
 
    “Blokhead!” a man from the opposite group cheered. 
 
    The person in question began to slowly move toward us and I grit my teeth with exasperation. 
 
    Blokhead was technically a Colmarian. He had been a member of the Dead of Nova Ammonium 6%. That group was a collection of asteroid miners who had been hit with a terrible disease and, to save themselves, they encased what little biology they had left inside a patchwork of mining equipment and medical devices. 
 
    The Dead of Nova Ammonium came to Belvaille to try and assassinate someone, and Blokhead stayed behind when they all left.  
 
    He looked like a walking junkyard of a robot. Massive. He was about eight feet tall, five feet wide, and three feet deep. He was constructed of industrial mining gear, which not only had to do the rigorous activity of drilling, but do so in outer space. He had two arms, two legs, and a torso. He spoke using speakers and had cameras and sensors mounted all around his body in order to see. 
 
    He really annoyed me because he did pretty much everything I did, except a little bit better.  
 
    “I already got it covered,” I said. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” Blokhead replied, clanging forward. He paused halfway across the room. “Is this pee I’m standing in?” 
 
    “I think the tank is leaking. Or they slosh around when they put in the fish,” I explained. 
 
    “Okay, because I can’t smell anything. And if I’m standing in piss I have to know so I can hose myself off. I don’t want to go around stinking like a hobo and not know it.” 
 
    Blokhead walked over to me and the groups had to further separate. In fact, the spectators and gangs had to pretty much go to the other side of the room because they couldn’t see past us and they were in danger of being stepped on by the two people they hired to protect them. 
 
    When I saw everyone had moved away, I addressed Blokhead directly. 
 
    “What are you doing here? This is my job,” I said. 
 
    “It’s called ‘freedom of work.’ You’re not the High Lord Employment Agency.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is stupid. Now nothing will get solved.” 
 
    “I can fix it. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Fast trigger Zap something-something Tuesday. The point is, people hire me—or you, I assume—because we’re gang negotiators. So these angry guys got to stop being angry and listen for a change.” 
 
    “They can still listen. They just got to listen to me as well.” 
 
    “But they’re not. Look, they’re over there fighting. This is what I do. I’ve been doing it for like, 10,000 years.” 
 
    “So? You think you’ve cornered the market on being big and tough?” 
 
    “No. But if one side hires a bulletproof guy to fix things, and the other side hires a bulletproof guy to fix things, we’re back to where we started,” I explained. 
 
    “I’ll talk to your guys and you talk to mine.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work like that. Your people will just order you to shoot my people. Or shoot me.” 
 
    “Why would I shoot you? You’d probably eat the bullets.” 
 
    “There’s one job I can reliably do on Belvaille and you got to come and try and do the same thing? You’re not even like a real person.” 
 
    “I am a person! That’s racist. I’ve got certificates from two Senators, a Governor, two Regional Monarchs—” he began. He projected holograms and videos of the various authorities that proved he was a certifiably Colmarian Colmarian. 
 
    “No, I’m asking what do you need money for? You’re a damn machine. You don’t need to eat or a place to sleep.” 
 
    “I need replacement parts which cost a lot more than food. I need fuel. I require everything that you do. It’s just that I’m not some rich bastard like Hank!” 
 
    “What?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “People like you been making my life hell for as long as I can remember. I come to the one city in the galaxy where class doesn’t matter and then you show up and try and put me in my place. Well, I ain’t going!” 
 
    I think he tried to point at me, but he didn’t really have fingers. 
 
    “I’m not rich. What gave you that dumb idea?” 
 
    “Who you trying to kid? You got a butler. And not just any butler, but Cliston. The bestest butler in the whole galaxy!” 
 
    “Don’t get mad at Cliston on my account.” 
 
    “How could I be mad at him? He’s a butler. He’s as working class as you can get. And he’s a great guy.” 
 
    “How do you know Cliston?” I asked. 
 
    “He saw me one day and told me about a process to get my rear plate shiny.” 
 
    At this, Blokhead took the laborious steps to turn around and show me his back. 
 
    “Wow. That is pretty shiny,” I admitted. 
 
    “Yeah. And he did that for free. Just walked by and laid it on me. And he works for you all the time. Everything you own must be sparkling.” 
 
    “He doesn’t really work for me. We kind of…he pays most of the rent. All of it…mostly. But I’m not wealthy at all.” 
 
    “See? This is what pisses me off about you. You’re such a phony. You’re not some regular guy like us.” 
 
    “You’re not a guy! Your name is Blokhead. You don’t even have a head. That’s a stupid nickname.” 
 
    “It’s not block like a square. The blok is the starting point of asteroid mining. The most dangerous part when you first begin operations. I was the head miner. So I was the blok head—it’s a standard mining term.” 
 
    “Well…not everyone’s going to know something like that,” I replied defensively. 
 
    “Yeah, not someone like you, because you never had to work for a living or get your pretty hands dirty.” 
 
    I stared at my hands, momentarily at a loss. No one had ever referred to my hands as being pretty before. 
 
    “You’re the one who doesn’t need this job. You’re friends with the Adjunct Overwatch and Thad Elon and fricken’ Boranjame,” he continued. 
 
    “I’m not friends with Boranjame. They killed me!” 
 
    “See? Exactly. They wouldn’t lift a finger for someone like me and they went out of their way to kill you.” 
 
    “They don’t have hands, dummy. They’re big crystals,” I said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know. Because I’m not pals with intergalactic space gods.” 
 
    We stopped arguing for a bit because we saw the gangs were now shooting at each other. The spectators began to flee—only the most persistent aquatic gamblers remained crouched behind their chairs. 
 
    “This is what I’m talking about,” I began. “I don’t even know which side is which. And they didn’t wait for us. Even gutter trash like them could tell this was a waste of time.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re trash. It’s your upper-crusty attitude that made this blow up. No one can relate to you.” 
 
    “And they can relate to you? You’ve only been on Belvaille for a handful of months.” 
 
    “But I know these guys. I’ve been working with them my whole life. We’ve been shoulder to shoulder standing up to jerks like you. You were probably born rich.” 
 
    “My species was bioengineered. We were slaves!” 
 
    “See? At least someone wanted you. Wanted you enough to actually build one. They sent us out to die on asteroids—pulling back minerals for fancy farts like you to enjoy.” 
 
    “I’m a gravedigger. I dig graves,” I said, exasperated. 
 
    “What do you mean by graves?” 
 
    “It’s where you put dead people that you don’t incinerate. You bury them in boxes and put dirt on them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s like a ceremonial thing. You take the corpse and you put nice clothes on it, and I think the family walks by and says whatever they want to say. And then I take the corpse and put it in the ground.” 
 
    “Sounds like a rich-people thing,” he said suspiciously. 
 
    “Kind of. But you’d be surprised how many graves don’t have anything valuable in them. But look, we shouldn’t be taking the same jobs. Work on what you want, but not the exact, specific assignment that I’m on,” I said. 
 
    “Competition is the cornerstone of the Colmarian economy. You high-society folks are always trying to make a monopoly. Push out the little guys. That’s illegal. Antitrust.” 
 
    “Look around. We’re criminals. Helping other criminals. This isn’t covered by governmental regulations of fairness.” 
 
    “It should be,” he said. 
 
    “Blokhead, just listen to me for a second. If we keep showing up on the same job and this keeps happening,” I said, motioning to the escalating gun battle, “then no one is going to hire either of us. Because we didn’t solve anything.” 
 
    “I’m not taking orders from you. I’m done with your kind,” he sneered. 
 
    “You can’t be blue collar. You don’t even have a collar.” 
 
    “It’s pointless speaking with you,” he replied. He turned and took up a stance like he was about to go break up the fight. “So which of these people are mine?” 
 
    The gambling hall was now complete chaos. There was gunfire all over. Gang members were running in every direction—except for the exits, apparently. Even the swimming monkey-squids were now finally slapping at each other. 
 
    “I’m not sure any more. I think the guy that hired me isn’t here. It was just a tele message,” I said. 
 
    “Tele. That’s how slick you are. Dial Hank for murder. They come see me in person. I get to know who they are. That’s what real people do.” 
 
    “You have a tele. I know you do. Because you called me once.” 
 
    “So? I don’t live on it. I don’t use it to keep the so-called ‘gutter trash’ away. I’m that same trash. Which is something you wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    At that, someone got shot near us and fell to the ground, clutching his leg. 
 
    Blokhead raised an arm above the man. 
 
    “I think this one is mine,” he said, unsure. 
 
    “No, that one is mine.” 
 
    The man in question shot me. 
 
    “Ow!” I said, rubbing my thigh. 
 
    “Hah. Told you he was on my team,” Blokhead said. 
 
    I was pretty sure the guy on the ground was the person I’d spoken to when I came in. 
 
    “Why did you shoot me?” I asked him.  
 
    “So you’d shut the hell up!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    BGC 
 
    I didn’t earn anything for my work at the gambling hall. Blokhead and I had seamlessly collaborated in order to get both our employers shot to pieces. And then he went on to blame me and my “patrician sensibilities” for causing all the destruction. 
 
    I decided to go relax and get something to eat and be surrounded by people like me. 
 
    The BGC was the big social club of the city. I was pretty sure the initials stood for the Belvaille Gentleman’s Club, but every time I asked, everyone got confused. They just called it BGC or simply The B. 
 
    It was a sprawling institution with lots of amenities: it had a swimming pool; a half-sized indoor glocken field; a running track, with varying widths and surface types; enormous collections of exercise equipment; a coffee shop; several bars; various saunas, whirlpools, and spas; and the whole structure had a massive kitchen, producing cooking “inspired by Cliston.” 
 
    They actually had that last bit on a golden plaque on the outside of the building, posted by every entrance. Cliston had worked at the BGC for some months, a bunch of years ago. He had modernized the kitchens and wait staff and everything food related. He no longer worked there, but his influence was still felt, and the food and service were among the best in the city. 
 
    The BGC clientele was almost entirely made up of criminals. Though I heard some of the bigger government offices got an employee discount on memberships. Oh, right, you had to be a member to come in. Though anyone could use the coffee shop and a portion of the restaurants, so that’s often where meetings took place with outsiders. 
 
    And part of the membership criteria was to prove you were a criminal—either that or you paid a much higher price. The BGC didn’t allow the lowly foot soldiers of the criminal world. Those types tended to put graffiti on everything, attempted to steal the exercise machines, and regularly got into extremely bloody conflicts with one another. They simply weren’t cost-effective members.  
 
    There had been a bit of confusion on my status in the BGC because the previous Hank had been a Founding Member. And it was unclear if I could use his credentials. But Cliston vouched for me—in person—and that shut up even the toughest critic or rules-hungry administrator. 
 
    The BGC was a really nice facility. It took up an entire city block and had more levels and basements and hidden rooms and nooks than any one person could ever discover. 
 
    I checked in at the front and they scanned me and took my gun. The front desk always made a fuss when scanning me—because I couldn’t be scanned. The various radiation spectrums couldn’t penetrate my body. They could find my gun easy enough. But I was just a big lead shield as far as scanners went. And the people doing it were usually the bright-eyed new hires—it was grubby work frisking down criminals. 
 
    So they scanned. Adjusted. Scanned. Scanned again. And I finally had to explain it wouldn’t work. Furthermore, I hadn’t swallowed any knives or explosives that I planned on puking up and using inside the club. 
 
    The young man scanning me kept at it, persistently. And finally he had to call up to the office to find out what to do. They cleared me and I went inside. 
 
    “Hey, scumbags!” I yelled to the restaurant. 
 
    No one yelled back, but a few people nodded in acknowledgement. They were all busy being scumbags.  
 
    It was nice to be with my peers.  
 
    These were different than the gambling hall people. Those had been the low end of what Belvaille produced. And a simple disagreement over whose day it was ended up getting something like ten people shot.  
 
    But the people in the BGC were different. These were the heart and soul of Belvaille. 
 
    You could slag off crooks all you liked, but you couldn’t deny they were industrious. They made a business out of stuff that other people found offensive enough to make illegal. Like, the galaxy said that something was a terrible thing to do and we should punish anyone who did it. And this entire society said that they were not only going to do it, they were going to do it so much and so well that they would make a career out of it. 
 
    That’s not only gutsy, it’s pretty damn inventive. 
 
    And as they ate, you could see them scheming and debating and arguing about their illegal occupations. It was a joy to watch. Really. 
 
    Yeah, it’s true I wasn’t particularly good at much else. But I could get a real job if I wanted to. I could…push things. Or…pull things. There were occupations I could do that wouldn’t be against the law. But I really did like criminals. 
 
    Some criminals. Obviously, everyone was different. And there were some truly odious crooks out there. But that was true in any field. It’s just that if someone was a jerk at a business office, they might keep stealing your chair or adjusting the thermostat. But a jerk of a criminal might set your house on fire. So the same level of assitude caused way different casualties. 
 
    I sat down at my reinforced table and ordered a keg of beer and the Hank Special. 
 
    The Hank Special wasn’t on the menu because no one else would ever order it. But it was twenty-five pounds of sausages; twenty-five pounds of fried, starchy vegetables; a gallon of cheese-onion soup; and a small salad. 
 
    The salad had been added by Cliston. I’m not sure how. But the special always came with a salad and waiters would pester me until I ate it. That’s how amazing Cliston was. He hadn’t worked here in years, yet simple waiters were willing to face my wrath on his behalf. 
 
    People tended to move away while I ate. All these hardened criminals—in some cases murderers—would look my direction, cringe, and slowly migrate to other areas while I was partaking. 
 
    I could finish my meal in a half hour. Twenty minutes if I was in a hurry. And I was told the display was “frightening.” A whole lot of species in the galaxy evolved around predators. At some point in their histories, they were in danger of being eaten. And my chewing habits seemed to trigger an unpleasant collective memory across nearly every species. 
 
    When I was at home, Cliston forced me to eat like a gentleman—utilizing manners and etiquette that would be at home in any palace. But when I was on my own, it was nice to be able to cut loose and be a slob.  
 
    As I sat there, enjoying the post glow of a good meal, I stared admiringly at all the lowlifes around me. 
 
    I then realized that I could also get some work done while I was here. I had at least two jobs that needed jobbing. Mish Walker was still expecting me to find her…trunk. And Adjunct Overwatch Judoth Hartler wanted me to find some stolen relic fragments. 
 
    And if anyone was going to steal relics from flying god-cities, or trunks from sub-sub-basements, these were the guys, gals, and aliens to do it. 
 
    I spied Podiver Vance walking from a steam room. You’d think he’d be difficult to miss, given his enormous height. But he was nearly naked and was difficult to see because he was so thin—my brain simply wrote him off as an errant eyelash. 
 
    “Hey, Podiver,” I called, waving. 
 
    I hurried over and the man in question shushed me. 
 
    “Take it easy. I’m trying to keep a low profile,” he said, looking around anxiously. 
 
    “Is that…are you joking?” 
 
    “No. Come to the locker rooms so I can get more than a towel for my ensemble.” 
 
    We remained silent as we wound through the building to the changing rooms. It was a testament to the architecture that Podiver barely had to duck down. Only when going through doorways did he not have enough clearance. The club could handle nearly every alien configuration. 
 
    The lockers were another BGC innovation. With so many lockpickers in residence, the cabinets we put our dirty jockstraps in were more protected than your average bank vault. 
 
    He got on some clothes, waited until the area was mostly clear, and then resumed our conversation. 
 
    “Some people are upset that we went and spoke to the Adjunct Overwatch—as if we had a choice in the matter.” 
 
    “Why would they be mad?” I asked. 
 
    “I suppose it’s loyalty to Garm.” 
 
    “What? They hated her! They always gave me crap whenever I stuck up for Garm.” 
 
    “I know. But that was just appearances. Protocol. Any criminal who wasn’t a complete fool could recognize that we had it great under Garm’s leadership. She left us pretty much alone. She even took part.” 
 
    “I got in actual fistfights over Garm. People fought me. Got their teeth knocked out. And you’re telling me they really liked her?” 
 
    “You know how they are, Hank,” Podiver replied, waving his feathery hand. “All they have to do is visit an actual Colmarian government building to see how this empire truly operates. I have the perfect example: About two months ago I went to pay some property tax at an enormous municipal building here in the city. And I ended up being trapped in there for 16 hours. I would have confessed to any crime, just to escape. And I wasn’t even being incarcerated. I was trying to give them money.” 
 
    “Yeah. I think the new guy is more like that. Maybe not quite that bad.” 
 
    “Regardless, people are anxious about what he plans to do. He could shut us down overnight,” Podiver said. 
 
    “Nah. He can’t even figure out how the city works. He wanted my help, if you can believe it.” 
 
    “Help on what?” 
 
    “Understanding the city. How it functions, I guess.” 
 
    “What’s there to understand? Most of the illegal operations make use of the traffic that comes to Belvaille on account of the relic. And from there—”  
 
    “Guy, the Adjunct Overwatch isn’t asking how the underworld works. He’s got to figure out how the normal people interact and do stuff,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. Yes. I imagine that would be complicated. What with so many physiologies and empires.” Podiver seemed to be thinking about it for the very first time, his tiny brow furrowed. 
 
    “But that reminds me, have you heard of anything being stolen from the relic?” I asked. 
 
    “Stolen? As in pickpockets prowling the Upper City?” 
 
    “No. People stealing parts off the relic.” 
 
    Podiver shook his head, as shocked as I was at hearing of such a concept. 
 
    “How could anyone reach it to pilfer anything? You do realize the hucksters down here who sell souvenirs are all scam artists?” 
 
    “I know. But I have it on good authority that something was taken,” I said. 
 
    “Who is this good authority?” 
 
    “The Adjunct Overwatch.” 
 
    “Are you quite serious? Is that what he wanted to converse with you about?” he asked. 
 
    “Partially. You deal in all kinds of merchandise, Podiver. You hear anything about that?” 
 
    “No. And just because I sell counterfeit perfume does not imply that I also peddle relics! I would not dream of handling such goods. In fact, that might be the exceptional instance where I turned the perpetrators over to the law,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” I laughed. 
 
    At this point, a number of people had joined us in the locker rooms. Some exercise class or game must have finished up and the participants were getting changed. We didn’t adjust our conversation since we were no longer speaking about the Adjunct Overwatch. 
 
    “Because, Upper Belvaille is above us! I want it to stay above us. People have been disintegrated for merely entertaining harmful thoughts about the relic,” he began. 
 
    “I’m still not sure I believe that.” 
 
    “Regardless, we do know the relic has defenses. Correct?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And we do know it is stupendously powerful and empires across the galaxy clamor to unravel its mysteries. Correct?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So why would any sane person wish to tamper with such a device? It’s called a ‘relic’ for a reason. If anyone interfered with it, it was probably you,” he accused. 
 
    “What? Me? What makes you think I’d be able to do anything to it?” 
 
    “Because you always do things of this nature. Large, catastrophic events that put us all in jeopardy.” 
 
    “What did Hank do now?” some grizzled thug asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Someone has taken parts from Upper Belvaille—snatched from the relic itself. I was saying that the only person who could manage that would be Hank,” Podiver explained. 
 
    “What did you grab?” another man asked me. 
 
    “I didn’t take anything. I’ve never been up there,” I said. 
 
    “Whatcha’ mean by parts? Like a door…or an engine?” someone asked. 
 
    “You stole an engine from the relic?”  
 
    I was becoming surrounded by half-naked gangsters who didn’t approve of actions I hadn’t actually done. 
 
    “No. Hey. Back off! I didn’t mess with the relic. That’s a Thad Elon construct and I know that guy better than most. He’s not someone I go out of my way to bother. I only ever deal with him because the Boranjame keep throwing me at him like a rotten egg,” I rambled. 
 
    The room was quiet, but people were pressing in. This locker room was definitely over capacity in terms of fire safety and I was feeling claustrophobic. 
 
    “You’ve met Thad Elon?” someone asked, amazed. 
 
    “I…yeah. That’s right, you guys haven’t seen him much, huh?” 
 
    “This was what I was referring to. You associate with Boranjame and Thad Elon! And now you’re scavenging from his relic and bringing the Adjunct Overwatch on us,” Podiver stated angrily. 
 
    “What’s he like?” someone asked. 
 
    “The Adjunct Overwatch? Seems nice. Kind of smiley. He’s got nice teeth,” I said. 
 
    “No, stupid. Thad Elon.” 
 
    “Oh. He’s…I mean…we didn’t get along. Not really.” 
 
    “Hank. You pissed off Thad Elon?” 
 
    “No! He never got angry. I tried to stop him…doing stuff. And it didn’t matter what I did. I couldn’t beat him. Never came close.” 
 
    “Did he know you were a crook?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Was that why he was pissed off at you?” 
 
    “No. He didn’t care what we did. Didn’t care whatsoever. In fact, he kind of did some outlaw stuff himself more than a few times,” I said.  
 
    A bunch of the criminals seemed really pleased to hear that. 
 
    I noticed people were hanging on every word and recording me. Thad Elon was almost universally praised in this universe. And no one had ever met him. Which, of course, made it so much easier to be admired because people could assign any attribute to him that they wanted. 
 
    “Look, guys, this was kind of a private conversation,” I said. 
 
    “You’re lying. You didn’t meet no Thad Elon,” someone sneered. 
 
    “You think I give a damn what you believe?” I laughed. 
 
    “Just like Thad Elon,” someone whispered. 
 
    “You’re full of crap, Hank,” the doubter continued. 
 
    “So you all know that I died. I was literally killed. And you couldn’t talk about who, what, or why killed me. Couldn’t speak about it at all. Couldn’t form the words or think the thoughts. And now I’m here again. I look and sound slightly different, and you’re able to speak about my death. All of that is some god-level, mind-crush magic.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “So you know all that, but you think it’s out of the question I actually got beat up by Thad Elon?” 
 
    “He beat you up?” 
 
    “Yeah. A bunch of times,” I admitted. 
 
    “Did he ever say why?” 
 
    “Oh, sure. He told me all sorts of stuff. Crazy, amazing stuff. But I could never really understand him, because I’m not Thad Elon.” 
 
    Everyone nodded like I was some kind of wise, wise man spreading wisdom. It was making me uncomfortable. 
 
    “Hey. I’m not friends with Thad Elon. I’m not friends with the Boranjame. I can’t quote them or pass on useful life information. They play their games at like, the galaxy level. No, the universe level. I’m less than a speck of dust to them.” 
 
    “What does Thad Elon look like?” 
 
    “He’s just a guy. Black eyes. Super-black eyes. Sometimes he’s naked,” I babbled. As I spoke, I felt like people were paying far too much attention to me. “I’d just like to point out that this isn’t a big deal. I don’t really matter. What I’m saying doesn’t really matter—I’m not even saying it right. Let’s get back to our thievery.” 
 
    “But Hank, this is really important stuff. None of us know any of this. We live under Thad Elon. Everything we have is from Thad Elon. And you’ve actually chatted and arm wrestled with him! We’re not trying to bother you or nothing, but whatever you can remember would be great.” 
 
    “I’m not like a memory-and-words kind of person. I’m just a thug. The only reason I brought this up was because someone is stealing parts from the relic. And that’s going to piss off Thad Elon. And I know from experience that he’s not the guy you want to piss off. He’s going to come here and then…” 
 
    “Thad Elon is coming to Belvaille?” 
 
    “He might,” I said ominously. 
 
    “Why would he come to Belvaille? To check up on our race tracks? To buy a cheap, knock-off handbag from Podiver Vance there?” 
 
    “That was uncalled for.” 
 
    “You think Thad Elon hasn’t been here?” I asked. “You think that enormous relic just created itself? It’s a flying country. Thad Elon was down here for years. Probably lots of years. I’m not sure how long it takes to build a country, but it couldn’t have been overnight.” 
 
    “Hank. You think he could have been standing here? Like right here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not a Thad Elon expert,” I said. 
 
    “But you are, Hank. Don’t you see? You’re like the most expert person on Thad Elon there is. What else can you tell us?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just don’t mess with the relic. Leave it alone. We got a good thing here. I don’t want Thad Elon showing up and…doing Thad Elon crap.” 
 
    “Wait. You’re saying he’s still alive? They found his relics thousands of years ago. The Portals and teles were found hundreds of thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “Some are carbon dated to be millions of years old,” another added. 
 
    “If he’s still alive, he’s got to be super old at this point.” 
 
    “What makes Thad Elon Thad Elon is he can’t die,” I said. 
 
    “He’s just like you! Are you…Thad Elon?” a stupid person said, pointing at me. 
 
    “What? You know I can die! You’ve seen me die. I’m practically the best there is at dying. Thad Elon is smart. Like, super smart. People come from across the galaxy to see and learn from his smarts. Does that sound like me? Look, I’m not even sure I’m supposed to be talking about Thad Elon. Just…leave him alone or he’s going to come to Belvaille,” I said. 
 
    I began trying to push my way through the crowd. It had grown much thicker and deeper since I started ranting. And while I could push my way through a dozen people, it felt like there were hundreds, spilling out into the connecting rooms. 
 
    “Hank, do you think you’d meet with Thad Elon if he showed up?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Knowing my luck, probably. But he’d just say a bunch of depressing stuff I didn’t understand and then smack me around. So I’m not looking forward to it. Now move! There’s too many half-nude guys crowding me. You guys never heard of the miracle that is anti-perspirant deodorant?” 
 
    I went out to the other areas of the club and tried to ask about Mish Walker’s stolen trunk, but all anyone wanted to do was blab about Thad Elon.  
 
    When I left the club, people were practically following me out to the sidewalk.  
 
    I should have just kept my mouth shut. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    Tree Forts 
 
    As I was retreating from the BGC, I got a tele message from Adjunct Overwatch Judoth Hartler. I froze in my tracks and I was momentarily terrified. Had he somehow overheard my conversations in the club? Was I under arrest—and he was informing me via tele for some strange reason? 
 
    Thankfully, it was just a question about the city. He wanted my advice on something. Something that I didn’t comprehend. I think it had to do with trash. Actual, you know, city trash. As if I was an expert on such matters. It was a long message and I walked and read at the same time, trying to make sense of what he was looking for. 
 
    I gave up after a few blocks and sent a message to Garm. I would have forwarded the message, but I wasn’t sure if it was secret or proprietary because I didn’t understand it.  
 
    As I waited for Garm to get back to me, I found myself in a decent residential area walking next to their pristine little houses.  
 
    Living under a city-sized relic posed a number of problems. We were constantly in the shade. While it sounds scary, and people made it out to be scary—The City of Perpetual Night! —it was merely shade. Shade wasn’t darkness, and it could be nice, especially in the hot summers. 
 
    And the whole sides of our city were wide open, obviously, so light could get in. Just not a lot of it. 
 
    In consequence of our omnipresent roof, vegetation didn’t thrive down here. Belvaille was surrounded by wilderness for thousands of miles. But only very specific plants could grow in the shade of the Upper City. 
 
    Ours was a big old galaxy, and plant people could always find a way to plant. The Lower City had all kinds of non-native vegetation that didn’t require direct ultraviolet radiation or visible light. The star we orbited emitted numerous bands of radiation—just like every star.  
 
    The plants in the Under City tended to live on the odd x-ray or gamma ray or even radio waves, which bounced around and weren’t completely blocked by the relic. Though the really successful plants usually required local light sources, such as a UV bank situated nearby. 
 
    But the street I was on had actual trees. Three trees per block. They were odd things that appeared as if they had been colored by a small child.  
 
    The thick trunks were bright purple, with the tops exploding into a mass of branches sporting leaves that were an intense shade of yellow. From a distance, they looked nice. But up close, they were simply too much.  
 
    The trees were gummy things. They didn’t have a protective bark. If you tried to carve your name on one, you’d have your hand covered in sticky goo almost immediately.  
 
    So the bottom eight or so feet of the trees had metal supports around them. Not only to protect them from bad drivers and such, but to keep them upright in the winds and weather that these rubber trees could not otherwise withstand. 
 
    And that seemed silly to me. They took all this effort to find trees that could grow in the semi-darkness. And then they turned them into industrial-looking metal columns. Which made you wonder why they didn’t just build some metal trees and paint them horrible colors. You only had to do that once and they’d last for a century.  
 
    But what did I know about city planning? Which was a valid question I should have asked the Adjunct Overwatch. 
 
    As I was busy pondering trees, a woman dropped down in front of me. It was such a surprising event that I looked up and around to see if it was raining women. Because if it was, I would definitely need to upgrade my umbrella—turn it upside down and make it a big bowl. 
 
    The precipitated woman in question was shortish, youngish, blondish, and carried what I thought was a silver baton in each hand. 
 
    “How did you get up that tree?” I asked, when I realized she wasn’t actual rain. 
 
    She began twirling her batons and was obviously quite skilled with them. She moved with precision and a kind of rhythmic beauty.  
 
    But I knew immediately what was going on. So I gave her a kind of half smile, nodded at her routine, and attempted to walk past. 
 
    She moved back in front of me on the sidewalk and continued her display. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t have any spare change,” I began. “I work in a cemetery. It’s not really a lucrative profession.” 
 
    Belvaille had a lot of street performers. And street vendors. And street thieves, gamblers, pickpockets, and drug dealers.  
 
    The open streets were the business offices for a good chunk of our population. Enterprising artists and crooks. 
 
    “Where is the San-sane recording?” she asked cryptically, continuing her dance. 
 
    “I’m serious. I don’t have any money. I like what you’re doing. Especially the twirly stuff. But you might want to go to some busier streets downtown. And these homeowners might get mad if you bust up their trees.” 
 
    The lady continued her dance and even kicked it up a notch.  
 
    I then realized she wasn’t holding batons, they were blades. Machetes. Which made her a very Belvaille-type of busker. She wasn’t strumming an instrument and singing a song, she was catering to the local audience and spinning swords. 
 
    While she was midroutine, she accidentally hit me with one of the blades. 
 
    “You might want to practice some more with those. If I was anyone else and you smacked me with that, you’d have a big problem on your hands,” I explained. 
 
    She spun, dipped, kicked, and flipped and the blades hit me a dozen more times. I began to slowly realize that the tree woman might actually not be a street performer. She could be attacking me. 
 
    “Wait. So what’s going on here?” 
 
    “Where the San-sane recording?” she asked again, putting the tip of a blade directly under my nose. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    She flicked her blades and not only hit my nose, but a bunch of other places. Too many to keep track of. 
 
    The blades, though pretty, simply weren’t bladey enough to hurt me. They either needed way more force behind them, or had to have molecule-thin cutting edges. As it was, they simply clanged off me without doing any damage at all. 
 
    The woman seemed to realize this as well. So she took out her aggression on my clothes. In a few seconds, my shirt turned into confetti and my pants were next in line.  
 
    I didn’t fancy myself a nudist—and other people didn’t fancy it either—so I tried to back away and put my arms up to protect my clothes. 
 
    But she was a dedicated little busker and wouldn’t be deterred.  
 
    I moved behind the metal-ensconced tree and that at least gave me cover. I wasn’t sure if she was concerned about damaging her hiding spot or if she didn’t want to mess up her blades on the supports, but she slowed down her assault. 
 
    “Where San-sane recording?” she repeated angrily. 
 
    “No idea what that is.” 
 
    “San-sane recording!” 
 
    “Saying it louder isn’t the same as explaining,” I explained loudly. 
 
    But this exchange wasn’t getting us anywhere. She was apparently not satisfied with my answers and I was running out of clothes. 
 
    I had a brainstorm on how I might extricate myself from this mess. I took a few steps back and rushed forward, putting all my weight into the rubbery tree.  
 
    The metal supports gave out and the tree was severely damaged. However, the stubborn tree didn’t topple over as I had intended. 
 
    But the upper branches were just as gelatinous as the base. And with the tree swaying wildly, branches twisted and snapped.  
 
    A shower of bright leaves descended. But along with them came some much heavier limbs, which splattered all over the sidewalk. 
 
    As agile as the street performer was, she couldn’t dodge a raining rainforest. She was hit by several branches and became covered in sticky tree sap. While the limbs weren’t especially firm, they were still weighty. And they had fallen twenty or so feet. 
 
    The feisty woman was immediately de-feisted. She seemed more than happy to rest on the sidewalk and groan. 
 
    I took this opportunity to leave. I still didn’t know what a Sing-sane recording was, but I didn’t want to know. 
 
    It was a few blocks later and my heartrate had returned to normal. I kept checking behind me to see if the woman was going to resume her aggressive busking, but I saw no sign of her.  
 
    My clothes were in a state. What was left of my shirt looked almost cool enough that I might have done it on purpose. But in my experience, people who wore revealing clothes usually had something flattering to reveal. 
 
    My sliced-and-diced shirt merely highlighted my belly and love handles. I don’t think the woman did that intentionally. It’s just that…I had a belly and love handles. And a lack of shirt made that even more obvious. 
 
    I wasn’t amazingly shy or prudish, but I felt this wasn’t a particularly good look for me. As I walked, I kept trying to adjust the strands and slits of my partial shirt. 
 
    While I was occupied with my apparel, a different woman dropped down in front of me on the sidewalk. 
 
    “What is going on with these trees?” I asked, looking up at the offending forest. I half expected to see a dozen street performers up there, waiting for their turns. 
 
    This new lady in front of me was also short-ish. I couldn’t tell much more about her appearance because she was wearing tactical combat armor. She had on a helmet, and her body was girded with polymer plates studded with metal. I could only guess she was a she based on her shape and voice. 
 
    “The Exalted Daesh motif! Where did you put it?” she yelled. 
 
    But I wasn’t in the mood. I reached for my back holster and pulled out my shotgun. Realistically, it wasn’t a great gun to use against someone with body armor. Her gear could protect her from anything smaller than a high-caliber rifle round.  
 
    But the thing about shotguns is they shoot shot. And shot is comparatively small and comes out in a spray pattern. And body armor like hers can’t cover everywhere. There had to be gaps to allow movement. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” I asked her. 
 
    I got as far as “know” before she spun around and kicked the weapon away from me—damn slippery handles. 
 
    “Do you know what that is?” I repeated, pointing at the gun that was no longer in my possession. 
 
    My shotgun was safely fifteen feet away. It was like I was implying that the gun might come alive and shoot her all by itself.  
 
    “The Exalted Daesh motif,” she repeated. And just to show off, she took out a squat submachine gun that had been strapped to her thigh. 
 
    “Pfft. That gun can’t hurt me. I’m—” I began. 
 
    And then she shot me once on each eyeball and once on the tip of my peepee maker!  
 
    While her gun wasn’t especially powerful or potent, the perfect accuracy of her shots—and her compelling target selections—was more than a little uncomfortable and I winced and covered myself. 
 
    Marksmanship aside, those shots, taken so quickly and from the hip, were generally beyond the capabilities of any weapon. Guns simply weren’t that accurate. There was wind. There were small gravitational and magnetic anomalies. And gunpowder was a chemical reaction whose composition was never going to be perfectly consistent. 
 
    All of this made me realize that I was either facing off against the luckiest tree-sitting-hex-lugger in the universe, or she was an incredibly skilled adversary. 
 
    “Where are you keeping it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied honestly. 
 
    I tried to move toward my shotgun while alternating covering my groin and face, but the woman headed me off. 
 
    However, as good as she was at shooting, sitting in treetops, and posing unanswerable hypothetical questions, she apparently didn’t understand my firearm. While she had easily kicked the gun from my hand, that was largely due to me being clumsy and the handles being polished mother of pearl. 
 
    My gun was now sitting on the ground and she tried to kick it further away. And it moved like one foot and I could tell she hurt her ankle in the process.  
 
    That shotgun probably weighed about a sixth as much as she did. That would be like me trying to kick away a motorcycle—which would be utterly foolish. And I knew it would be foolish because I tried doing that not long ago when I was hoping to intimidate an unruly gang. After I broke my toe kicking a motorcycle, I failed in my quest to intimidate them. 
 
    If this woman broke her toe or not, she didn’t say. But she shot me on my ear, picked up my gun, and underhand swung it across someone’s front yard and into their side trash can. It was about a twenty-five-foot basket, using a twenty-five-pound gun, while she was moving, and after she had shot me! 
 
    “Did you actually mean to sink that shot?” I asked her. This lady was literally good at everything. 
 
    “I’m not interested in you. I just want the motif.” 
 
    “I get that a lot. But seriously, I have no idea what you’re referring to.” 
 
    “I can force you to talk.” 
 
    “Lady, talking isn’t the problem. I can talk up a storm. People usually shoot me to stop me from talking. But unless you can force me to understand, we’re not going to solve the mystery of the exalt motifs.” 
 
    She shot me several more times, but didn’t hit anything as painful as the earlier shots, mostly because I was keeping myself turned and covered. But I didn’t feel like walking down the street with a woman taking potshots at my reproductive regions. 
 
    My head was tilted down to protect my eyes, and I noticed the sidewalk around here wasn’t typical Belvaille. Some neighborhoods splurged a little on this or that in order to stand out. This one already had the sticky trees in an effort to set their street apart—and raise their property values. 
 
    But they also had custom-tiled sidewalks. It wasn’t just some enormous slab of concrete like most areas. The sidewalks here were made up of individual tiles fitted together. The pieces were kind of blueish stones.  
 
    I suspected the effect was pretty nice-looking, but I wasn’t really sure, because I was busy being shot by a submachine gun. 
 
    I went to the edge of the front lawn I was next to, put my hand under their thin layer of artificial grass, and picked up one of the tiles. There was only a small amount of mortar sealing the sidewalk and it easily came loose.  
 
    When I pried it up, I was surprised at how heavy it was. The tile was two feet on each side, about an inch and a half thick, and weighed about fifty pounds. I guess it had to be heavy-duty to be used on a sidewalk with aliens stomping around. 
 
    Long ago, I had played professional glocken. And moving tokens was part of that sport. I had practiced it over and over. And while I hadn’t been all that great at the activity, and this tile wasn’t exactly like a glocken token, I had non-zero ideas of how to get it from here over to there. 
 
    I cupped it, tucked it, cocked back, and hurled.  
 
    The tile took a lazy, parabolic arc while spinning madly. Its trajectory was completely not what I had intended. In fact, I hadn’t even thought it was possible for it to behave like that. Which showed the massive disconnect between how I remembered myself playing glocken and reality. 
 
    The woman seemed as surprised as I was and she had difficulty anticipating a piece of sidewalk flying at her.  
 
    I didn’t come close to hitting her. I missed by six feet. Not everyone was an expert at picking up random objects, like shotguns or floor tiling, and throwing them dozens of feet into a basket.  
 
    When the tile smacked the rest of the sidewalk it shattered into a million pieces. Which also was not something I had anticipated. The tile I threw blew itself up when it hit other versions of itself—yet the tiles on the ground looked totally fine. 
 
    The shattering tile sounded scary—like a tiny mountain being violently strip-mined by tiny excavators. And as the tile hurtled through the air, it had a heft and momentum that made you take notice and stop blabbing about motifs for a moment. 
 
    So I hurried over to grab another piece of sidewalk. I lifted it up and the woman shot the tile three times. I suppose in an attempt to break it or make me drop it. But the bullets didn’t even leave a scratch. 
 
    This was some weird floor-tile composition. Bulletproof, tileproof, but if you heaved them, they broke. Seemed like a design oversight. Then again, how often did people throw sidewalks? 
 
    I flung this piece at her and didn’t even stop to see if it connected. I reached over to get another tile. I planned on throwing this whole street at her piece by piece. 
 
    “We aren’t finished! I want that Exalted Daesh motif,” the woman said. 
 
    I didn’t answer because I didn’t know what she was talking about and she seemed intent on not telling me. 
 
    As I was lining up to chuck more masonry at her, she dropped her arm and a smoke bomb exploded. 
 
    A black cloud enveloped her and I couldn’t have been more surprised. The fog wasn’t big. It wasn’t poison—not that I could tell. 
 
    It was now daylight—albeit a shady daylight—and we were in a residential area. A smoke bomb was completely useless here. There was nowhere to go and the smoke would clear momentarily. 
 
    I kept one hand up by my eyes and my weaponized sidewalk at the ready.  
 
    It took maybe ten seconds for the wind to dissipate the smoke. 
 
    And she was gone! 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    I turned around. I looked back up the tree, which was behind me and had not been obscured by smoke. 
 
    Where did she go? I walked over and examined the area where she had been standing.  
 
    There was the depleted smoke device. The sidewalk seemed to be intact—other than the tile fragments I threw. There were no hidden doors or boxes. There was nothing out here. Street on one side, front lawn of a house on the other. 
 
    I kept myself poised for several minutes. I expected her to jump back out from…wherever she went, and shoot me in the butt. 
 
    “Hey, Hank old buddy. What you got there?” a man called from a car passing by. This wasn’t a busy section of street and the driver was free to slow his car and yell out the window. 
 
    “Nothing. Sidewalk,” I stated, still ready to fight. 
 
    “Oh. Cool. Is that…is there money in sidewalks?” 
 
    “Maybe. What? You seen an angry lady? Submachine gun. Body armor.”  
 
    “Today?” he asked. My description was not very unique for the citizens of Belvaille. 
 
    “Never mind. I’m busy,” I said, and pointed at the sidewalk tile as proof. 
 
    “Alright. We got to settle that Motin-Maste when you get the chance.” 
 
    I finally recognized who was shouting to me. He was wearing a car so it was hard to see. His name was Lelrin and he had tipped me off about a grave to rob—and we robbed it. We never split the goods. 
 
    “I sold everything weeks ago. It was only about thirty credits. Costume jewelry,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. But you were right, those teeth had diamonds in them. Once I yanked them out, I got 542 from ’em. I figure half is yours.” 
 
    I let down my guard and turned my full attention to Lelrin. 
 
    “Wow, that’s really decent of you,” I said, surprised. 
 
    “No big deal. I don’t want you coming after me thinking I was holding back. Besides, I got another lead.” 
 
    I walked closer to the car, because I could see he didn’t want to scream it out the window for all to hear. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Hey, that’s some nice floor tiling. Is it a custom job? Where you get it?” 
 
    “This? Right over there. My shotgun’s in the trashcan and people keep dropping from the trees.” 
 
    “I see. Anyway, I was pulling a job a few nights ago and someone let slip that there’s real pieces of the relic for sale.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. Some scabs have figured a way to take parts off the city. The Upper City! And this guy who blabbed is just a little flipper. We could gank ’em, take the parts, and sell ’em to all the brain-types here for the relic. That’s got to be worth a lot, right?” 
 
    I stood in the street agog. I practically dropped my sidewalk I was so stunned. 
 
    “Who told you this? Where was he?” 
 
    “I…I mean, I want to keep that on the needly-know, you know? But you up for some of that action? We could use a heavy and you’re about the heaviest heavy.” 
 
    “Who has these parts?” I asked, putting my hand on his door and bending part of the car frame. 
 
    My level of interest seemed to frighten Lelrin and he stepped on the gas. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled. 
 
    I quickly hurled the tile at him. It smacked into the rear of the car and demolished two taillights, part of the bumper, and bent some cosmetics. 
 
    The car sped off, with one wheel scraping the fender and making a terrible racket. 
 
    When it was gone, I got out of the street and picked up another sidewalk tile. I went to retrieve my gun from the trashcan. 
 
    “Hello,” a homeowner said, as he peeked from his side door at the mutant Ontakian digging through his garbage. 
 
    “Just getting my shotgun,” I explained. 
 
    “Okay. He’s just getting his shotgun, dear,” he related to his wife. I think he was trying to convey the somewhat dangerous situation in a pleasant voice.  
 
    I found my gun. It had mostly been sitting on top of the trash, though something was smeared on one side. I tried to replace the lid on the garbage, but when the tree-motif woman had thrown my weapon, it had twisted the top of the can and it could no longer close properly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” the man said, as I tried to slam it over and over again. 
 
    “Are you holding a piece of our sidewalk?” a woman asked. She stepped out past her husband and seemed to be wearing a nightrobe. She was not the same species as the man and was nearly twice his size.  
 
    “This?” I had already stowed my shotgun and had forgotten all about the tile.  
 
    Part of me was still confused about everything that had happened in such a short period of time. I felt I was a lot more dangerous with sidewalk tile than I was with a shotgun. But, on reflection, I also knew my shotgun was way more valuable. And I could get stone tiles anywhere.  
 
    “Um, yeah it is,” I finally admitted. 
 
    “Can you put it back?” she demanded. 
 
    “It’s fine, dear,” the husband cautioned. 
 
    “Sure. Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “Is your name Hank?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. That’s me.” 
 
    “I remember you died unspeakably. Why are you tearing up the sidewalk?” 
 
    “That’s…those things aren’t related. Maybe they are. I’ll put this back. Sorry to disturb you,” I said. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” she asked. My shirt was diced from the first woman and I had green tree sap on me. 
 
    “Nothing. Air flow,” I said vaguely. 
 
    “It’s very fancy,” the husband said nervously. 
 
    I walked to the front and tried to fit the tile back in place, but there were multiple tiles gone and some destroyed. I kind of put mine in the middle. I had also torn up pieces from their fake lawn but there wasn’t anything I could do about that. 
 
    I waved goodbye to the couple, who were still watching me by the door. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t even gone halfway up the street when I saw Blokhead. He was on the sidewalk ahead. 
 
    “Hey, Hank,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, great. You going to attack me, too?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    Which was a weird reply. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked him. 
 
    “My job. Some of us have to work, you know?” 
 
    “Job? You a tour guide or official greeter?” 
 
    “No. I was paid to guard the street.” 
 
    “Guard the street? Didn’t you see that big fight back there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And you stood here and did nothing? Some security guard you are.” 
 
    “I wasn’t paid to guard you. We’re not all your personal flunkies, rich boy.” 
 
    “I’m not rich. But why didn’t you stop that woman?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if that was a date.” 
 
    “Date? What do you mean by date?” 
 
    “Like, was that your girlfriend?” 
 
    “Did that seem like a date to you? We were fighting.” 
 
    “Not very well. And how should I know what a rich mutant like you does on a date?” 
 
    “We busted up all sorts of stuff and you didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “I told you, I was hired to protect the street,” he said, and he motioned to the side. 
 
    “You mean the road? The actual road?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why? Is it valuable?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s just what the contract said: ‘protect the street.’” 
 
    “Dude, they didn’t mean the literal street,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what was in the contract. You didn’t read it.” 
 
    “But it’s just common sense. I assume it was some residents or homeowner’s association that hired you?” 
 
    “Could be,” he said vaguely. 
 
    “Yeah. They want their homes protected. You know, the homes on the street. Not the actual street.” 
 
    “I think you should go back to your fancy dates and leave the work to the working folks.” 
 
    “They weren’t dates!” 
 
    “Those gals were pretty enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, but so what? They were trying to murder me.” 
 
    “See? Attractive women don’t even want to be seen around me, let alone kill me.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Blokhead.” 
 
    “No, you are. Just get out of here.” 
 
    “Why? You afraid I’m going to mess up the street—the city-owned roadway?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I spit into the road. 
 
    Blokhead’s arm spun faster than I had anticipated and smacked me in the face. I staggered a bit, slumped to one knee, and then quickly bounced back up. 
 
    “Lucky shot,” I said. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    And while part of me wanted to escalate things—shoot the road with my gun, drag my feet across it, be all sorts of annoying—I realized it was childish. And I’d had enough brutality for one day.  
 
    I went on my way. As soon as possible, I turned off the street and got away from any trees. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    Ex-Girlfriend 
 
    I had been walking aimlessly for an hour or so. I didn’t have any objective, I was just trying to clear my mind. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Ah!” I yelped.  
 
    The former Adjunct Overwatch was suddenly standing behind me.  
 
    “You know, I’ve just about had enough of women jumping out and asking questions about…snorgle-blorgle,” I complained. 
 
    “Is that some kind of sex term?” 
 
    “Does that sound sexy to you? Is someone going to say snorgle-blorgle and get turned on?” 
 
    “Probably. A lot of weirdos out there.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I admitted.  
 
    Garm was an attractive woman, fit, smart, aggressive, and nearly unscrupulous. I was not used to seeing her without a uniform of some sort. Even when she was relaxing—which was never—she liked to be intimidating.  
 
    Right now she had on a kind of half jacket, leggings, calf boots, and a beret. I knew she probably had a dozen weapons secreted about her person, despite none being visible. 
 
    “Come to think of it, the women who keep falling from the trees might have been Quadrad. They look, act, and everything just like you,” I said. 
 
    “They were brilliant? Wonderful?” 
 
    “Bitchy, bossy, and aggressive.” 
 
    “What were they doing? Oh! Snorble-borble?” 
 
    “They kept asking things I didn’t understand.” 
 
    “Basic arithmetic? Personal hygiene?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what they were on about. But they were clearly mad enough to dice up my shirt and shoot me a bunch of times.” 
 
    “Yeah, you should really get a new shirt. That’s…kind of hurting my brain. You should also eat more vegetables. Or eat a lot less of everything else,” she suggested. 
 
    “But are there Quadrad here?” 
 
    “You know there are.” 
 
    “Besides you.” 
 
    “Yes. You know there are. I told you.”  
 
    “I can’t remember every little thing every mean lady tells me—there’s too much.” 
 
    “Last I checked, there’s six of us here. But, with the recession, I’m not sure they all stayed.” 
 
    “It’s a recession everywhere though, right?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not everywhere. I’d assume so.” 
 
    “I thought you controlled all the local Quadrad. Why are some dropping on my head?” 
 
    “No one controls the Quadrad.” 
 
    “Ooh, scary,” I teased. 
 
    “I’m not saying that to be impressive. I wish we had some controls. Everyone’s a free, independent agent of change. I have no idea what they’re up to or if they’re snoople-doopling you. They only kind of listened to me before because I was Adjunct Overwatch. Now, I’m not anything.” 
 
    “Can’t you call them up and ask if they’re harassing me?” 
 
    “No. Agents of change like to remain hidden.” 
 
    “Is that why they live in trees?” 
 
    “I don’t know if the people you’re talking about were Quadrad or not. To locate our sisters, we have to go through our home world. And that takes weeks, and usually results in a yes-or-no answer.” 
 
    “Ah. Okay. So what I wanted to talk to you about was something from the new Adjunct Overwatch,” I said, fishing for my tele. 
 
    “Judoth Hartler.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know him?” 
 
    “Not much. This is kind of a demotion for him—at least in terms of pay. He’s got a long track record and he’s apparently pretty good at his job. Not too far from retirement age. From his file and history, he seems to be a reasonable, rational person,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, but is that a good fit for Belvaille?” 
 
    “Hah! No, not at all. He’s a terrible choice to be Adjunct Overwatch of Belvaille. But that’s not his fault.” 
 
    “This is what he was asking me,” I said, showing her the tele message. 
 
    “Hmm. This is in regards to sanitation. Why is he asking you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I told him I didn’t know this stuff. I said I’d just ask you so he might as well talk to you directly and cut out the middle-Hank.” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t do that. That’s against protocol and procedure.” 
 
    “That’s kind of what he said. So what do I tell him?” 
 
    “Belvaille only has so many garbage trucks and we keep making more garbage. So the issue is how to collect all the trash.” 
 
    “Can’t we just like, flush it? We got a huge sewer system.” 
 
    “No, this is trash. Everything from leftover food and packing materials to broken appliances. Anything anyone throws away. How do we get it to the recycling centers and landfills?” 
 
    “Can’t we get more trucks?” 
 
    “No, they’re huge. You’ve seen them—or at least heard them rumble past. You have any idea how much it costs to ship one of those things across space? And if we need, let’s say, two more garbage trucks, it’s not worth it to build an entire manufacturing facility in order to create two really specific machines.” 
 
    “That sucks. So do I just tell him we should make less garbage?” 
 
    “No. These are simple logistics issues,” she snapped. 
 
    “Excuse me. I’m not exactly a logistic-ician.” 
 
    “No kidding. Hire more drivers. Have them operating 24 hours a day. Hire more mechanics. Because you’re going to wear out the trucks more frequently. Convert some regular vehicles into mini-garbage trucks—attach scoops or bins to them. Give the locals economic incentives to haul their own waste to the depots. Plenty of options.” 
 
    “Hey, write all that down.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I can’t remember that crap. This is why he should just ask you. I’m not sure why we even have a new Adjunct Overwatch. He doesn’t know how to do anything and you do. We’re going to end up…breaking all our trash.” 
 
    “What’s in it for me to help you?” 
 
    “I got the new Adjunct Overwatch on my ass, is what. And I already said I was going to ask you. If you think you’re on the outs now, wait till I tell him you’re withholding information,” I threatened. 
 
    “I can run circles around this administration. If every single government employee was sent to find me, they’d probably end up burning down the city—and inadvertently discover a new subatomic particle.” 
 
    “You think Judoth is that bad?” 
 
    “No, he’s fine. It has nothing to do with him. It’s merely the limitations of the Colmarian government. We’re in a constant state of self-destruction.” 
 
    “Yeah, true. That’s probably why Judoth has got me trying to do a bunch of stuff for him.” 
 
    “What else does he want?” 
 
    “Oh, maybe you know this: he said someone was stealing pieces from the relic.” 
 
    “Are you serious? How?” she asked, concerned. 
 
    “I have no idea. But I’ve now heard that same thing from a few people. And I warned everyone not to do that or Thad Elon might come and…you know, do something terrible.” 
 
    “You really need to avoid mentioning Thad Elon.” 
 
    “It was just at the BGC. Bunch of crooks.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard.” 
 
    “How could you hear?” I laughed. “That was only a couple hours ago.” 
 
    “You were talking about Thad Elon! The Great Architect. The deity. The guy who built that. The guy who is worshipped across the galaxy and yet has never been seen or heard. You’re maybe the only person—who isn’t a televangelist—who could speak about Thad Elon and it actually be believed.” 
 
    “Boranjame could say way more about Thad Elon.” 
 
    “No one talks to Boranjame! No one except you. So don’t go gossiping about Thad Elon because there are branches of science based on him, whole religions, and even governments.” 
 
    “Alright. Take it easy. But have you heard anything about stolen relics? Could your Quadrad gal pals be doing it?” 
 
    “We Quadrad are not exactly a highly technical society. Not only would they have no way to get up there, they wouldn’t know what to do if they did.” 
 
    “You used to go up there. Did you take anything?” I probed. 
 
    “No! I know what that city is. I know who Thad Elon is. Yes, I appreciate money. But I like living a whole lot more. I despised going up there. Upper Belvaille continually modifies your body at the cellular level. You’re not in control of your own biochemical processes. It even changes your emotional state. It’s a terrible place.” 
 
    “But you don’t age.” 
 
    “If you’re frozen in a chunk of ice, you don’t age either. I wouldn’t call that a good time.” 
 
    “So you don’t know about any stolen parts? There were no pieces of relic just sitting around up there?” 
 
    “Of course there were. All over the place.” 
 
    “What? It’s falling apart?” I asked worriedly. I moved to the side unconsciously, as if I might be able to dodge it. 
 
    “It’s the size of a country. You think you can walk around a country and not see one thing out of place? But no one actually takes anything. They’re not disassembling the Upper City when they examine it. If something is there, anywhere, it’s assumed it was put there by Thad Elon on purpose. And the relic has a tendency to disintegrate people or otherwise make its displeasure known.” 
 
    “Wait, they’re not taking it apart? I thought that’s what everyone was up there for. Like to figure out how it works.” 
 
    “Yes. But it’s operational! Right now. I used to receive estimates on its weight—I guess to scare the hell out of me since I was underneath it. It’s been speculated to weigh in the quintillions of pounds. It’s a solid-metal country with skyscrapers! I stopped reading the estimates after that.” 
 
    I shook my head at that number as well. 
 
    “It can, and does, also handle every species perfectly. If engineers disassembled it, what would that do to everyone who was up there? Or down here? It’s incredibly powerful and dangerous and we’re all under its influence at this very moment. You don’t tinker with an x-ray machine while you’re getting a chest x-ray.” 
 
    “So what do they do, just stare at it? Make landscape paintings?” I asked. 
 
    “No. The scientists scan it, map it, try and passively figure out how it functions.” 
 
    “I see. But if there are tons of parts lying around, anyone could have grabbed them.” 
 
    “Anyone? Anyone who’s allowed up there. Which is about 10,000 individuals chosen from across the galaxy. And then they’d have to get down and walk away without getting detected and without a god relic killing them. And you have to remember, everyone who is up there, wants to be up there. Wants to stay up there. They’re leaders of empires or brilliant scientists. The only people who might conceivably take something are the functionaries who help operate the city. And those people are still the best of the best, granted immortality and a perfect state of mind in exchange for pushing a few buttons now and then.” 
 
    “Quit chewing my head off. I’m just asking.” 
 
    “You’re asking ridiculous questions,” she replied. 
 
    “Take away your Adjunct Overwatch license and you suddenly become a grumpy grumbler. Thad Elon!” 
 
    “Would you stop mentioning Thad Elon? You’re going to make trouble.” 
 
    “It’s not like he can hear me. Or…if he can, he doesn’t care. And I know that for certain because he told me—on numerous occasions. He made it perfectly clear that I don’t matter at all.” 
 
    “You don’t need to be Thad Elon to know that. But it’s not the Great Architect I’m worried about. It’s all the nincompoops down here. You want to become a prophet of Thad Elon? Passing on his words and wisdom—warped by Hank ignorance? It’d take a week for someone to assassinate you for heresy.” 
 
    “Aw, so you’re concerned about my safety? That’s sweet of you.” 
 
    “I’m concerned about me. I’m standing next to a heretic. And if someone wants to end your prophet-teering, they’re going to need to use a big enough bomb that all of us non-heretics are going to get purged as well.” 
 
    “Alright, alright. But just give me something I can show the Adjunct Overwatch about trash.” 
 
    “I told you already.” 
 
    “And I don’t remember it all. You said more trucks or something?” 
 
    “Damn, you’re like a child! A spoiled, truculent, obese, criminal child,” she said, taking out her tele and quickly jotting down a message and sending it to me. 
 
    “Thanks. And you swear you didn’t steal any pieces from the relic?” 
 
    She held up her hand in a promissory gesture. 
 
    “Yes. I swear on your life.” 
 
    “My life? Swear on your own life.” 
 
    “Why would I swear on my life? I want and need my life. You’re barely using yours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    Dolo 
 
    The next day, I got up and headed to Mish Walker’s house on Tip Topper Lane. I called ahead to make sure Mish wasn’t home. 
 
    When I got out of Zo’s taxi, a semi-limousine pulled up alongside me. It had an open top with a uniformed driver up front and what looked like a very comfortable man in the rear. 
 
    “Commercial vehicles are prohibited from using this street,” the rich guy stated from the back seat. The driver kept his eyes forward. 
 
    I stared at him for a long while.  
 
    “Hey,” I began conversationally. “Shut up.” 
 
    I left the gawping nosy neighbor and headed up the driveway. The metal-faced Dolo answered the door and he looked extremely happy to see me. 
 
    “What are you doing here, asshole?” 
 
    “That metal mask makes it really hard to tell what you’re thinking,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not a mask.” 
 
    “Oh, you were born with it?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
    “It was placed shortly after birth.” 
 
    “If that was the case, it would be only covering your nose as you aged.” 
 
    “They are replaced periodically.” 
 
    “Cool. I need to do some work here and I’d like to start by speaking with you.” 
 
    Dolo led me inside, past the overstuffed foyer, past the incredibly tight passageways where it was really easy to knock things off the walls. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, hearing items breaking behind me. 
 
    He took me to a different elevator bank than the one we took before. And I was pretty amazed to see we went down nine stories. I had been impressed by the previous five subterranean levels. But this one went even further. 
 
    “How many elevators are in this house?” I asked. 
 
    “One going up, two going down. This one reaches basement floors one, two, and six through nine.” 
 
    “So the one I was on last time just goes to the restricted floors?” 
 
    “They’re all restricted. It’s a private home. But, in a sense, yes. The other subterranean elevator reaches the utility rooms, vaults, and collections.” 
 
    “The thieves removed a really bulky crate while navigating a confusing home and you’ve got a zillion cameras that didn’t see nothing. It’s hard to imagine anyone bypassing all this security without leaving a trail of bodies or the crater from a nuclear blast. This had to be an inside job. I’ll be straight with you, Dolo: you’re my prime suspect.” 
 
    “In the spirit of openness, I’ll be straight with you as well: I think you’re a hack and con man. You’re woefully unprepared for this task and it’s far riskier to have you ‘helping’ than it is for us to do absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “Good. Now we’re best friends. Where we going, your office?” 
 
    “No. This is an absurd waste of my time and more than a little insulting. So if I’m going to be forced to put up with you, I’m at least going to be entertained.” 
 
    We went to the bottom floor and I noticed the size and shape were similar to the other basements. However, this one was occupied by a playing court of some kind. In place of the big security wall and control system I had seen above, this one had a small cubby of lockers and equipment. 
 
    “Do you play sports?” Dolo asked me. 
 
    “Sure. I was once a professional athlete in Super Class glocken.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, glocken. That omnipresent Colmarian spectator sport.” 
 
    “They don’t have it where you come from?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “We do. It was slow taking off, but now I’ve heard it’s become quite popular.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s hard to go anywhere in the Confederation without seeing glocken. And I think that’s kind of like, self-perpetuating. Once you build a million glocken stadiums, and have a few hundred billion people play it, they spread it around the galaxy.” 
 
    “That’s probably not far from the truth,” he said, seeming surprised I was able to express more than a few coherent sentences. 
 
    He gave me a small racquet as he changed clothes. 
 
    “So you don’t wear shoes of any kind?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Shoes only slow me down.” 
 
    “You can be slower?” 
 
    I waited for Dolo to finish getting into his exercise gear. It was just some shorts, sneakers, and a t-shirt. When he took off his shirt, I noticed the metal plate on his face was indeed quite connected and seamlessly fused with his skin. 
 
    “Can I ask what’s the deal with that on your face? Unless it’s personal or private or some sexual kink I don’t want to know about.” 
 
    “I belong to the Jindary caste of my home planet, Horp-Washe. We all have these. It is my duty to serve this family.” 
 
    “But slavery is illegal.” 
 
    “It’s not slavery. I’m simply a member of a different order of society. The Jindary are trained to be support staff, liaisons, and managers.” 
 
    “Do you get paid?” 
 
    “No. But they are required to provide me with everything I need or want.” 
 
    “That sure sounds like slavery to me. We have sucky jobs all over the Confederation. Your boss can order you to mop out an active volcano. But they at least got to pay you. And you can always say no and quit.” 
 
    “I am able to leave or quit or sit on my hands. But this is what I was born to do and I enjoy it. You don’t have different castes in the society you came from?” 
 
    “I didn’t really have a society. I was bioengineered. I was a slave. Well, not me, personally. But my species.” 
 
    “But you’re aware of the concept where some people are born privileged and other people are born…”  
 
    “Disadvantaged?” I offered. 
 
    “In a way. Though that is not it precisely.” 
 
    “Oh, we got that all over. Like royalty, elites, and just plain old superrich families. And if your parents were dirt poor, you’re probably going to be dirt poor.” 
 
    “That’s very similar to the concept of caste. It’s just less formalized.” 
 
    “It’s kind of weird you guys still do that in the modern age.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, we have a tremendously low birthrate compared to the rest of the Confederation.” 
 
    “What’s that have to do with having a scary metal mask?” 
 
    “We had to assign responsibilities diligently to ensure everything was done. We nearly went extinct hundreds of times over the course of our evolution. There was not a lot of room for error or carefree exploration of career options. But let’s begin the game. Do you need to stretch?” 
 
    “Stretch what?” 
 
    We entered the court and closed the doors. The court was now smooth and sealed. There were all sorts of lines on the wall and floor. 
 
    “This sport is called Ralr-ne-Choire,” he said. And I got the impression he wanted me to try and repeat that complicated set of sounds. 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “I serve and you need to try and hit back on the opposite surface I struck. As the game progresses, you further subdivide the areas by the lines, always going opposite. That digital tally displays the score and progress of the game. But we can touch on that later.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said hazily. “Is us playing this game a metaphor of some kind? You know, like a statue that seems like it should be offensive but everyone says isn’t?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Forget it.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He served. The ball hit the wall, bounced off, and smacked me in the head.  
 
    It didn’t hurt. But it was so fast I barely even saw it. As the ball bobbed away, I swung at it and missed. 
 
    “So that would be one point for me. Remember, you’re supposed to hit the opposite wall I did.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    The next four serves clocked me in the head without me ever hitting it. 
 
    “It’s beginning to dawn on me why you wanted to do this,” I said, annoyed. 
 
    “You’re supposed to move out of the way.” 
 
    “I’m not really good at sports where you have to move around,” I explained. 
 
    “I thought you played professional glocken.” 
 
    “That was in another universe.” 
 
    “Here. You serve.” 
 
    I bounced the ball a few times to get the feel of it. So far, I’d only touched it with my face. I planned out where I was going to hit—while looking directly at another area—to try and throw off Dolo. My opponent bobbed anxiously on his toes. He was spry and athletic. 
 
    I hit the ball as hard as I could. It flew back and smacked me in the head. 
 
    Not only that, but I lost hold of the racquet and it flew against the side wall, shattered, and put a big dent in the surface. 
 
    “Damn,” Dolo said, as he went to inspect the wall. 
 
    “Is that…did I get a point?” I asked, rubbing my nose. I wondered if that ball had some skull-seeking guidance in it. “Is your metal mask to protect you from this game?” 
 
    “You broke the playing surface,” he said, irritated. 
 
    “It’s not my fault. Those handles are slippery. Is the wall expensive? I feel like I’ve messed up a lot of stuff in this house and I haven’t gotten my first paycheck yet.” 
 
    Dolo sighed. 
 
    “I suppose now that Jaez Wyahlkair has passed on, I’m the only one who uses this court.” 
 
    “Was that the name of her father?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. He was a big fan of Ralr-ne-Choire. We’d play regularly, before he became truly ill. He was quite good at it.” 
 
    “Okay, now that I got a moment where balls aren’t smashing into my mouth, what did Mr. Walker do for a living?” 
 
    “He was a businessman.” 
 
    “I know that. But did he sell pretty flowers? Did he sell…dead flowers? I need some information.” 
 
    “He was a successful enough businessman that you tended to use the general term instead of listing every activity, which would take hours. But the Wyahlkair family is known for being the owners of a prestigious security company.” 
 
    “Security? Like, building protections and stuff?” 
 
    “What other kinds of security companies are there?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. You got a metal face and play sports with lubed-up racquets. Every culture is different.” 
 
    “Yes. Physical building security is part of it.” 
 
    “So that’s why you guys hired me? You don’t want it to be known that a security company got robbed?” I stated. 
 
    “That is one aspect.” 
 
    “And that’s why you got all those cameras and sensors and stuff. I thought it was a whole lot of key codes for just a house. Are these your security systems you have in place?” 
 
    “Yes. We tried to test you on that.” 
 
    “Test? When?” 
 
    “You were told the security system was a HallKair 799 built on Horp-Washe.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Dolo sighed. 
 
    “This is what I’m talking about. It’s ridiculous to think you could solve this.” 
 
    “Hall Care? Why would you expect me to know what that is?” I asked. 
 
    “This family, and myself, come from the planet Horp-Washe. HallKair is the Colmarianized version of the Wyahlkair family name.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to figure that out just by hearing it?” 
 
    “No. But if you did any kind of research whatsoever, you would have easily discovered it. A simple tele search would have found it,” he said. 
 
    I was about to argue, but he was right. I hadn’t done anything at all. And the reason for that was because I felt this was kind of a hopeless job. I was only going through the motions to ensure I got some money.  
 
    So, basically, Dolo was right about me. He was dead on. I was conning them. 
 
    But Mish Walker wanted me to find a stolen trunk in a city with millions of people. If the missing case was sitting in the middle of the street directly behind us, with a bright, pink ribbon around it, I’d still never locate it. The city was simply too big, and whoever took it had opened it, sold the contents, and moved on to the next trunk. 
 
    “Okay. Well, that’s one reason I’m here today. I’m researching now,” I said. “I’m not a big…search around through records kind of sleuth.” 
 
    “But it wouldn’t require moving,” he taunted. 
 
    “Do you have access to the room where the trunk was? As head of security, I assume you could deactivate everything.” 
 
    “No, I don’t and can’t. Only Mish—and her deceased father—had access.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! What if she gets hit by a car? Those rooms are forever locked?” 
 
    “If she were to perish, I would find another family to serve and it would not be my concern.” 
 
    “But you must have been nearby when they input the codes. You don’t have a clue how to bypass the alarms?” 
 
    “This family owns a security company. It’s not a three-digit password. There are dozens of biometric scans from irises to brainwaves. And there are implanted radio devices as well. Mish is the only one who can open it.” 
 
    “So what was in the trunk?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I can only assume it was something very valuable.” 
 
    “Really? Something valuable? You mean it wasn’t laundry lint? Now I have to change my whole search criteria!” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Do you know if Mr. Walker, or Mish, dealt in any relics? I have to ask.” 
 
    “Relics? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like could that trunk have held pieces or parts of the relic?” 
 
    “You keep saying relic. I’m not familiar with that term.” 
 
    “The flying city. The Upper City. That’s a relic. Anything from Thad Elon. Did anyone ever mention having any components from it?” 
 
    “How could they ever get something like that? Are there pieces falling off of it? Is the city in danger of crashing on us? Why has no one spoken of this before?” Dolo asked, sounding legitimately concerned. 
 
    “That’s stupid,” I sneered, even though that had been almost exactly my response to the news. “Nothing is falling off the Upper City. Thad Elon didn’t glue it together. Take my word for it, he’s a good inventor.” 
 
    “I…heard something about that. That you’ve actually seen Thad Elon?” 
 
    “More than that. I’ve had long, depressing conversations with him. And I’ve fought him a number of times. Oh. But I’m not really supposed to talk about it. I just wanted to know if anyone in the family had ever mentioned relics.” 
 
    “Of course. We’re in the Under City. It’s hard not to discuss the Upper City. Though I wasn’t aware it was referred to as a ‘relic.’” 
 
    “But I mean specifically about parts from it.” 
 
    Dolo was at a loss and just stared at me. 
 
    “I still don’t get what parts of the relic mean. And why would Thad Elon ever speak to you?” he asked. 
 
    “Just…don’t mess with the relic. It will piss off Thad Elon and he’ll show up and be pissed.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine anyone tampering with Upper Belvaille. From what I understand, it’s impossible to reach.” 
 
    “But the Walkers never talked about hoarding items from it?” I asked. 
 
    “No, they didn’t.” 
 
    “Alright. So…do you have any ideas how anyone broke in here and hauled out a 900-pound crate without being detected?” I asked. 
 
    “No. But seriously, what did Thad Elon tell you?” 
 
      
 
    I interviewed the rest of the staff at the Walker house, but none of them knew anything.  
 
    There were five other distinct castes in employment. They all tried to explain what the castes were and their functions, but every time they got into it, I told them I didn’t care. Because I didn’t.  
 
    But people loved their cultures and felt theirs was the absolute best. Aliens were always trying to brag about how great their particular flavor of society was. Despite the fact that literally everyone felt the exact same way.  
 
    It was so common to proselytize about your civilization that I half wondered if these people were getting a kickback from their respective Cultural Ministers. And the only reason I didn’t do the same thing was because my species was damn near extinct. 
 
    But none of the Walker staff knew anything helpful. Most were just flunkies with ultra-specific tasks and weren’t even aware of what went on in the rest of the house. Like they were really surprised when I asked them about the sub-sub-basements because most of them didn’t even know the house had elevators that went down. 
 
    There was a crazy amount of security in the house, which befitted the owner of a security company. Each employee could only freely move across their respective areas, which made it harder for me to imagine this being an inside job. 
 
    I got Dolo to show me the security scans and recordings from when the crate had been taken, but there was nothing obvious. However, it would take me days to go through all the footage. Not only because there were so many cameras, but because no one was exactly sure when the theft occurred. The best they could narrow it down to was a 48-hour window. 
 
    When I left the house, having become no wiser on how it might have been robbed, I took some time to research the Walkers. Or however you pronounced their name. I had been chastised by Dolo for my lack of effort, and, yeah, he was right. 
 
    It didn’t take very long to get some basic data using my tele. 
 
    The Walker family was from the planet of Horp-Washe and that was, as far as I could tell, the only major habitation of their species.  
 
    The company profile had a generic Colmarian information site which listed things like where to purchase the goods, how to invest in the company, and product descriptions.  
 
    But I also found a company site tailored to the local population of Horp-Washe. It wasn’t all that different, except everything was listed by family and caste.  
 
    Every department stated what family managed it. Every product had a target caste. I got the sense that ownership of goods was restricted by caste. They took social status really seriously on Horp-Washe. 
 
    As for the Walker family itself, I did a bit of searching around, but couldn’t find much on them other than their company. I would need to get a more unbiased source of information other than the employees in the house and the company they owned. 
 
    The only reason I was interested in that was because I couldn’t figure out why they had come to Belvaille in the first place. These were clearly people who cherished their status and had a thriving business many light-years away.  
 
    So why leave it to come here?  
 
    Sure, Belvaille needed security—that was an understatement. But this was not a thriving commercial planet. We only had one city. How many motion sensors could you possibly sell here? Certainly not enough to relocate the owner of the company and his next-in-line daughter. 
 
    And if he was sick when he came here, it’s not as if Belvaille had renowned medical facilities. And no one came here for the healthy climate. At least no one I knew about. 
 
    Mish Walker had talked about the relic on our initial cab ride. She seemed to be more than a bit enamored with it. So it’s conceivable they came here simply because of that. 
 
    But if they had hoped to send Dad up there to cure his illness, or hoped to become immortals living in a sky city, or even hoped to sweep the streets of Upper Belvaille, they were sure to be disappointed. And even the most basic examination of Belvaille would have told them that ahead of time.  
 
    Everyone knew you weren’t permitted to go to Upper Belvaille. And living beneath it didn’t give you any extra perks other than saving money on sunscreen. 
 
    So why did some rich people come to a city where they had no hope of becoming richer and where their family connections were entirely unimportant? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    Hard Luck 
 
    The next day, I headed to work at the cemetery. I figured by this time there would be some bodies that needed burying.  
 
    When I arrived, Muck-Mock was already there. 
 
    “Hank, you mind talking with me in my office for a minute?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Muck-Mock was a huge man. He was at least a foot taller than me and almost twice as wide. He lumbered around with his pot belly providing a counterweight to his unusual stride. His most interesting physical feature, though, was that he had two heads. That was uncommon even for wacky Colmarians. Each head was mounted on long, muscular necks that could snake around like…snakes. One head had nothing but his mouth, while the other held everything else.  
 
    I was pretty sure I could beat him in a fight. Easily. As large as he was, he wasn’t a mutant or anything. He was a coroner. It’s not that I planned on battling Muck-Mock, it’s just that when your occupation was starting fights and ending fights, you tended to size people up on the regular. 
 
    Muck-Mock’s “office” was a shed on the cemetery grounds. He could barely fit inside and when he entered and was seated, there wasn’t a lot of room left. 
 
    “Squeeze in,” he said. 
 
    I tried turning this way and that. 
 
    “I can’t. If we were both liquid, I don’t think we could fit.” 
 
    “Suck in your stomach. There’s space.” 
 
    “What are you worried about? You afraid someone is going to hear our important grave talk? There’s no one around. All those dumb bastards are dead,” I said, waving my arm behind me. 
 
    I then saw two people in the distance who were standing by a tombstone. They heard my outburst and seemed put off. 
 
    “Uh. Hi. Lovely…lovely day for cemeteries. Excuse me.” 
 
    Muck-Mock sighed. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m going to have to let you go, Hank.” 
 
    “Let me go where?” 
 
    “Fire you.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Why?” 
 
    “Because you barely ever show up. It’s midafternoon and you finally arrive. Bodies decompose if we don’t bury them, you know.” 
 
    “They decompose anyway. It’s not hurting them. They’re already super hurt.” 
 
    “The big problem is you keep robbing the graves.” 
 
    “Yeah, but everyone knows that,” I explained. 
 
    “And that’s the problem! No one wants to bury their cherished loved ones if they know you’re just going to pop them back out and rob them.” 
 
    “How ‘cherished’ are they, really? They’re sticking them in the ground to rot and throwing a bunch of soil on them.” 
 
    “I know it’s weird, but a lot of religions are weird. People feel strongly about not having their deceased family members hijacked. I told you this numerous times.” 
 
    “I thought that was kind of a wink-wink thing. Like, ‘Hey, Hank, don’t grave rob,” I said, demonstrating. 
 
    “You’re blinking your eyes, not winking.” 
 
    “Isn’t winking just cute blinking?” 
 
    “First off, what you’re doing isn’t cute. But winking is half your optical units.” 
 
    “What if you only have one eye?” 
 
    Muck-Mock thought about it. 
 
    “I suppose it would be a wink and a blink.” 
 
    “What if you have an odd number? Like Delovoa has three eyes. Do you round up or down?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Why would you think robbing a grave is okay?” 
 
    “Because that’s kind of how Belvaille works.” 
 
    “Not everyone in the city is a criminal.” 
 
    “Most people,” I sulked. 
 
    “No. Not most people. And certainly not the ones you want to hire to do non-criminal work. Bottom line is I have to let you go. I don’t own these cemeteries. I just help manage them.” 
 
    “But you’re also Chief Coroner. That’s got to be like insider trading or something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, defeated. “Can I keep one of the shovels?” 
 
    “No. People keep stealing them. And what are you going to do with a shovel, anyway? There’s almost nowhere they can be used in the entire city. I don’t even know why people are taking them.” 
 
    “Because those shovels are really nice. I felt like I found something I was really good at.” 
 
    “You’re a great digger, Hank. Maybe the best I’ve ever seen. But working a cemetery isn’t just burying bodies—and then pulling them up so you can pickpocket them. It’s about being respectful and honoring the wishes of the families.” 
 
    “I’m way respectful.” 
 
    “You stole someone’s teeth!” 
 
    “Yeah, but respectfully. I didn’t pulverize their skull or anything—which would have been way easier.” 
 
    “I get it, Hank. You tried. But this is coming from the owners. Business is falling off because we’ve lost trust. Talented guy like you, I’m sure you have plenty of stuff you can do.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Didn’t I hear something about you bringing Thad Elon here?” 
 
    “What? No. I don’t…I’m not supposed to talk about him.” 
 
    “But you have met him, right? He’s a real person.” 
 
    “Yeah. Not like, a regular guy or anything, though. And we’re not friends. I can’t call him up and sell him funeral arrangements. He’s immortal, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s how he can still be alive after creating all those relics millions of years ago. I wonder if he uses the same technology that keeps everyone fresh in the Upper City.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I shouldn’t really talk about him. In fact, keep all this to yourself.” 
 
    “Sure. Here’s your last payment,” he said, transferring the scant money to my tele. “I’m going to miss hanging out with you—especially when you brought in snacks that Cliston made. I’m sorry it didn’t work out.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ve been fired from better places than this.” 
 
      
 
    I needed some comfort food. And no one’s food comforted like Cliston’s. I called to see if he could help a friend out and prepare me a lunch and a dinner. That would go a long way to cheering me up. 
 
    But Cliston said he was being detained in the Upper City and wouldn’t be back until tomorrow. Which was an extra kick in the neck. 
 
    Cliston being “detained” had a very different meaning from the instances where I was detained. Cliston was basically the anti-me—almost exactly the opposite in every way. 
 
    I had just been laid off from my sub-subsistence job digging ditches for corpses. And my roommate was so important and valuable that they practically had to beg him to stay overnight on top of the relic that literally everyone in the galaxy was trying to reach. 
 
    I should try and be more like Cliston. Then no one would fire me. But if being Cliston was easy, we’d all be doing it. 
 
    I picked up some lousy food using my last paycheck. I couldn’t afford anything tasty. That depressed me even more.  
 
    I took the bus over to the park that had my statue. By the time I finally got there, the sun had gone down. 
 
    Lower Belvaille had lights all over the place on account of the shadowy conditions. But there were large sections where it got dark-dark.  
 
    Residential areas didn’t want lights shining in their homes at all hours of the night, so they limited lights there. A bunch of sections of roads, usually the older ones, were very dim. And criminals preferred to operate away from spotlights, so they periodically destroyed the lights in their territory—do that enough times and city planners take the hint and stop repairing them.  
 
    Belvaille also had a fair number of parks. You’d think they would be superfluous since the whole city was surrounded by wilderness. But there was dangerous stuff out there that made enjoying them hazardous. Urban parks just had a lot of trash, graffiti, and horny teenagers. 
 
    My park was small and fairly dark. I could only make out the outlines of my statue as I sat with my back to it and ate my food. It was quiet for a long while. The city sounds were drowned out by the noise from me chewing and littering. 
 
    “You feel unappreciated,” a man’s voice called out. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “No one understands you. No one recognizes what you’re capable of. It’s the story of your life.” 
 
    “New dalking do me?” I said with my mouth full. 
 
    “No matter how hard you try, you just can’t please them. They’re always blocking your efforts. Hindering you. Keeping you down.” 
 
    I looked all around but saw nothing. Whoever this ghost was, he seemed to know my situation pretty well. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “It is so difficult to try and fit in. To be one of them. And, in your heart, you know they will never let you. They despise you. They all do.” 
 
    “Is that you, Thad Elon?” I asked. It would be just like him to come and insult me when I was feeling bad. 
 
    “You want to reject them. Just like they reject you. But you secretly yearn to be a part of them. To be accepted. Yet you never will be. And this dreadful loop will continue until your pain finally becomes unbearable.” 
 
    I took another bite of my food, but chewed slowly. I wanted to hear where this was going. 
 
    “Do not worry. Do not fret. I can help you. I can give you release from your futile life struggles. The Deviant Midnight Ripper will give you the freedom you desire!” 
 
    I heard a panging and felt something poking me. I put my sandwich down and stood up to see what was going on. 
 
    “Oh! Pardon me. I thought you were a lot smaller,” the voice continued, when I had risen to my feet. 
 
    I took out my tele and shined the light. Behind me stood an oldish man with mottled, purple skin. He had a narrow head with two huge eyeballs at the sides which forced him to turn his head rapidly for depth perception. He was wearing fanciful black clothes and seemed to be holding some sort of metal handle. 
 
    “Harran?” I asked, believing I knew the man. 
 
    “Who…do I know you?” 
 
    I shined the light at myself for a moment. 
 
    “Pale Demon!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “No one calls me that. What are you doing here? I thought you were staying in the Plantation of Hatred and Desolation,” I said.  
 
    Harran had been the chieftain of a camp of murderers deep in the forest. They had all been kicked out of Belvaille—exiled—by the police, and left to die in the woods. 
 
    “I had to come back. It’s not possible to survive out there alone and everyone returned to Belvaille when you let them know it was okay.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was okay. What are you doing in the park?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much. Just going for a walk.” 
 
    “Was that you talking?” 
 
    “I enjoy…vocalizing to myself. Goofing off. So what have you been up to? It’s great to see you.” 
 
    “Are you wearing a cape?” I asked. 
 
    “This? No, no. I’d say it’s more of a front-less tabard. Or mantle. I don’t follow fashion very much.” 
 
    “What do you got there? A knife?” 
 
    “No. Just some junk I found,” he said, laughing. He quickly threw the object in question into the darkness. “What brings you out, Pale Demon?” 
 
    “My name is Hank, remember?” 
 
    “That’s right. You were in disguise or something?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t really say that—” 
 
    “Wait, are you Hard Luck Hank? As in the statue right there?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me,” I replied, shining the light at the giant bronze boulder. 
 
    “I wondered who that was. I’ve come out here many nights to…walk. It’s actually a remarkably good likeness of you.” 
 
    “No, it’s not! It’s a simile.” 
 
    “Simile? Like what?” 
 
    “Like art stuff. I don’t look anything like that.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s admittedly hard to see, but I can spot the resemblance,” he said, looking back and forth. 
 
    “I think it’s kind of insulting. And I’m not sure if that’s what they intended or not.” 
 
    “No, it’s flattering. How many people—who haven’t been murdered—have statues?” 
 
    “I was murdered. Another me. But that’s hard to explain,” I said. 
 
    Harran shined his own tele light on the statue to get a better look. 
 
    “They allowed you guys to get teles?” I asked. “I thought you lost them when they kicked you out of the city.” 
 
    “Yes, but as you said, they don’t keep track of that. The Colmarian Confederation can’t keep track of anything. We lose entire solar systems. Simply report your tele stolen and get a new one. Hank, there seems to be bird feces on your statue.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I keep telling people they should do something about that. Like put a tarp on it or something.” 
 
    “Then they would merely defecate on the tarp.” 
 
    “That’s probably true. So the whole Plantation is back in town? Are they…do you know what they’re up to?” 
 
    “I can’t say. We haven’t kept in touch. I know that Dr. Death has set up a new medical practice. I went to get a routine checkup—been a lot of seasons without one in the woods—and I almost went into his office. Can you imagine?” he chuckled.  
 
    He was speaking of one of the residents of the Plantation. Dr. Death was an infamous surgeon who had killed all his patients. 
 
    “Did I hear you say the Deviant Midnight Ripper?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Again, I was merely…emoting. Am I correct in recalling that you killed one of those in the forest?” 
 
    “Hell no. I shot at it. But I missed.” 
 
    A Deviant Midnight Ripper was an enormous wild predator. A cat with six legs, massive teeth, and so fast my brain couldn’t even register it moving. It was a truly frightening beast. 
 
    “Most people don’t get second chances with them. If you see one, you are nearly guaranteed to die. So in that regard, you have a unique story to tell.” 
 
    “But if you’re calling yourself the Deviant Midnight Ripper, that’s, you know, a feral cat.” 
 
    “I wasn’t precisely calling myself that. Besides, that was merely the designation we used in the Plantation of Hatred and Desolation. I’m certain the animal has a proper, biological classification. And it’s not as if it would mind anyone using its name.” 
 
    “I don’t know. That cat was all kinds of hateful,” I replied. 
 
    “It is indeed. It’s a miracle we managed to survive out there for so long. That whole environment was lethal on many levels. It is truly wonderful to be back in civilization.” 
 
    “Hey. I got to ask: Do you know anything about pieces from the relic?” 
 
    “What is a relic?” he replied, sounding serious. 
 
    “Alright. How about: Have you heard something about a stolen case—or trunk—from Tip Topper Lane?” 
 
    “I don’t recognize most of what you just said. What is this regarding?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just checking. It’s kind of stuff related to my work.” 
 
    “I see. What do you do for a career, Pale De—I mean, Hank?” 
 
    “Well. I just got fired from my job at the cemetery.” 
 
    “Wow, really?” he asked, sounding as if he was impressed. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here drowning my sorrows.” 
 
    “You must have a high tolerance. I didn’t suspect you were drunk at all.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not. I mean drowning with food—which I guess would be burying. Heh. And that’s kind of ironic—or a simile.” 
 
    “It is a very prestigious job you had. I didn’t realize you were religious.” 
 
    “I’m not. All the gods I’ve met are jerks.” 
 
    “I thought you would have to be religious for that occupation.” 
 
    “No. It’s just digging holes, really. I didn’t have to say any prayers or ring any bells or nothing.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say you worked at a seminary? Isn’t that a religious school?” 
 
    “No, cemetery.” 
 
    “Oh, pardon me. What do they do at a cemetery?” he asked. 
 
    “You mostly take dead people and put them in boxes. And then I would dig a rectangle, maybe six or seven feet deep—it really depended on the size of the dead person. Then I’d put the box in the hole and put dirt on it.” 
 
    “Incredible. Did you only do that for dead persons or could they be alive as well?” he asked, sounding interested. 
 
    “Uh. I don’t know. I only did it to corpses. But I got laid off. So are you working now or are you just…you know, doing the deviant stuff?” 
 
    “I have a day job. It’s not as glamorous as yours. I’m a middle manager at the airport. I deal with the logistics of fuel shipments for aircraft. Fairly mundane.” 
 
    “Wow. Do you mind if I ask how much you’re getting paid? I’m kind of looking around at the job market and want to get a sense of how things are going.” 
 
    “It’s not a lot. I have a monthly salary of about 6,500 credits. But it can fluctuate based on bonuses.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s a lot of money,” I said, surprised. 
 
    “I have been informed that I’m upper-middle class. Though I should be saving more than I do. I need to budget better.” 
 
    “You were a mass murderer who got banished into the woods for years. How did you happen to get that job?” 
 
    “I still have qualifications. And I was chief of the Plantation of Hatred and Desolation. That gave me some managerial experience.” 
 
    “Did you actually put that on your résumé?” 
 
    “Sure. Every little bit helps.” 
 
    “Is your organization hiring? I’m looking for work.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. We have numerous openings. The airport is always busy. The biggest demand is for foreign tax specialists. Basically, other empires and their laws as regards to imports and exports. We have some litigation needs, mostly immigration. We also need computer programmers. Tele device applications. Statistical actuaries. Databases.” 
 
    “I know what databases are!” I said, finally hearing a word I recognized. 
 
    “I believe it’s more knowing how to create them. Manipulate them. Track trends, make forecasts, and perform analysis across huge data sets.” 
 
    “Do you guys need any like…big holes made? I’m great at digging and I could probably get my hands on a decent shovel. And I can push—and pull—stuff. Heavy stuff. Or if you have any like, disagreements between departments, I could talk to them and sort it out before there’s any bloodshed. I do that all the time.” 
 
    “We don’t really have any of that. If there’s a problem employee, HR just threatens to fire them, and that usually sorts it out.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “But I’ll keep my eyes open if there’s any positions for…shovels. And I also remember you were able to break things really well. You kept knocking over trees and destroying people’s houses and legs. Every day we’d wonder what you would break next.” He chuckled with good humor. 
 
    “Yeah. I usually don’t mess up that much. I’m just not equipped for the outdoors.” 
 
    “I see. It’s been great catching up, but I suppose I should be heading out.” 
 
    “Sure. Sure.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” he said, turning to go. 
 
    “You too, Deviant Midnight Ripper.” 
 
    I had said the last bit kind of joking. Not as an insult, just a bit of a tease. But he stopped and turned back. 
 
    “Please don’t call me that. That’s personal. I don’t like it when others use those words.” 
 
    “Oh. My mistake, Harran.” 
 
    He continued on in silence and the darkness quickly enveloped his black costume. 
 
    So…I wasn’t entirely stupid. I knew Harran had tried to attack me when I was sitting down. I also knew he was up to some…deviant…ripper things.  
 
    But if I made a point of not talking to people who tried to kill me, I wouldn’t be able to talk to anyone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    Accounts Payable 
 
    Cliston was back by midmorning the next day. 
 
    To show how dysfunctional I was without him, I hadn’t even woken up yet. Like my entire sleeping schedule revolved around Cliston. If he hadn’t come back for three days, I probably wouldn’t have bothered returning to consciousness at all. 
 
    He made me an awesome breakfast with all the fixings. He gave me a massage. Sauna. Rubbed essential oils into my skin. Trimmed my nails. And did a hundred other Cliston pamperings that made me feel great. 
 
    “So were you cooking some big banquet in the Upper City?” I asked. 
 
    The galactic lords usually wanted Cliston to hang around because of his abilities with food. He could perfectly prepare meals for not only every species, but each individual of each species. While no one was required to eat in the Upper City—the relic provided you fuel at the cellular level—everyone still wanted to eat Cliston’s food. 
 
    “I did make some preparations, sir. But I also spent a fair amount of time fielding responses about Thad Elon.” 
 
    “You were talking to Thad Elon?” I asked, almost spitting out my food. Almost. 
 
    “No, sir. Apparently, there have been some rumors that Thad Elon is coming to visit and the various residents of the Upper City were asking my advice.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “I told them I did not personally have any details on the subject. And if they should wish to learn anything more, it would be advisable that they should speak with you.” 
 
    “Why did you tell them that?” 
 
    “I did not believe it was an inappropriate response. From what I could ascertain, the origins of the Thad Elon information came from you. And you are the only person I know of who has interacted with Thad Elon. Forgive me, sir, if I have missed the mark or overstepped.” 
 
    “How are they hearing my stupid ramblings all the way in the Upper City? I made some offhand comments and now rulers of galactic empires are gossiping about it?” 
 
    “Sir, Thad Elon is substantially important across the known galaxy. And the residents of the Upper City are living on his handiwork. He is not some abstract concept to them. They are more curious than most to learn any details of the Great Architect.” 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing I can tell them. Hey, Cliston. Have you ever seen pieces of the city just lying around up there? Or have you ever, like, moved stuff? Or taken anything down?” 
 
    “I am not sure I follow your meaning, sir.” 
 
    “Like, the Adjunct Overwatch was talking about some stolen parts of the Upper City. Is that something you might…see? Is it possible to take stuff? I don’t know. Like walk away with a piece of the city? A doorknob or whatever?” 
 
    “Unlike most residents of the Upper City, I do not venture there for the city itself. I am called to administer to those people present. As such, I cannot say that I’ve ever touched any part of the city other than the surfaces I walk on.” 
 
    “You never bumped into a wall or something?” I asked, chuckling at the idea of living in a city and never interacting with a single thing. 
 
    “Bumped into, sir?” 
 
    I then remembered who I was speaking to. I was thinking that Cliston was some bumbling creature like me instead of a perfect, Dredel Led butler. Of course he didn’t touch anything that didn’t require touching. 
 
    “Forget it. Was a stupid idea.” 
 
    “Do not be so hard on yourself, sir. I am anxious to assist you in any way possible. And I find you have much more wisdom than you give yourself credit for. It is merely that your methods may come across as fumbling or haphazard.” 
 
    “Yeah. Hey, do birds poop up there? Like on the buildings and stuff?” 
 
    “The city is quite elevated. The base is one mile above us and the city itself is very thick. To my—admittedly limited—understanding, there are no lifeforms in the Upper City that have not been authorized to be there. I have not seen a single insect, rodent, pet, or bird.” 
 
    “Wow,” I replied.  
 
    The relic did so many things. Things you didn’t really think about because they just happened without fanfare. But the ability for a flying country with no walls or force fields to keep out every bug and bird was pretty impressive. It had to be spewing out all kinds of crazy radiations we didn’t know about.  
 
    And that couldn’t be great for all of us poor slobs living beneath it. 
 
    “I have received a notification from the Walker estate that your first payment is ready,” Cliston said. 
 
    “Oh, good. Money. I got fired from the cemetery. So, uh, we’re going to have to be relying on your paycheck—or paychecks—a bit more than usual.” 
 
    “I see. I am sorry to hear about your layoff, sir. Would you like me to speak to Muck-Mock on your behalf or do you believe this is an irreparable situation?” 
 
    “The only way I made any cash there was robbing the graves. And that’s what got me fired, apparently. And what’s worse, I just learned that a mass murderer who is stalking my statue makes way more money than I ever could.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I met some guy I had first encountered in the Plantation of Hate and Despair or whatever.” 
 
    “Those were the dangerous exiles you have spoken of before?” 
 
    “Yeah. Bunch of loons that almost killed us.” 
 
    “I thought you had injured many of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but by accident—mostly. Anyway, I think they’ve all come back to the city. So you need to check anything you buy at the store. They have a history of putting poison and nanowires into stuff to try and kill people.” 
 
    “Goodness. I will have to triple my usual examinations. Thank you for notifying me, sir.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about databases, Cliston? And taxes? Seems there’s money in that.” 
 
    “I have written a number of pamphlets on the taxation of databases for both desert societies with monotheistic regimes as well as polytheistic subtropic cultures, sir.” 
 
    “Oh. Alright.” 
 
    “Should I notify the Walker household that you shall come by to retrieve your payment, sir?” 
 
    “I got to go pick it up in person? They can’t just send it via tele?” 
 
    “I suspect this is about keeping all details off official records,” he replied. 
 
    “Okay, sure. I guess I can sleuth around a bit on the way.” 
 
      
 
    Zo dropped me off on Tip Topper Lane and I approached the Walker castle. I stopped outside the ridiculous wrought iron fence. 
 
    Here was the home of a “prestigious” security company owner and they had a metal gate. A gate with six-inch gaps between the bars. I touched it to see if it was electrified. Nope. I looked to see if it had any embedded deterrents or weapon systems, but saw nothing. 
 
    This fence was just…insulting. I’m not sure why, exactly. I guess I was annoyed that someone thought they could keep out Belvaille’s finest with this thing. 
 
    “So dumb. What do they think this will do?” 
 
    I grabbed a bar in each hand and put a little weight on them. The fence didn’t bend or sway, so that was a bit surprising. It must be cemented into the ground. I leaned on it a bit more and then I suddenly fell on my face with a tremendous crash. 
 
    When I got up, I saw that I had flattened one section of the fence—about ten feet. The connecting sections were tilting and loose. 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    I looked around worriedly to check if anyone saw me. But there were no news vans or nosy neighbors pointing and gawking. I hurried on up to the house. 
 
    I reached the home and activated the doorbell. 
 
    Some moments later, Dolo arrived and he seemed glad to see me. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, smiling. 
 
    “Hank, dealing with you is like stepping in dog excrement and not noticing: you get smeared on everything and stink the place up,” he stated, not sounding glad to see me. 
 
    “I’m just here for my paycheck.” 
 
    “Tss,” he hissed. “Come inside, quickly.” 
 
    I did so, wiping my feet on the door mat self-consciously because of his dog poo analogy. 
 
    He led me through the house. 
 
    “This residence takes security seriously. Those on the bookkeeping side, take financial issues seriously. As such, you must guard your words. You are not officially hired by us. We do not legally share any arrangement. So do not speak of ‘paychecks’ or ‘employment.’” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    I slowed my pace considerably as we reached a narrow hallway so I didn’t break anything. We crossed two more rooms and were about to take an elevator when a young man ran up to us. 
 
    “Someone just vandalized the front gate!” the man said. 
 
    “When?” Dolo asked, suddenly focused and ready. 
 
    “Must have been recently. Had to have been a delivery truck or maybe a construction vehicle. But there’s no sign of them.” 
 
    Dolo took out his tele and began furiously scrolling and punching in data. 
 
    “You don’t need to escort me,” I suggested. “Just give me the room number and I’ll go myself. You seem busy.” 
 
    Dolo paused. He activated a projected hologram from his tele which showed a long-distance camera view of the front gate. It was from their security tapes. The hologram showed a large figure falling on the gate. 
 
    “Does that look like anyone you recognize?” Dolo asked me. 
 
    “It’s hard to tell. It’s kind of far away,” I replied. 
 
    He tapped a few more buttons, and then a close-up view of my face appeared. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I forgot. That was me. But it was an accident. I tripped.” 
 
    He tapped a few more buttons and two side-by-side images were projected at different perspectives. It showed me inspecting the gate and then knocking it over. He slowed it down. 
 
    “How many damn cameras do you have?” I asked. 
 
    He clicked some more buttons and text was displayed under the movies. 
 
    “You have captions? How does it have captions?” 
 
    “It can read the lips of over 4,000 species. But only if they’re speaking Colmarian. And only if they aren’t drunk or sad. Sad lips are very difficult to read because they’re droopy,” Dolo said. 
 
    “Is that why you have that metal mask—so you can block your identity?” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe I fused a prosthetic to my skull in order to confuse security cameras?” he asked me. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I had wondered what this was,” Dolo said, and he picked off a clump of grass and soil that had been stuck to the top of my head. I hadn’t felt it there. “But everyone has such strange customs and biology that you never want to mention anything because it could be your species’ version of a pimple, or wardrobe, or cosmetics.” 
 
    “I was trying to test how secure that gate was. I need to figure out how someone broke in.” 
 
    “That fence is merely decorative. It’s required by the housing board for this neighborhood. It isn’t supposed to keep anyone out,” Dolo said. 
 
    “Okay. Yeah. I didn’t know that. But it was still an accident.” 
 
    “Hah, look. He rolls like a rocking chair when he falls and his feet fly up. It’s like a cartoon. Rewind that part. That’s super funny,” the young man laughed, pointing at the holograms. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing this to me. I’ll take care of it,” Dolo stated to the young man, who smiled at me and departed. 
 
    “That guy was a dick. Do you think he could have stolen the crate?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s Mish’s nephew. He’s wealthier than we could ever dream of being. He’s just here for the summer and then will return home and live in obscene luxury. I’m not even sure he knows what the word ‘stealing’ means.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “How did you think it was acceptable to destroy our fence and not mention it? This is one of the many reasons why I have major reservations about dealing with you.” 
 
    “Well…sorry. I guess I was a little embarrassed and I’ve already broken like, half the stuff in this house. And I haven’t gotten paid anything yet or produced any clues for you guys.” 
 
    Dolo shook his head and led on.  
 
    We went down to the sixth-floor basement, even lower than we had been before. There were so many basements that they probably had a coffee shop somewhere. 
 
    This floor had been subdivided by office cubicles.  
 
    Dolo motioned for me to approach a woman who was seated and busy clacking away at a computer terminal. He waited a discreet distance away. 
 
    “Uh, hi. I’m Hank. I’m here to pick up my paycheck,” I said. 
 
    The woman hissed at me angrily. 
 
    “I only handle payment for employees of the Wyahlkair family on this estate.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I’m not employed here, obviously,” I replied. I looked over to Dolo, but he was staring at his tele, minding his own business. “So, I’m here to…like…money.” 
 
    “Yes. I am returning the contents of the wallet I found two weeks ago on the subway at 18th and Fairview junction at 7:34 pm. Sorry you had to make this trip in person,” she said. She spoke as if she was giving a speech in a play, pitching her volume to the back rows and balcony instead of the guy standing a few feet away. 
 
    She then pointed at a token on the side of her desk. Tokens were a way to encapsulate payment without the digital trail of using a tele. I took the token and examined it with my tele. 
 
    “This is…way less than what we agreed upon,” I said. 
 
    The woman hissed at me again! 
 
    “There is no agreement. I don’t know you. No one knows you. You don’t have a relationship with the Wyahlkair family, its agents, vendors, or environs.” 
 
    She then continued her work. 
 
    “But…when I talked to Mish—” I began. 
 
    The woman picked up some heavy office contraption and threw it at me. It struck my forehead perfectly and with significant velocity. Dolo moved farther away. 
 
    “Mish Wyahlkair has never seen you or spoken to you. You do not exist as far as this enterprise is concerned. I am merely returning money I found.” 
 
    “Ouch. But…like…the money—that had been in my wallet—on the train…was way more than this.” 
 
    “That is all of it. Though I ride the train every two weeks and it is possible I could find some again.” 
 
    “I see, I see. Um. Will it be more the next time I lose my wallet?” 
 
    “I can’t predict the future!” 
 
    “Yeah. That makes sense. But, um, in my wallet…there was an agreement. With someone that kind of looked like Mish Walker and—”  
 
    The woman picked up another object and hurled it at me. Striking me perfectly in the head. Her skill at this activity made me suspect that she did this often. I took a step back because this accountant was clearly dangerous. 
 
    Dolo moved to the safety of the elevator and I saw several employees who had been obscured by their cubicles get up and leave the floor. Probably headed to the coffee shop or to restock on dangerous office supplies that could be hurled. 
 
    “You have no agreements. I don’t know who you are.” 
 
    “Then how do you know it was my wallet?” I asked. 
 
    The woman threw several more items and I stumbled back a few steps and knocked over a cubicle wall. The cubicles were all connected and had all sorts of pictures, white boards, and electronic devices embedded.  
 
    There was significant smashing and breaking at my movement and I very nearly tripped and fell, which would have likely obliterated one and a half offices. 
 
    “I have returned the money. Please leave.” 
 
    “Lady, quit throwing stuff!” I was about to threaten the little bookkeeper, but she preemptively scowled at me, ready to resume her assault.  
 
    I realized I wasn’t going to muscle my way into getting more money. I was in the belly of a mansion. This wasn’t my turf. So I tried to reason.  
 
    “Okay…I have this job,” I began. “Not here. Nowhere near here. But the job is how I had money in my wallet. And that job has an agreement with my boss—who is a woman from the planet Horp-Washe. Which is of course a random coincidence that doesn’t mean anything. And our agreement was for 200 credits a day plus expenses. And—” 
 
    “I can’t say I know your specific payment schedule. But, speaking completely hypothetically, I assume the person who pays you knows the details of your work. And if you haven’t lived up to the expectations enumerated in your contract, you will find your salary reduced. The quoted amount is usually the maximum you will receive. You have to hit certain benchmarks and breakpoints and performance thresholds,” she stated. 
 
    “And…what are all those certain benchpoints?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You aren’t an employee or contractor or business entity we have a relationship with.” 
 
    “Yeah. Right,” I said, thinking. This was a riddle. “But if my money is like a tenth of what it should be…and the time has passed, what…um…like what is the best way to get the rest of my money?” 
 
    “I don’t know your situation.” 
 
    “Could I draw it for you? I could use pictures—without putting down any incriminating names.” 
 
    “I returned everything in your wallet. You should leave now and not come back. Unless you lose your wallet again in two weeks.” 
 
    “Alright. So if a subway leaves the station in two weeks…headed past 18th and Fairview…and my wallet is in it…how much money will it contain?” 
 
    Dolo came over and put his hand on my forearm. The bookkeeper wasn’t even looking at me anymore. 
 
    “Let’s go upstairs,” he told me. 
 
    “I’m not…I haven’t gotten paid, man. This is barely anything.” 
 
    “Easy,” he said, looking back at the bookkeeper. “She’s got way deadlier things to throw than token presses and sealants.” 
 
    Defeated, I allowed myself to be escorted out of the house. When I felt we were safely out of hearing distance of the bookkeeper, I finally spoke up. 
 
    “What the hell? This is nothing. I practically made more shoveling dirt!” 
 
    “Everything has metrics and performance ratings. Our financial caste is quite sophisticated.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how do I know you aren’t conning me? Like how did it go from 200 a day to this? Are you deducting for fences and the stuff I accidentally knocked off when you all forced me down narrow hallways?” 
 
    “I’m not privy to the details of financial issues. That isn’t my function,” Dolo replied. 
 
    “So that lady does nothing but bookkeeping? And in her spare time she’s a champion shot putter?” 
 
    “Her caste handles the finances of our species—everything to do with money. She’s trained almost from birth on it. Just like I was trained in what I do. But you can be assured she has meticulous records and knows every detail of your contract.” 
 
    “Nothing was written down. That was a point that Mish—I mean, the imaginary person I work for—made sure of.” 
 
    “Just because nothing was written and given to you, doesn’t mean nothing was written anywhere,” he replied cryptically. 
 
    “Can I peek at what was maybe sort of written somewhere? Could she leave it on a subway?” 
 
    “No. But speaking generally, the more successful you are in your endeavors, the more you will be paid.” 
 
    “What does that even mean? I don’t pay my rent with half mores and quarter maybes. I need actual credits, man. I need to know what is going on and if this is even worth it.” 
 
    “It probably isn’t. I suggest you quit and find employment more suitable to your…skills,” he said. 
 
    We had walked to the edge of the driveway where a half dozen people were trying to fix the fence that I broke. I could pick that thing up in five seconds. But I was pissed. And they probably wouldn’t pay me for helping out. 
 
    “Dolo, are there a bunch of your people here in the Under City? Or the Upper City for that matter?” 
 
    “What range of numbers encapsulates a ‘bunch’?” 
 
    “Is Belvaille a major population center for your species?” I clarified. 
 
    “Not that I know of. We don’t migrate very often. To do so would—usually—be to reject your caste and station. It would also be detrimental to our whole planetary society and way of life. Because there would suddenly be huge gaps in our employment,” he said. 
 
    “Alright. Did Mish or her father ever say why they came to Belvaille? What’s the point of living here if your business is back on your home world?” 
 
    “I’m not privy to the circumstances. But I believe there was some animosity directed against Jaez Wyahlkair. This was prior to my arriving.” 
 
    “I thought you worked with this family for years,” I said. 
 
    “I have. Though I did not work directly in the household. I replaced the Jindary who held this position before me. He had been murdered back on Horp-Washe. It was that escalating security situation that might have caused Jaez to move here in the first place.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    Runway Model 
 
    Over the next few days, I got in touch with MTB to tell him that Harran was out and about doing Deviant Midnight Ripper stuff. I knew that MTB had been tasked with dealing with the serial killers we caused to be displaced. He implied that Harran was only one of many and didn’t sound to be the worst of them.  
 
    MTB also hinted that I should refrain from visiting amusement parks, dark theaters, or any establishments that used mannequins. Apparently, serial killers had a big thing for mannequins. 
 
    As I was searching the city for Mish Walker’s missing case, I noticed that the trash trucks were now operating 24 hours a day. So that was my idea that I had sent to the Adjunct Overwatch. And I didn’t even get so much as a thank-you. 
 
    Yes, it was really Garm’s idea. But I had passed it along, so I should get credit. It was a small thing, really, but it was kind of cool seeing my words have an actual effect on government policy—even if it was only the trash. 
 
    Finding Mish’s trunk was not going to be easy. In fact, it was going to be nearly impossible. 
 
    Many crimes were regional. And they advertised.  
 
    Meaning, if you wanted to know who sold narcotics to a certain person on a certain street, that was quite easy to figure out. And it was possible to ascertain who manufactured a particular counterfeit item. Or who kidnapped a business leader.  
 
    Criminals wanted those things known so there was less overlap and conflict between organizations—and you would know who to send ransom payments to. 
 
    But burglary—like the act of stealing the trunk from the Walker estate—was a roaming occupation. No one had burglary turf or regions of control.  
 
    Yes, the low-end burglars operated within their respective neighborhoods. But whoever it was that bypassed all the Walker security and dragged out a 900-pound crate without any of the trillion cameras spotting them was not your typical breaking-and-entering hoodlum.  
 
    High-end burglars went to the locations where there were things worth burglarizing. Wherever that might be.  
 
    Sure, roaming burglars tended to get other criminals upset. Such as crooks selling protection, or not wanting businesses disrupted, or even owning the businesses themselves. But that was one of the risks of being a burglar.  
 
    Skilled burglars didn’t advertise. Because then you’d know who had your stuff and you could just go over and crack their head to get it back. And such wandering criminals usually didn’t belong to a huge gang that could protect them. 
 
    Organized crime didn’t burglarize—at least not regularly. It was too inefficient and unreliable. When you got a gang full of dangerous employees, you needed to make sure you had a steady stream of income to keep them happy. So they tended to housebreak only when they were certain of a big score. 
 
    But a gang couldn’t burglarize a business park every month, no matter how big or rich it was. After a few instances of that, either the businesses would all leave, or they would put in place some stupendous countermeasures that made it impossible to be robbed. 
 
    So, because of all this, if I asked who stole a trunk from Tip Topper Lane, the only people who might know the answer were those involved with the crime.  
 
    They might be the fences. Or the scouts who bird-dogged the valuables to take in the first place. But if such people ratted each other out, they’d never be able to work again. 
 
    Unless the thief wanted a ransom, it was very difficult to locate and recover anything that was burglarized. At least from a skilled burglar who was capable of defeating a dozen security systems. 
 
    So as I wandered around the city, dodging perpetual garbage trucks, I was amazed at how useless it was trying to find a stolen…trunk. Just saying it made me feel ridiculous. 
 
    Hey, you heard anything about a missing box from a mansion? 
 
    People looked at me like I was mainlining idiot-caine while snorting crushed-up stupid pills. 
 
    I couldn’t even offer a reward, because there wasn’t one. I couldn’t give any details, because I didn’t know them. I wasn’t even sure what was in the case. So I was either just looking for a stolen box or the people who were responsible.  
 
    And a 3,000-pound guy stomping around asking if you were the person who stole something wasn’t likely to incite a confession from anyone who enjoyed not being dead. 
 
    There were millions of crooks in the city and maybe four to eight of them were involved in the crime. And those thieves were true professionals, given the level of difficulty involved. 
 
    My sleuthing activities were about as effective as trying to paint a realistic portrait by walking through the city carrying a blank canvas—with the hope that enough people carrying cosmetics or dyes bumped into me and accidentally created the appropriate shapes and shades to form a masterpiece. 
 
      
 
    As I was busy doing nothing, I got a message from a gang boss. Apparently, there was a major confrontation coming up between four rival organizations. They wanted my assistance to make sure everything went smoothly. 
 
    Hot damn! A real job. 
 
    “Cliston! Cliston!” I called, when I had returned home to Friendly Meadow Condominiums. 
 
    The perfect butler immediately appeared as if conjured by magic. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “I’ve got a big job. Help me get ready. I need something to wear,” I said, and I held out my tele so he could read the message. 
 
    “This is excellent news, sir. And we have four hours to prepare. Are you expecting bloodshed?” 
 
    “Maybe. If it doesn’t go well.” 
 
    We hurried over to my dressing room and Cliston threw open the many closets, trunks, drawers, and dressers. 
 
    “What look are you going for? Is this intimidation? Will you need some added body armor? And how about guns? I’ve found that carrying a good hatchet can add a lot to a wardrobe, even if you never use it.” 
 
    Cliston held a shiny hand axe next to my waist so I could see myself in the mirror. 
 
    “That seems gaudy to me. And I don’t like how they feel swinging around when I walk.” 
 
    “I see. And at what economic levels are these various gangs operating, sir? I’m not acquainted with them the same way you are.” 
 
    “It’s a vague invitation, right? They usually tell me when I’m there. These aren’t the kinds of guys who write detailed tele messages. They’re about half illiterate and two-thirds ignorant. So I have to make sure what I wear is functional and can fit into any situation.” 
 
    “I still propose that a hat can go a long way, sir,” Cliston stated, and a large stovepipe hat was placed on my head. 
 
    “I don’t like hats. I’ve gotten used to seeing my shiny head. And I’m pretty tall. Most people won’t notice. And every time I get shot at, I lose my hat. Then I’m rummaging around for my cap in a gun battle. It’s awkward.” 
 
    Cliston had been pushing hats for some time now. He didn’t approve of nakedness—on any area of the body. He had given up trying to make me wear shoes and gloves, because they simply got destroyed in a few seconds. But man, he tried. I must have wrecked a thousand pairs of shoes and socks. So fast that not even Cliston could keep up with sewing new ones. 
 
    By the same token, he didn’t approve of my head being uncovered. As the galaxy’s best butler, Cliston was an expert on clothing. But the realities of my physiology, and my work as a gang negotiator, placed severe limitations on my wardrobe. 
 
    “How important would you say this meeting is, sir?” 
 
    “Super. Utmost! I’m not sure it’s an actual thing, but I believe I’m a bit on the outs in the criminal world.” 
 
    “May I inquire why, sir?” 
 
    “Because I saved Baby Sal! The Lord High Provosh Mastere of the Ank empire. That’s not something criminals usually do.” 
 
    “I suspect not.” 
 
    “So everyone is probably wondering if I’ve gone legit. I prevented a major, intergalactic, diplomatic incident—and everyone heard about it. So guys are going, ‘well, is that his new job?’ Like I’m supposed to be going around saving royal space babies for a living. Hell, I didn’t even get paid for that last one. But because of it, I haven’t had any real criminal work in months.” 
 
    “You were very good at graverobbing, sir.” 
 
    “No, if I’m being honest, I was merely okay at it. Not everyone is good at every job. And that’s fine. Know your limitations, I always say. I was good at digging—” 
 
    “You’re an amazing digger, sir.” 
 
    “Yeah. But that’s not all graverobbing is. There’s other aspects. Like dealing with dead people. Dead aliens. Kind of handling dainty jewelry and stuff. And then selling it. It’s just…it’s a very specific occupation and I never felt like it was something I could be great at. No one would look back on me, 200 years later, as some groundbreaking graverobber—in a figurative sense.” 
 
    “Maybe you got off to a bad start. There are other cemeteries. And you seemed to get a lot of work doing it.” 
 
    “That wasn’t something gang bosses were contacting me about. If you wanted a grave robbed, you pretty much had to go to me. Muck-Mock wouldn’t help you. He was super touchy about it for some reason. That’s what he fired me for. Anyway, I just want to impress in this meeting. Let everyone know I’m still in business and still know my way around criminals.” 
 
    “In that case, I think being conservative would be a mistake, sir. I say, wow them.” 
 
    Cliston held up a shiny tuxedo. It had lights and patterns and a dozen types of fabric and materials—including metals. 
 
    “Whew,” I said, taking it in. “That’s a lot. I don’t want to come across as desperate—even though I am.” 
 
    “I would say this a confident look. Let them recognize you are above them. That you don’t care about having tactical pockets or plates of armor. You are Hank.” 
 
    “But I don’t think I’ll be confident wearing that. It’s too many layers. It looks itchy.” 
 
    “Are you going to be outside? Will there be air conditioning? Will you need a wide range of motion for your limbs?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s why I’m saying it should be functional. I don’t want to be caught off guard and then flub it.” 
 
    “Then we might try the other extreme. Ultra-casual. This look is saying, ‘Oh, did we have a gang intervention? I have barely remembered. And I am so unconcerned about your weapons that I’m wearing shorts and a tank top,’” Cliston said, holding up more clothes. 
 
    “But then I look lazy. Like a slob. It’s not like I’m a teenager hanging out at the beach. Belvaille doesn’t have a beach. Er, maybe the planet does somewhere. I suppose it has to. We got oceans, right? They make beaches?” 
 
    “Most beaches are ocean adjacent, yes, sir. How about the Brunch Commando? Nice waistcoat and cravat, with an over-the-shoulder pouch for a handgun or snack. Muted colors on the lower half with a splash of color up top.” 
 
    “Too sophisticated. I get it, Cliston. It’s nice. But these aren’t brunch people.” 
 
    “Very well. I call this one the Disco Renegade. Club pants, loose, open shirt. Sequins and stars and tassels. Very cool.” 
 
    Cliston changed the lighting in the dressing room to resemble a nightclub. And the outfit did look sharp and hip. 
 
    “Put the lighting at office levels and let me see. No. That looks good—great—in a club setting. Or low light. But it’s kind of tacky for an office or warehouse. Big open space and I’m standing there ready to dance.” 
 
    “Desert Explorer. Tans and earth tones. Tucked pants and sleeves. Built for harsher climates.” 
 
    “Nah, that only works with those boots. And you know I can’t wear boots.” 
 
    “If you walk slowly, flat-footed like I showed you, the boots could last for at least the meeting, sir.” 
 
    “No boots, Cliston. Quit trying to push footwear. This is a big meeting and I can’t go tiptoeing around in order to save my shoes. I take one wrong step and they fall apart and then I look stupid standing there with one boot flapping around my ankle.” 
 
    “Winter Mountain Escapade. Insulated leggings. Snow-camouflaged jacket with pockets. Scarf which can hang jauntily or taut. Fur-lined sleeves and retractable hood. Accessories include ropes, pouches, hammer, and binoculars.” 
 
    “That does look nice. How hot is that, though?” 
 
    “This is outdoor only. It should do as evening wear. But I know you tend to perspire, sir.” 
 
    “Yeah, that might be a bit too much clothing. I don’t want to be panting. Keep that one handy, though. It’s a nice look. I wonder if you could pile some shaved ice around the shoulders.” 
 
    “It would melt, sir.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “Business Casual Friday Before Holiday. And Business Leader Giving a Poor Quarterly Review,” Cliston said, swapping two outfits back and forth. 
 
    “The Quarterly Review seems nice. That’s real official. Like I’m serious. Hey, could you put some of the ropes and stuff from the winter outfit on that? No, that looks dumb. I think the neck stuff is a bit too much. Can we go more casual? A little more…you know, tough.” 
 
    Cliston added and subtracted garments until we narrowed it down. He even cut and sewed and custom fit a few pieces on the fly. 
 
    “How about this, sir?” 
 
    “Wow. That’s really close. So I’m definitely thinking business category—gang-boss business. A gang boss who specializes in accounting scams. Like he’s on his way to pick up some flowers for his mistress. But he’s running late. And it’s like, the middle of the week and his kid just called him to say he’s not going to follow in his footsteps but is going to become a dentist instead.” 
 
    Cliston put together the ensemble to perfectly match my description. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s it. Don’t change a thing…except change the pants. A lighter color, maybe? No. A darker color? No. What do you suggest, Cliston?” 
 
    Cliston put all the clothes on me and it was perfect. 
 
    “You got it. This is it.” 
 
    He plopped a hat on my head faster than I could notice. 
 
    “No, Cliston. Stop with the hats.” 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    “Weapons, sir?” 
 
    “Yeah, we probably should have coordinated them at the same time, right? A lot of my guns just don’t go with anything. I don’t want to break the lines of this suit. I can’t shoot worth a damn, anyway.” 
 
    “You could try forgoing weapons, sir. Or would that be gauche?” 
 
    “I think it’s kind of expected I carry something. Otherwise it looks like I’m unprepared.” 
 
    “Polearm, sir? It can double as a walking stick. And since it’s in your hand, it won’t need to be holstered.” 
 
    Cliston handed me some kind of halberd. I wasn’t even sure where he got it. But I rarely looked in my closets. 
 
    “Uh…I don’t know. Do we have duller ones? This is a little fancy, right? Like I should be marching outside of some palace.” 
 
    “Most polearms are going to be metal, sir. I could apply any kind of lacquer on it you wish, however. Mute down the steel tones. But the danger is that in low light, it might appear as if you’re carrying a large stick or piece of plywood. Which might not have the same effect.” 
 
    “Yeah. Also, I don’t want to trip over it. I’m not used to walking around with a polearm. And this meeting is too important to introduce something so different.” 
 
    “Chainsaw or hedge clippers?” Cliston suggested, handing me each. 
 
    “Ooh. These hedge clippers look good. But kind of long, aren’t they? And what do I do with my hand? Can’t be waving around hedge clippers, banging into the walls and poking holes in my clothes. I really like my shotgun. It’s about the only gun I have a chance of hitting anything with. But I keep dropping it.” 
 
    Cliston fetched my shotgun. It appeared enormous in his hands. 
 
    “I could apply some adhesive paste on the grips. But between your skin and mass, it is challenging to come up with a solution that will allow you to deposit the gun on purpose while preventing you from dropping it on accident.” 
 
    “Story of my life.” 
 
    Cliston deftly twirled some synthetic ropes around the gun and secured it to my wrist. 
 
    “This is a paracord or braid. It is ideal for weapons that do not possess their own holsters or sleeves yet need to be readily accessible. It hangs loose while you walk and—with practice—you can flip it up into your hand.” 
 
    “Flip isn’t really in my vocabulary. I don’t flip anything ever. It looks good. Kind of like a dangerous purse. But it feels weird kind of spinning around down there. And if I scratch my nose, then it comes up and hits me in the chest.” 
 
    “You should not be scratching your nose, sir.” 
 
    “I got a nose, Cliston. It can’t scratch itself. Maybe if the gun is secured to my knee instead?” 
 
    “But then it won’t be able to reach your hand. The cord will be too short, sir. Otherwise, it would drag on the ground.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    We settled on the Business Gang Boss Casual Dentist Child outfit with my shotgun in a convenient black leather pouch that I carried in my hand. The pouch was stylish enough and color-neutral that it didn’t clash with the rest of my outfit. The gun wasn’t exactly easily removed, but it’s not as if I was a quickdraw expert anyway. 
 
    I asked if I could put a sandwich or other snacks in the pouch, but Cliston said the heavy gun would squash them or otherwise mix them together. And if I got in a jam and reached for my gun, I’d look silly if I pulled out a salami. 
 
    I tried to take a nap and rest up before the big meeting, but I was too wired. The gang boss hinted there was good money for the job, but even if there wasn’t, this could get my name back in circulation. 
 
    The economic downturn had wrecked the whole city. Gangs were sorting out their own problems instead of hiring someone like me. Which meant they really weren’t sorting out anything—they were just shooting each other. 
 
    It would be nice to get some real jobs again. Ones that didn’t involve the Adjunct Overwatch’s garbage trucks or a rich woman’s missing luggage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    Toastmaster 
 
    Zo picked me up later in his reinforced taxi. 
 
    I got in slowly so I didn’t wrinkle my nice clothes. In general, I had to be careful scooching around. The friction caused by me brushing up against stuff was often enough to burn holes in my wardrobe. After a long day in tight quarters, I often resembled a cross between a hobo and a nudist. 
 
    “Nice outfit, Hank. You can’t be graverobbing in that. Or is it a really prestigious grave?” 
 
    “Thanks. These are custom Cliston threads. I got canned from my grave job.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that. Where to?” 
 
    “Hey, uh, do you think you could float me for this ride? I’m a bit light at the moment.” 
 
    “You’re anything but light. Your tab is already bigger than my next two biggest deadbeat clients combined.” 
 
    “Sorry. You’re the only person who can drive me. And it’s not like you pay for fuel.” 
 
    “So? I pay for repairs. And dragging around your carcass is a lot of wear and tear on a vehicle. The mechanic warned me I should stop trying to use my car for heavy construction labor.” 
 
    “I’m off to a job right now. It should pay well and I’ll hit you back.” 
 
    “I notice you didn’t bring up your lack of funds until you were inside the cab and we were moving,” he said.  
 
    Zo pulled off the road so we could haggle. Although he could multitask better than anyone, it strengthened his bargaining position by having me poised for eviction. 
 
    “Come on, Zo. You know I’m good for it. There’s always going to be crime. I’m even working for the Adjunct Overwatch now.” 
 
    “I heard. He’s paying you like 12 credits or something.” 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “People talk. I got nothing else to do but listen.” 
 
    “Seriously, I’m going to a job right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t have money right now. I know how your ‘jobs’ can go,” he said. 
 
    “Come on. I won’t be able to make it on time if I have to hoof it and transfer three busses and a subway. This is an important gig.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what—if you can get Cliston to cook for me, I’ll wipe your whole account.” 
 
    “But you can’t eat. You’re gas.” 
 
    “He made me something before. About 9 years ago.” 
 
    “That was before my time. I was in another universe. What did he make you? Where did you eat it?” I asked, suddenly curious. 
 
    “He prepared a canister—very fancy. Gave it to the other Hank to give to me.” 
 
    “But what was it? Like soup?” 
 
    “No, dummy. Energy. Radiation. But…like nothing I’ve ever had before. I wish I could have spoken to him. I’ve been afraid to ask what he made.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s Cliston! Everyone knows Cliston. I’m a cab driver. I’m not going to go up and bother him. Why would he ever talk to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why would he talk to me?” I asked rhetorically. 
 
    “Yeah, the whole city can’t figure that one out. It’s like, why would a person like Cliston ever associate with you? No offense.” 
 
    “I can try and get a recipe from him. But most stuff Cliston makes only he can make. It’s like all those pamphlets he produces. I guess like 99% of them are really just for himself. Or maybe 99% for himself and 10% for others. Or 90% of them can’t be understood by 90% of the people.” 
 
    “Stop. You’re insulting Cliston with your math skills. If you can get me a Cliston meal—or even a snack, I’ll say we’re square. Even Kweeven.” 
 
    “What’s a Kweeven?” 
 
    “It’s a name, right?” 
 
    “Of who?” I asked. 
 
    “Forget it. So we got a deal?” 
 
    “Bud, I’d like to, but I simply never ask Cliston to cook. I never use him as leverage or to settle debts. I never pressure him.” 
 
    “Why? He’s an amazing asset. He seems like he’d be perfect for that.” 
 
    “Yeah, he would be. But…Cliston is an artist. Like a true artist. And while I don’t understand art—or metaphors—I know I shouldn’t be using Cliston for selfish, commercial reasons. It’s not proper. Like not…proper—I don’t know the words for being good.” 
 
    “I guess I understand what you mean. But could you hint it? Could you subtly mention me? And the canister? And your tremendous debt?” 
 
    “No. I don’t do that. And he’d see right through it. And…just thinking about it makes me uncomfortable. Like pissing on a beautiful painting.” 
 
    “Why would you piss on a painting?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t. That’s the point.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then how would you know what it feels like?” he asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You just said it made you uncomfortable in the same way. A way you’ve never done before, so you can’t know what it feels like.” 
 
    “Look, Zo, I’m going to pay you back. I’ll maybe, sort of, possibly, mention that you once had a magic canister from Cliston. That’s all. And I don’t do that for no one. You said yourself that you can’t figure out why Cliston is with me—and neither can I. I don’t want to mess it up.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. I get it. I’ll just add this to the pile. If nothing else, I can brag that Cliston’s clothes rode in my cab.” 
 
    “His food does all the time. It’s just carried in my belly.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s kind of true. Huh. Two degrees of separation. Or would that be one?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Like 90% of his food is—” 
 
    “Stop. So where am I taking you? Presumably not the Institute of Mathematics.” 
 
    I gave him the address and we small-talked the rest of the way. I was nervous about this assignment and, as a great cabbie, he recognized that. So he took my mind off it by chatting me up about inconsequential stuff. 
 
      
 
    The address was a large office building. It was way after hours, but not so late it was vandalism hours—you know, people can’t vandalize when everyone’s still awake.  
 
    It was a nice building. Modern. I didn’t come this way much. Lots of businesses around here. They looked…business-y. Like lots of…business and busy people were around here—in the daylight. 
 
    Maybe there was less crime in Belvaille than I thought. It was a big city after all. And you didn’t make buildings like this for loan sharks—they worked just fine in the backs of bars and alleys. 
 
    I checked my tele again and saw several more messages from the client. I hadn’t noticed them on the ride over. I’d turned off my alerts so I didn’t get distracted.  
 
    I didn’t get a bunch of messages now that my fortunes—and the city’s—had taken a downturn. But I didn’t want to get a call from the Adjunct Overwatch asking me how to best prioritize the electrical grid. Because that would put me in the wrong frame of mind for this gig. 
 
    The client had given me further directions for inside the building. And the latest message was asking where I was and my ETA. 
 
    I sent a reply that I was wandering around the building, lost. He replied immediately and said to stay put, and someone would come escort me. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how anyone found their way around buildings like this. Everything looked so similar. Like every corner and room and hallway was identical. I suppose that’s how big buildings were designed. I was simply used to homes and bars and restaurants and warehouses and morgues.  
 
    A flunky came to get me. He didn’t talk and he walked fast. Too fast.  
 
    It must be a bad situation. I thought about whether I should take my gun out, but if this was a negotiation, showing up with a shotgun in hand tended to push talks in a very specific direction. 
 
    We went through room after room after room. Most of the lights were off or very dim. Just emergency lighting—just enough so you didn’t faceplant into a wall if you were a grave-shift security guard. 
 
    Finally, we entered a narrow back room and I could hear lots of commotion nearby. I was led to two men and a non-man who had their backs to me. The flunky departed without a word like he was a mailman and I was merely a bundle of expired coupons. 
 
    “Hi,” I announced. 
 
    The three turned to see me. 
 
    “Oh, Hank. Thank Thad Elon you’re here! I was beginning to worry you were ditching us,” the gang boss said. 
 
    The man was named Never Bunting. I’m sure there was some clever backstory to that moniker. Actually, it probably wasn’t clever. He was middle-aged, which was fairly young for a gang boss. He wore everything purple, and in the low light, it was hard to discern what exactly his clothes were. His skin was light green, which matched his clothes quite well—probably why he wore them. 
 
    From what I could dig up, Never Bunting’s crew mostly did exports. I’m not sure what or how or who. But…stuff…leaving the city. 
 
    “Nope, I’m here. A confusing building is all. So what’s going on?” 
 
    “Allow me to introduce you to my…associates. We all chipped in to bring you here,” he said, which struck me as odd. 
 
    “Trentin Trappa Truey of the Hostile Mother Makers.” 
 
    “’Sup?” I asked. The man grinned at me. I could only tell because he had giant, pearly white teeth. His mouth must have been slightly luminous, because I could actually see better. He literally flashed a smile. 
 
    “And this is Dork of the Bedju Gaklines,” Never Bunting said, gesturing to the third person. 
 
    There were a lot of aliens and genders in the Colmarian Confederation. While the majority were vaguely similar, with arms and legs and orifices, there was a lot of variety. In the dim lighting—now dimmer because Trentin closed his mouth—I couldn’t tell what this last person was. And I didn’t really care. 
 
    “Dork?” I asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean the same thing as in Colmarian,” Dork replied, as if very used to that question. 
 
    We all spoke Colmarian. It was kind of a requirement to being in the Confederation. Hell, it was spoken by every race in the galaxy, regardless of empire. But it was odd to not change your original ethnic name once you found out it meant something else in the universal language. 
 
    Like if my Ontakian name had been Assface Craplicker, which meant “beautiful flower,” you could be damn sure I’d switch it to something less fight provoking once I started roaming around the Confederation. 
 
    “Cool. So what do you need me to do?” I asked. 
 
    Never Bunting took out his tele and shined his light nearish me. 
 
    “That’s a nice set of threads, Hank. Where did you buy that?” Never Bunting asked. 
 
    “Cliston made it.” 
 
    “Of course. Is that a purse?” 
 
    “No, this is a shotgun. Didn’t want to wear a holster.” 
 
    “Did Cliston make the gun as well?” 
 
    “No, no. He just does clothes. And food. And plants. Interior design. Landscaping. Health and wellness. And everything else that might be considered good and well.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I take a look? I’m shopping for guns myself,” Never Bunting asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I flung my gun at him and it hit him in the foot. He yelped and hopped around. 
 
    “Sorry. That bag is slippery,” I said. 
 
    He bent over and picked it up. 
 
    “Thad Elon, how do you even carry this? No wonder you almost broke my toe. Who designed this monstrosity?” he asked, examining my shotgun. 
 
    “Delovoa made it.” 
 
    Never Bunting ejected the gun like I had just informed him it was covered in plague spores. It hit Dork in the…sort-of foot. And he yelped and hopped around. So far I had injured two of the people who hired me to prevent injuries. 
 
    “Ick. Why would you possess anything that Delovoa made? He’s horrible,” Never Bunting said, disgusted. 
 
    “It’s just a gun, man. The handles used to be sapphires.”  
 
    I picked up my shotgun and returned it to my bag. While I was doing that, I tried to listen to what the nearby commotion was. It didn’t have the tenor and cadence of a fight. It was definitely a crowd of some kind. But they seemed relatively consistent. Like there was an open-air market somewhere inside this business park. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Never Bunting asked me. 
 
    “Hey, do we have time for me to use the bathroom? I work better with an empty bladder.” 
 
    “Um, of course. I’ll have someone show you the way.” 
 
    “Yeah, these offices are a maze,” I said. 
 
    The flunky materialized and silently led me away.  
 
    “We’re really glad you decided to come, Hank,” Never Bunting called to me, like he was worried I was going to run away and leave them. 
 
    We took two turns and a long hall to reach the bathrooms. 
 
    Bathrooms in the Colmarian Confederation were, by necessity, a private affair. They were a collection of non-gender, non-species stalls that were not only enclosed, but airtight, soundproof, and scrupulously sterilized. They had to be able to handle all the various races and their attendant waste. If there was any droppage or seepage or uncleanliness, it could result in superviruses that infected an entire population. 
 
    I walked into the room, found an empty stall, punched in a species code that would work for me, waited a few seconds for it to orient, and then entered. The door closed and sealed. 
 
    When I was done, and the stall gave me the okay to leave, I exited. A man was waiting. He looked angry. 
 
    “It’s pretty low-class to jump someone exiting the bathroom. That’s a federal crime,” I warned. 
 
    It was. Not only that, but it just wasn’t done. Even the dumbest of criminals knew that bathrooms were ultra-dangerous to the entire population. You’d sooner have a gun battle around giant tanks of liquid nitrogen than a single lavatory stall. The nitrogen would merely freeze you to death. But a toilet could do all kinds of horrible stuff you couldn’t even imagine. Not only because of the alien waste inside, but due to the chemicals needed to treat and sanitize said waste. 
 
    “I was supposed to be headlining this. And then you had to show up,” the man said, clearly not talking about lavatory issues. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This was my gig. I should have known something was up when they didn’t want to pay my standard booking fee. They were still trying to get ahold of you. You talk about low-class, but you just stole my job.” 
 
    “I only got here a minute ago. And they didn’t say nothing about no one else working. I don’t even know what this operation is. There’s like three gang bosses over there. I came in here to pee.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. They contacted you like six hours ago. You didn’t think that was weird? I’ve been prepping for two weeks,” he sneered.  
 
    He was definitely upset about something. 
 
    “Alright. Well…I’m leaving the bathroom now,” I said.  
 
    I kind of slowly walked away. Because I wasn’t sure if this was a confrontation or merely a lousy conversation. 
 
    As I was leaving the room with the stalls, he called after me. 
 
    “Hank! I’ve seen your statue. It’s ugly and stupid.” 
 
    “It’s an allegory.” 
 
    The flunky led me away. While I felt clean and refreshed from the bathroom, I was now more confused. 
 
    Never Bunting sent me a tele message as we were walking back. He was asking how things were going and if I was coming back soon. It had been less than ten minutes. 
 
    “Ah, Hank, good,” Never Bunting said, rushing over when I came into view. Another man was with him, but the other two gang bosses had left. 
 
    “So can you tell me what’s going on here? What do you need me for?” I asked. 
 
    “Talk about your recent activities.” 
 
    “What recent activities?”  
 
    I assumed he meant figuratively. Some criminals hated explicitly mentioning criminal behavior. Even though we were alone, surrounded by criminals, and in a criminal city. 
 
    “You know, the stuff you’ve been up to. We usually have the audience ask questions.” 
 
    “Audience?” 
 
    Now I was really confused. 
 
    “Yes. There are three main gangs, with five sub-gangs, three partnerships, and two gangs-in-waiting. And a few prospective members. We do this once a month.” 
 
    “Do what?” I asked. 
 
    “Have guest speakers.” 
 
    “So you literally want me to…talk? You hired me to stand here and speak?” 
 
    “Is that so different from what you usually do?” he asked, becoming alarmed at my tone. 
 
    He had a point. I prided myself on being a gang negotiator first, and a butt kicker second. As I began to understand what was going on, a particularly loud eruption came from the audience. I peeked around the side and saw we were essentially behind stage at an auditorium. I couldn’t see how many people were out there, but I guessed a lot. 
 
    “I’ve never done any public speaking. This isn’t really my specialty. Do I tell jokes?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t hurt,” the man next to Never Bunting said. 
 
    “This is Xaxo Tear. He’s the MC and moderator for tonight. Best pitch man in the business.” 
 
    “Hi. Do you want a lead-in or not?” he asked me 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Don’t stress. I’ll wing it.” 
 
    “What do you mean by moderator?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s chaos if we let the audience speak at once. So they field questions to the moderator, who then asks them to you,” Never Bunting explained. 
 
    “Why would it be chaos?” I asked, not understanding. 
 
    “We’re at full capacity tonight: 250 people. Actually, we’re over capacity. So don’t go squealing to the fire marshal,” Xaxo said. 
 
    “There’s a fire marshal? Hey, aren’t you a drug dealer?” I asked Xaxo, recognizing him. 
 
    “I’m a drug promoter. Big difference. But the guy out there is bombing, so we’ll need to pull him quick before the crowd murders him. Start warming up.” 
 
    Xaxo Tear, the drug promoter, headed onto the stage. I could hear him begin talking using a microphone. 
 
    “So, uh, I’m not really comfortable with this. I don’t know how to talk to 250 people and a fire marshal. There’s a guy skulking in the bathroom who might be better. He said he was prepping for weeks.” 
 
    “That’s Gorfle Most. He’s bent out of shape that he got bumped. But that’s life on Belvaille, baby.”  
 
    “How do you all have such catchy names?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I think I might pass on tonight. This isn’t what I expected. But thanks for thinking about me,” I said, preparing to leave. 
 
    I had no interest in giving a presentation. I wasn’t an evangelist or personality. I tended to talk to very small groups, in intimate surroundings, who were armed with weapons.  
 
    The last public speaking I vaguely remember was in elementary school when I had to get up on stage in front of the whole student body. I was so scared I vomited. Or someone vomited. There was definitely puke involved.  
 
    “Here! There’s 10,000 credits there. I can take up a collection afterward and get you more. But these people came for a show and so far they don’t like what they’ve received,” Never Bunting said desperately, shoving some tokens in my hand. 
 
    Wow. Ten grand. I guess I could choke back the spit-up for a while. 
 
    A man stumbled back to our location. He must have just been on stage. I saw he was battered and bleeding. He practically fell into my arms. 
 
    “Tough crowd tonight,” he said. Then he slumped to the floor, unconscious. His head hit the ground with a loud thud. 
 
    Xaxo Tear was beginning my lead-in. Or whatever. Never Bunting was both pleading with me as well as trying to push me to the front. Though I outweighed him by a few thousand pounds. 
 
    “And what can I say about our next guest? He doesn’t need an introduction. You know him. I know him. Everyone knows him. He’s a known guy. He’s so well-known I’m not even sure why I’m up here. He’s big in presence and stature. I heard he’s so large you can see him from space. When the sun rises, he has to suck in his gut for it to pass by. Please put your appendages together for our next guest. A speaker whose name I’m not even going to say because you already know it!” 
 
    Somehow I found myself walking on stage. The lights were so bright I could barely tell what was going on. 
 
    “Break a leg,” Never Bunting whispered to me as I left him behind the curtain. 
 
    “Whose?” I asked blankly, wondering if this was a fight. 
 
    I got to the stage and there were two large chairs waiting. Xaxo was sitting in one. I went to sit on the other and it collapsed. It didn’t even try to hold me. The crowd laughed. The noise was so loud it startled me far more than falling on my back. 
 
    There really were a lot of people out there. I just couldn’t see them because of the light in my eyes. 
 
    “Ho, ho, this guy!” Xaxo said.  
 
    Before I could even shift my weight, the MC was crouching next to me pretending to help me up. 
 
    “Hey, if you’re going to do slapstick, give me some notice. I got to set the tone or this crowd is going to kill us both,” he whispered through clenched teeth. 
 
    I got up and another, heavier, chair was brought out. It was the same silent flunky doing stage maintenance. 
 
    This chair managed to hold me, barely. And a microphone was placed near me and adjusted. Though it was still a bit too low.  
 
    “Hello,” I squeaked. I coughed, sniffled, and cleared my throat a few times, just to highlight my excellent speaking etiquette. “I guess you all want to hear about the Ank baby I saved. I only helped save it. There was a bunch of people involved and they deserve some credit.”  
 
    “So I’m getting questions along the lines of: what are Ankle babies?” Xaxo Tear said after a moment. 
 
    “That’s, you know, the Belvaille Massacre a few months back? Um. Ank. Like the finance guys.” 
 
    “I believe there’s a bit of puzzlement on that front,” Xaxo said. 
 
    “Oi! No one cares about no Anks!” someone from the audience yelled. A roar of agreement followed. 
 
    “Hey, Ass-Butt, you talks with the tele app we showed you or you gets the boot,” Xaxo Tear replied angrily, suddenly reverting to salty drug promoter. 
 
    “Okay,” I began. “So what do you all want me to talk about? I don’t know many jokes. I know a couple about cemeteries. But I think you need to be a mortician to really appreciate them.” 
 
    “I’m getting a lot of questions about Thad Elon,” Xaxo Tear related. He seemed baffled by that as well. 
 
    “Really? That’s why I’m here? You brought me here to a business park talk about Thad Elon?” I asked. 
 
    Lots of agreement came from the audience and people started to belt out questions. Never Bunting was right: In a few moments, it became chaos. You couldn’t understand anything. 250 people talking was noisy. 250 aliens from across the galaxy talking at once was excruciating gibberish. 
 
    I thought about leaving. Thought really hard. But I had 10K credits in my pocket. That was a lot of money. 
 
    “Hey! Shut it!” Xaxo said. I then saw him react, startled, to some information coming to him via his earpiece. “Oh, so you’re Hank! As in: of course, this is Hank, everyone. I didn’t need to introduce him because…who else could this chair smasher be? Haha. And he has some inside information on Thad Elon. What’s he like?” 
 
    Xaxo leaned in conversationally, grinning broadly. 
 
    “Um. He’s mean. I…I know a lot of people worship him and stuff,” I added quickly. 
 
    “We’re using his technology right now. Can’t be all bad, right?” 
 
    “But…we’re nothing to him. Literally nothing. He didn’t give us this stuff. We just found it. It’s like his trash.” 
 
    “Upper Belvaille? That’s some trash!” Xaxo laughed. 
 
    “I don’t know what the flying city is for. It’s probably not his trash. But, you know, I come from another universe.” 
 
    “Explain that. How did that happen?” 
 
    “It’s a super long story.” 
 
    “Auditorium filled with gang members,” Xaxo teased. And I got the idea that I had better get talking. 
 
    “Well…Gax killed me in this universe—another Hank. And Gax, in my universe, sent me here. I guess that’s not such a long story.” 
 
    “When you say Gax, you’re referring to His Most Ravenous Indignation, Gax, the Unforgiving, correct? He is a Boranjame space god.” 
 
    “Yeah. But the one in my universe was The Marquor of Lunacy, Gax, the Unfathomable and…and…man, I forget. Something else scary.” 
 
    “They’re scary alright. Most powerful species in the galaxy. Why did he send you here?” 
 
    “I suppose so I could do…something to Thad Elon. Deal with him. Talk to him? I’m not really sure.” 
 
    “So you’ve spoken with Thad Elon before or this was just a suggestion?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve talked with him a bunch. But only in my universe,” I said. Garm instructed me to avoid mentioning Thad Elon, but I was here and I had money. One thing I knew I wasn’t going to speak about was how Thad Elon destroyed my universe. Nothing good could come from bringing that up. 
 
    “Talked to him? Is this like, speaking about the weather? Or favorite foods?” 
 
    “You know Thad Elon—” 
 
    “But we don’t. Except from legends and myths.” 
 
    “No, but you kind of know him for real. You know all the stuff he built.” 
 
    “This so-called trash.” 
 
    “Right. That’s easy for him—miracles for us. And you know me—or you have an idea. Now take a guy like that and a guy like me. I couldn’t understand like 99% of what he said.” 
 
    “So why would Gax want you to speak with him?” 
 
    “Because I talked to Thad Elon a lot. Like all the damn time. We’re supposedly kind of…joined? Or, I don’t know. Thad Elon was mad that the Boranjame were interfering with him.” 
 
    “Wait. Thad Elon didn’t like the Boranjame? Were they at war?” 
 
    “Not mad. He didn’t get mad. Not really.” 
 
    “So he was chill?” 
 
    “Oh, super chill! He’s immortal. If you’re hanging around for billions of years, you get chill. Like senior citizens. And he’s more senior than anyone—except the Boranjame.” 
 
    “Whoa! Boranjame are older than Thad Elon—who is immortal?” 
 
    “Um. I think that’s how it went. Boranjame were first. Like the first of anything. And then Thad Elon. And, no, they don’t get along.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s…wow. Getting lots of questions here,” Xaxo said, trying to sort through them on his tele. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can answer them all. I’m not even sure how I get involved in all this stuff. It’s not by choice.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? I think it would be an honor.” 
 
    “Dude. Gax killed me! I can’t do nothing to Boranjame or Thad Elon. We’re living under his trash. His little throwaway items have made galactic civilizations. And yet my occupation is graverobber.” 
 
    “Okay, for those who don’t know, explain what a graverobber is. And how does that fit with Thad Elon?” 
 
    “It doesn’t. It’s not important. I was fired from it, anyway,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. So things are tough for you as well? You don’t get any assistance from Gax or Thad Elon?” 
 
    “No! Look. I want to be really clear about this. I don’t want to deal with those guys. They force me to get involved. I am not bragging when I talk about my past experiences with them. It’s been nothing but bad.” 
 
    “Okay. Like flying too close to a star. I can see that. But for those of us on the surface, having a star nearby is really nice.” 
 
    “I’m not a star. I’m not nothing.” 
 
    “But you’ve been near stars. Even if you got burnt up. Is that why Cliston is with you? Because you’ve brushed up against the most important beings in the galaxy—universe!” 
 
    “Maybe. He’s a good friend. He made this suit.” 
 
    “Wow. Looks flash—but not too flash. Very business casual with, like, a son who’s a doctor. So are there any words of wisdom from Thad Elon?” 
 
    “Do I seem like the kind of guy you ask for wisdom?” 
 
    “They’re not asking you. They’re asking what you overheard,” he clarified. 
 
    “Like I said, I don’t remember much. And I understood even less. Thad Elon kind of made it clear that it didn’t matter what we did. Didn’t matter what I did. So…do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Are you talking about criminality?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “So, from a theological and philosophical standpoint—” 
 
    “No. I’m not those things. Just do what you want, because to Thad Elon it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “How about to the Boranjame?” 
 
    “I’m not as sure what they want or don’t want. Boranjame are confusing.” 
 
    “They seem to wipe out entire solar systems now and then without much explanation,” Xaxo prodded. 
 
    “Yeah. Thad Elon told me something like, when the Boranjame get involved, they mess stuff up worse than when they don’t get involved. Like a baby trying to rearrange a pile of salt,” I said, remembering an incident with the Ank baby, Sal. “To a pile of salt, that baby is huge. And it’s too clumsy to do much other than knock those grains around and spill them all over the place and wreck your friend’s fancy electronics.” 
 
    “Gax is in the Upper City, right?” 
 
    “That’s what they tell me. I’ve never been up there.” 
 
    “Strange that someone who has actually met with Thad Elon isn’t allowed on his relic.” 
 
    “I met him in another universe. But stuff is pretty much the same. Like you all had a Hank.” 
 
    “You do seem fatter. Or is that just you getting old? No offense.” 
 
    “Why do people add ‘no offense’ after they say something ridiculously offensive? I’m going to say that next time I shoot someone. As if that’ll make it all better.” 
 
    “If Gax is in the Upper City and he’s not liked by Thad Elon, should we kick him out?” Xaxo asked. 
 
    “Are you insane? You just said yourself that Boranjame wipe out entire solar systems on their version of a bad day. Why would you ever mess with anything like that?” 
 
    “Relax, man. I’m just relaying questions from the audience. So you’re telling them to leave Gax alone?” 
 
    “Of course! If I could avoid him, I would. He murdered me.” 
 
    “Is that the first time that happened?” 
 
    I was about to immediately state it was, but stopped and thought a moment. 
 
    “You know, I got a wacky life. I’d like to say it was. But unfortunately, this kind of stuff seems to happen to me now and then.” 
 
    “Someone is asking if it’s because you’re bulletproof that you deal with Thad Elon.” 
 
    “You think those guys use bullets? Like they shoot a whole lot of submachine guns to wipe out a planet? I’m a speck of dust to them. We all are,” I said. 
 
    “Does Thad Elon look like us?” 
 
    “Not sure I follow you.” 
 
    “His…presence. Physically.” 
 
    “None of us look remotely the same. Which one of us do you mean, specifically?” 
 
    “I think they’re asking if Thad Elon is a…Colmarian. For lack of a better term,” Xaxo elaborated. 
 
    “Oh. I guess I hadn’t really thought about that. Sure. He’s—broadly speaking—a Colmarian male,” I said. 
 
    There followed a lot of chatter in the audience. 
 
    “Keep it down, everyone. I know the various galactic empires think of Thad Elon as one of them. Whether it’s the Celoptians or Keilvin Kamigans or whatever. They believe the Great Architect is one of their species. But you’re saying he’s definitely Colmarian?” 
 
    “I doubt Thad Elon thinks of himself as anything. It’s not as if he’s voting in local elections or paying taxes. But based just on his appearance, he looks like a Colmarian.” 
 
    “Cool,” Xaxo Tear said, seemingly very pleased to learn that information. Though I had no idea why. It’s not as if they were going to swap wardrobes. “You said we should avoid Gax. Should anyone be allowed on the relic at all? Some believe it’s holy ground—in the sky.” 
 
    “Uh. I don’t know. Oh! But I do know that people are taking stuff from the relic. Like stealing parts or pieces. And that will definitely anger Thad Elon. And you don’t want him mad at you,” I warned. 
 
    “I thought you said he didn’t get mad.” 
 
    “He doesn’t. But he can still kill you without being mad. That’s what’s scary about those guys. Boranjame will wipe out your planet and add a casual ‘no offense.’ Actually, they wouldn’t even bother to say that.” 
 
    “Just so we’re talking about the same thing, you know the relics sold around the city are fake, right?” Xaxo asked. 
 
    “Yeah. But I have it on good authority that real parts are being lifted from Upper Belvaille. And that will bring Thad Elon here to…you know…enact…wrath,” I said, holding my hands up like claws. Which didn’t do a very good job of conveying godlike vengeance. 
 
    “You’re saying Thad Elon is coming to Belvaille? Lower Belvaille? Here?” 
 
    “He will. If you guys keep stealing from the relic. Do any of you know about that? Like pieces of the relic?” I asked the crowd. 
 
    “Anyone?” Xaxo repeated. 
 
    We waited and put our hands above our eyes to try and block the lights. Other than a lot of mumbling in the negative, there was no one who suddenly stood up and admitted they were the divine thief calling down celestial retribution. I probably should have phrased it differently. But this was one of the many reasons I wasn’t a public speaker. 
 
    “I’m getting a lot of questions about…let’s see…the Twelve Righteous Principles. And the Symmetry of Rational Thought,” Xaxo said, and his attitude suddenly became much more deferential. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of those things.” 
 
    “I believe they are aspects of religions?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “You know there are religions—or teachings—that have Thad Elon as the figurehead? Did he speak of any of those things?” Xaxo asked. 
 
    “That’s goofy. Why would a god talk about a religion based on him?” 
 
    “Man, you hear that all the time. Turn on a tele program. There’s all kinds of preachers and prophets.” 
 
    “But they’re frauds—or guessing. Think about it: do you talk to an insect you see on your kitchen floor? Brag about how big and mighty your foot is? Gods don’t need to tell people they’re gods. They sure as hell didn’t need to tell me. It’s self-evident,” I said. 
 
    “So here’s a question from the audience: Is the teaching that we should do whatever we want proof that the Orders of Manos are heretical crap?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what—” I began. 
 
    But then people started arguing in the audience. 
 
    “Keep it down! I’m trying to get through your questions and we can’t if you all are just going to shout,” Xaxo said. 
 
    The crowd ignored him and grew even more boisterous.  
 
    Xaxo Tear covered his microphone and leaned in to whisper to me. 
 
    “This happens now and then during our more controversial discussions. If I yell at them and they don’t calm down, it’s best to wait. They’ll either run out of steam in a few minutes or the significantly armed audience will settle things for us.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied. 
 
    And then the gunfire started. It wasn’t a lot. Just a few shots. But it was accompanied by an awful lot of impassioned cursing. 
 
    “Is this…is this part of the presentation?” I asked. 
 
    But there was no one around to answer. Xaxo Tear had vanished. His disappearance was so miraculous that I briefly checked the floor to see if there were any trapdoors. I hadn’t even noticed movement. I guess that was a skill required in the wild world of drug promoting moderators. 
 
    As I sat there on the stage, it was, in a strange way, somewhat comforting. Because for once, no one was shooting at me. 
 
    I was relaxing in a chair, under a billion lumens of light, while some half-assed religious argument played out amongst a crowd of people who were—if there was any justice in the universe—all going straight to hell. 
 
    It was a bit surreal. 
 
    I could tell they were fighting about religion because they kept yelling out the odd phrase or bylaw—or whatever it was you called spiritual terms. It was either that or some really passionate metaphysicists had infiltrated the group and started screaming and shooting. Which didn’t seem like a very metaphysical thing to do. 
 
    I contemplated how I could halt the skirmish. Like I could say, “Thad Elon wouldn’t want you to shed blood on his behalf.”  
 
    But even thinking that felt stupid.  
 
    I’d stated repeatedly that Thad Elon didn’t care. And that was an understatement. If we all blew each other’s brains out, he’d be a tad bit happier, since we wouldn’t be in the way as he tried to destroy the universe. 
 
    Besides, I had already been paid. And I couldn’t be expected to continue speaking to a crowd that was attempting to kill each other and/or save each other’s souls. 
 
    So I stood up. 
 
    “Um, thanks,” I said to no one. 
 
    And I walked off the stage to safety. I paused once I had gotten around the corner. That was a huge battle going on back there. 
 
    What they were fighting about wasn’t money, or prestige, or territory, or a two-timing husband-wife-mistress sexual misunderstanding. They were trying to murder each other over religion. Religions—I assumed—that somehow involved Thad Elon.  
 
    A guy who literally wanted to kill us all.  
 
    This was the warning that Garm had tried to relay. As soon as some innocent Ontakian states an opinion on Thad Elon, the torches come out, and the heretics burn.  
 
    I really did get paid a lot of money, though.  
 
    But I figured if everyone got slaughtered at my speaking engagements, I couldn’t do that too many times before people stopped listening. At this rate, there would be plenty of work at the cemetery. Muck-Mock might even rehire me. 
 
    “Hank! Hank!” someone called, running up to me. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m done speaking for the day. I need to get back to…anything else.” 
 
    “I know about them relics,” the man said, undaunted. 
 
    “What relics?” 
 
    “You was asking if people knew’d about taking relics and parts fer sale. I knows where you can gets ’em.” 
 
    “You have them?” 
 
    “No, no. I’m degreed of separate.” 
 
    “Huh? I’m not talking about the tourist junk.” 
 
    “I know. This from a shuttle jock. The guy that flies you up to the relic. He telled me. He’s not gonna lie.” 
 
    That was kind of intriguing. 
 
    “So he took the parts?” 
 
    “No. He can’t strut on a Topper Bellyville. But he knows what come upside and down. And he got a bit sauced and telled me.” 
 
    “Why would he blab that to you?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “On account he’s my nephew.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    Fate 
 
    I got the information on the shuttle-pilot nephew. I finally had what sounded like a solid lead on the stolen artifacts.  
 
    I had been more than a little bit dubious on the whole concept. It seemed an impossible combination of attributes was required to steal from the Upper City.  
 
    They would have to be awesome enough to be allowed up in the first place; dishonest enough to pillage from a holy relic; crafty enough to get away with the goods; and indifferent to all the people living above and below. 
 
    It was hard to come up with a motive as well. Sure, money was nice. But if you’re able to operate in Belvaille’s Attic, you probably had sufficient resources or prestige that you weren’t exactly hurting for cash. 
 
    This pilot was one of only a handful who operated the ships that ferried people up and down. That itself was a damn prestigious career. In fact, that his uncle was a crook was really surprising to me. I would have thought that’d be a disqualification—that’s how important those shuttles were. 
 
    It’s also fortunate the uncle was willing to sell out his nephew. While the ties of family were strong, they were apparently not as strong as religious faith. And the uncle had really enjoyed my meandering talk about Thad Elon. 
 
    Zo drove me to the man’s address. It wasn’t a luxury neighborhood, but it was solid middle-class. 
 
    I expected to see…something. I’m not sure what. Like some guards hanging out in his driveway. Or alien diplomats waiting in line to speak to him.  
 
    But that’s how little I knew about the business of the Upper City. Judging by his house, late-model car, and neighborhood, this was just a normal dude with a normal life. It just so happened that his job was to fly people to the relic. 
 
    I knocked on the door and waited. 
 
    A man answered a few moments later, with a beer in hand. He wasn’t wearing a pilot’s headgear—not that I’d recognize it. He didn’t have any convenient garments that declared he went to Upper Belvaille and all he got was this lousy t-shirt. Seemed to be about middle-aged.  
 
    I was so used to dealing with criminals that I forgot the reactions I tended to cause from regular folks. The pilot in question took a few steps back into the safety of his house after taking a look at me. He didn’t even say anything. Like hello. 
 
    “Are you Illion Vess?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh. Maybe.” 
 
    “I spoke with your uncle—” I began. 
 
    “Ugh. What did he do now?” 
 
    “Nothing, nothing. He’s fine. I just wanted to talk to you a bit about something he brought up. Do you have a minute?” 
 
    “What’s this about?” he asked warily. 
 
    “You mind if I come in?” 
 
    “Yes. I-I mean, it doesn’t look like you’ll fit through the door—no offense.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, your uncle said you had heard something about parts that had been taken from the Upper City. I’ve been tasked by the Adjunct Overwatch to locate them,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t do it! I had nothing to do with it. I barely even speak to my uncle.” 
 
    “Alright. I’m not here to arrest anyone,” I began. And I paused, because it felt really weird even hinting that I might be a member of law enforcement. “I’m just looking for information. You fly a shuttle to the Upper City, right?” 
 
    “Do you have any identification I can see?” 
 
    “Sure. But it doesn’t say Boss Man Relic Hunter. You can contact Judoth Hartler—or his office—and get the information. My name is Hank.” 
 
    “Like the statue?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Didn’t you die?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Um. Okay. I only heard some stuff about parts.” 
 
    “You hear it when you were flying?” 
 
    “I guess there were a number of instances it came up. One time—” 
 
    “Do them chronologically. So I can keep it straight. And how often do you fly the shuttle to the Upper City?” 
 
    “Like once a month.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. There’s a bunch of pilots. And it’s not as if people are coming and going all the time.” 
 
    “And that’s all you do?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Like that’s your only job?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Wow. Here I was slamming him for only having a middle-class life, but he worked once a month. 
 
    “How do you get a career like that? Have you been doing it forever? Like was that job passed down from your grandparents?” I asked. 
 
    “In Belvaille, I’ve been doing the shuttle for about twenty-three years. But I’ve been flying shuttles all over for centuries.” 
 
    “Cool. So what exactly did you hear?” 
 
    “We’re not supposed to talk to the passengers—in most cases, we can’t even hear them. But to be able to handle so many species, the shuttles have to be reconfigured. And some people were coming down and the ship was adjusted in such a way that I couldn’t help overhearing their conversation. They were saying some objects had been removed. And there was a big stink about it.” 
 
    “Do you think they did it?” 
 
    “No. All the various empires suspect each other. It’s a big deal. They just examine the relic and share it. They’re not supposed to take anything.” 
 
    “But for anyone to remove something, wouldn’t it have to go on your shuttle? Wouldn’t you be able to scan it?” 
 
    “We don’t scan them.” 
 
    “What? Why not? What if they have bombs or food poisoning?” 
 
    “You can’t fit any kind of scanner on a shuttle. Besides, what can a little shuttle possibly scan that Thad Elon’s city can’t? Even if we had scanners, we wouldn’t know what to look for.” 
 
    “Okay. So what you’re saying is that people could have removed parts, flown on your shuttle, and you’d never know?” 
 
    “I suppose. But the fact this is the first time means it has to be rare. I can’t even see how they’d do it. I get nervous even talking about the city. We pilots never mention it. It’s just called Topside or Top.” 
 
    “What do you call down here?” 
 
    “Whatever: ground, Belvaille, down, home, the slums, Buttville. Doesn’t matter. Lower Belvaille doesn’t disintegrate people. You can call it anything you like.” 
 
    “Was that all you heard?” 
 
    “No. Next, they questioned all the pilots and asked us anything we knew, which was nothing. And then they had a huge meeting so we could try and figure out how anyone could smuggle components. And what steps we could take to stop them in the future.” 
 
    “What did you come up with?” 
 
    “Nothing. We don’t know how it was done. It’s not as if the engineers take apart the relic to poke at it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard the same thing.” 
 
    “Topside is…mean. Dangerous. It allows you to be up there. And it kicks you out when you’re no longer welcome. The relic has control of your thoughts and biology. The idea someone could dismantle it and run off with pieces is way beyond me. I’m just a shuttle jockey.” 
 
    “Right. Anything else?” 
 
    “So, this was a few weeks ago. Someone approached me in a bar.” 
 
    “Which bar?” I asked. 
 
    “I…does it matter?” 
 
    “Maybe. But go on.” 
 
    “He said he had a job exporting relics. He actually used the word relic.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just a guy. He was wearing sunglasses.” 
 
    “Inside a bar?” 
 
    “Yeah. And it was dark.” 
 
    “Cool. So did he give you the relic pieces?” 
 
    “No. He told me they had a storage area on the other side of the planet.” 
 
    “This planet?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. He wasn’t offering me a shuttle job on another planet,” he said, making it sound like I was dumb. 
 
    “But there’s nothing else on this planet. I’ve been out there. It’s just woods and bugs and big cats that will eat you.” 
 
    “Mister, can I tell the story? He said they have a spot and from there they take it up to ships in orbit. And then all of it started to make sense. That’s probably how they get them out.” 
 
    “But why take them into the woods? We got an airport here in the city.” 
 
    “Because our port has lots of scanners—that’s where it’s done. It has quarantine and protocols. You definitely couldn’t smuggle relics out of our spaceport. Even if they didn’t know what the components were, they’d be able to tell it was something weird. Even the basic metals on the relic aren’t your regular stuff.” 
 
    “So they shuttle the pieces to the woods and then shuttle them to space?” 
 
    “I don’t know, exactly. I told him I wasn’t interested and got the hell away. I didn’t really think about it until later.” 
 
    “But if the whole idea is to avoid the scanners, wouldn’t they notice a big-ass shuttle flying all by itself out in the middle of nowhere?” I asked. 
 
    “No. There are ships all over the planet.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because. People are testing out ships. Or flying around for fun. Or going to visit some remote spot for a nature walk.” 
 
    “Nature sucks.” 
 
    “But most of the ships are dropping trash. Lots of trash.” 
 
    “Is fuel so cheap you’d fly a shuttle out to empty your wastebasket?” 
 
    “No, man. These things are filled with trash. There’s a lot of ships in orbit. And they generate a huge amount of garbage. Very serious, very hazardous waste. They can’t dump it in space because other ships might run into it at 1% light speed and get pulverized. And since there’s nothing on this planet except Belvaille, they just fly to some other region and dump.” 
 
    “Ships are flushing their toilets on our planet? Are they allowed to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They do. And Belvaille dumps all their trash—well, a bunch of it—out there as well. It beats having all the landfills in the middle of the city, right?” 
 
    “Where did the guy say this depot was?” 
 
    “I didn’t get the details. And we don’t really have names for anything outside the city.” 
 
    “Okay. Could you fly me to it on your shuttle?” 
 
    “Mister, I don’t own my own ship. My job is to use the city’s shuttle once a month.” 
 
    “This is for a serious assignment from the Adjunct Overwatch. I’m sure he can lend us as many spaceships as we need,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t fly around an entire continent searching for a hidden depot. It would take decades to find it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. How much area we talking about here? Like how many blocks would that be, approximately?” 
 
    “What do you mean by blocks?” 
 
    “I don’t really know units outside of a city. So how many street blocks would you say is a continent? Rough estimate.” 
 
    “Are you serious? It’s thousands and thousands of kilometers of dense forest. Not to mention random piles of toxic waste.” 
 
    “Okay. Alright. So a lot of blocks. Have you notified anyone about that guy making contact with you? It seems like he might be the thief.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to.” 
 
    “How hard can it be?” I asked skeptically. I wondered if he was being truly honest with me. 
 
    “Because this involves the relic, it’s a major thing. It’s not local. I have to complete a Colmarian Confederation Suspicious Activity Relic Disclosure Form. I can’t just file a police report.” 
 
    “Police have reports?” 
 
    “Huh? Sure, they do.” 
 
    “What are in police reports?” I asked, suddenly curious. 
 
    “I don’t know. Just…police stuff. Not relics.” 
 
    “I’m friends with a bunch of cops. They never mentioned any reports. Seems kind of a weird thing to have. Would it be like, gossip? Or are you making a metaphor?” 
 
    “I…what? There’s an official Colmarian form I have to submit. I’ve done about 250 pages so far and I think there’s a few thousand more. And it keeps kicking me to new departments to fill out their forms. Basically, right before bed, I have a few beers and work on it for an hour or so and then go to sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess that makes sense,” I said, familiar with Colmarian bureaucracy. 
 
    “I can show you what I got. There’s really not much detail. I’m not withholding information. I’m happy to help any way I can. I’m an honest employee and would never go against the Adjunct Overwatch or Belvaille or anger Topside.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Sure. I need to get as much as you have. You said the continent? You think I could walk there? Or is it too far?” 
 
    “It’s…way too far. To walk.” 
 
    “Did this guy you talked to seem legit? Maybe he was just bragging in a bar.” 
 
    “He wasn’t drunk. I was. A little. But he had the pay schedule all worked out. And I can’t think why anyone would ‘brag’ about running relics. And he knew who I was. He came up to me.” 
 
    “Do you drink a lot?” I asked him, remembering that his uncle started this off by saying his nephew was sauced when he told him. 
 
    “No! And I never drink on the job. As you know, we are required to abstain from drugs and alcohol 72 hours before and after flying.” 
 
    “Why after? They afraid you’ll get so wasted you’ll forget the one day you work? Want you to be well-rested?” 
 
    “It’s just the rule. I have an occasional drink.” 
 
    “Alright. I believe you,” I said, taking out my tele.  
 
    I walked around a bit on his front porch. I had been standing there talking to him in his doorway. It really was a decent neighborhood. Not ostentatious like Tip Topper Lane, but pleasant. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to put in my tele. This information wasn’t enough to give to Judoth Hartler. It was just one boozy conversation without much evidence. 
 
    “So are you an Inspector General?” he asked me. 
 
    “No, I’m a sleuth.” 
 
    “Isn’t that something you do with liquids? Sluice?” 
 
    “No man, you’re thinking of ‘juice.’ So, in your opinion, what would you say are the best ways to explore a continent? Is there like a tool you can use?” 
 
    I heard a thud behind me. I turned to see him lying on his back on the floor. 
 
    “Illion? Hello? Uh, maybe the word is ‘sluice.’ I’m not sure, exactly. You okay?” I asked.  
 
    I approached to try and check on him and found I was too big to fit inside. Who made such small doorways? 
 
    “Hi, Hank,” a woman said. 
 
    Walking toward me was a red and white robot with a distinctly feminine form and very sexy stride. She had on a modest jacket and loose slacks. 
 
    “Fate. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Fate was a robot. She was artificial life of such extreme age that she had been crafted by Colmarians when that concept wasn’t illegal. She had been living as a fugitive for millennia. But she helped rescue baby Sal and got a diplomatic passport from the Ank empire in return. 
 
    “Working. Look out,” she said, trying to get by me. 
 
    “Hey, can you go in there and check on that man? I think he fainted.” 
 
    She walked inside the home, easily fitting through the doorway. 
 
    “No, I shot him. He’s dead. But it’s good you’re here. You can help move his body.” 
 
    “Why did you shoot him?” 
 
    “I was paid to,” she said casually. 
 
    “You’re an assassin now?” I asked, shocked. 
 
    “This is hardly an assassination. I’m more of a domestic arbitrator.”  
 
    “But you killed Illion Vess? I was speaking to him.” 
 
    “I know. I couldn’t get a clear shot with your large posterior in the way.” 
 
    “Did you even know who he was?” I asked, exasperated. 
 
    “No, Hank. I randomly walk around shooting people.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking. What did he do? Was it the relics?” 
 
    “The what? He was abusive to his wife and children.” 
 
    “And did someone just tell you that?” 
 
    “Yes. And gave me video evidence.” 
 
    She held up her tele to me. It projected a hologram of Illion mouthing off to his family. 
 
    “Okay. So he’s a jerk. But—” 
 
    And then wham! He starts beating the crap out of his kids. 
 
    “Whoa. Yeah. Alright,” I said. “This guy had issues. Wow. That was like a martial arts move or something.” 
 
    “Yup. He was a drunk.” 
 
    “I figured he was an alcoholic. That’s what I told him.” 
 
    “You told him that? Was this a few minutes ago?” she asked dubiously. 
 
    “Well, he’s got a beer there. And he was talking about drinking a lot. But why did you have to shoot him at this precise moment? He had stuff I had to figure out. Did you know he flew shuttles to the relic?” 
 
    “Nope. I knew he beat up his children.” 
 
    “Are they the ones that hired you?” 
 
    “No, Hank. His six- and eight-year-olds didn’t order a contract killing. It was members of his extended family. Now do me a favor and help me move him to the street. Oh, and can you step on him a few times so he’s nice and squished?” she asked. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s an insurance thing.” 
 
    “If you don’t want to be found out, you probably shouldn’t stand here gabbing over your victim.” 
 
    “No. There’s a life insurance policy on him.” 
 
    “For assassinations?” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness! I forgot how hard it can be to talk to you. It needs to look like he got run over by a car.” 
 
    “You shot him. The coroner will be able to tell the difference,” I said. 
 
    “Normally, sure. But I’ll talk to the coroner and give him some money to falsify the death certificate. It’s more the conversation, though. I think he’s lonely.” 
 
    “Do you mean Muck-Mock?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s helped me out before. Very reasonable prices,” she said. 
 
    “I can’t believe that guy! He fired me for basically doing my job too good and here he is taking money to fake death certificates.” 
 
    “Just give me a hand moving him, please.” 
 
    “Why should I help you?” I asked. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t you?” 
 
    She had a point. I reached in, grabbed an ankle and began dragging him to the sidewalk. Fate caught up and walked next to me. I looked back at the corpse. 
 
    “What did you shoot him with? I don’t see any bullet holes.” 
 
    “This,” she said, holding up a very strange weapon. 
 
    “What’s that? It doesn’t look very ergonomic.” 
 
    “Ergonomic? I’m not sleeping on it. And I’m a robot. It just needs to be accurate. Delovoa made it.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t like him.” 
 
    “I don’t. He’s disgusting and horrible. But he designs good weapons.” 
 
    We had reached the curb and I let go of the corpse.  
 
    “Can I hold your gun?” 
 
    “I’m not giving you a firearm,” she replied, turning away as if I was going to try and snatch it from her. “The last time you had a gun, you shot me! Nearly blew off my shoulder.” 
 
    “Are you going to hold on to every little grudge? You didn’t suffer any permanent injuries. Let it go, already.” 
 
    “Hank. You shot me seventy-two days ago. Did you magically become an expert marksman in that time?” 
 
    “Maybe. But this is depressing. You’re an assassin. You were the one normal person I knew.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me. Super normal, 100,000-year-old robot.” 
 
    It was easy to forget how odd Fate’s life was. 
 
    “You and MTB were the only ones who got anything out of saving royal baby Sal. MTB got his old job back. And the Ank made you an official, unofficial citizen.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m no longer technically an illegal lifeform and can get a tele and go grocery shopping without being executed.” 
 
    “So of course, Belvaille corrupts your newly discovered freedom and you become a murderer,” I complained. 
 
    “Just because I have a diplomatic passport doesn’t mean anyone wants to hire me to do normal things. I don’t exactly have a lot of skills.” 
 
    “Why not try being a butler? Like Cliston.” 
 
    “Ugh! Will people please stop comparing me to Cliston? Do you have any idea how high those standards are? And how disappointed people are when they learn what I can’t do? Just because we’re both metal doesn’t mean I’m anything like him. I’m more similar to you than Cliston. And I’m not able to do…whatever it is that you do. Besides, this way, I get to practice what I enjoy.” 
 
    “Killing people? What happened, Fate? You were so sweet.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. I stated many times that I don’t like most biological life. You’re all terrible. But no. I enjoy shooting. It’s just an extra bonus that I get to shoot scumbags. Helps clean up my city.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to do a lot of murdering to clean up Belvaille. Why not move someplace less crappy?” 
 
    “This is my first real home. A home where I’m not a slave or have to hide my identity. I’m not going to be pushed out by a bunch of lowlifes. Besides, you’re one to talk. How many people have you killed?” she asked. 
 
    “Recently?” 
 
    “No, in total.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not very good at math,” I replied. 
 
    “It’s not math, it’s counting.” 
 
    “I can’t really say. I mean, if I blow off someone’s leg is that like a quarter death?” 
 
    “No. Death is binary. You’re dead or you’re not.” 
 
    “Not really,” I objected. 
 
    “Okay, you died and came back. But that was just once.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Okay, for everyone else in the galaxy, it’s binary. My point is, there are rooms at the morgue and hospital with your name on them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s just symbolic.” 
 
    “I know it’s symbolic. It’s a symbol of how many people you’ve killed and maimed. So you shouldn’t be coaching me on morality.” 
 
    I was about to argue, when a car slow-drove up to us with the window down. 
 
    “Heya, Hank. Who’d you kill now?” a man called out to me with good-natured cheer. I didn’t immediately recognize him, because I could only see the top of his head. 
 
    “No one. This guy got hit by a car,” I replied. 
 
    “I watched you drag him by the leg from that house.” 
 
    “Mind your own business!” I replied. The man was undercutting my speech to Fate on how to live a peaceful existence. 
 
    “Well spit on a fellow for trying to be sociable,” the driver said. The car drove off with the occupant muttering to himself. 
 
    “So you don’t know nothing about relics or parts from relics?” I asked Fate. 
 
    “By relic, do you mean that?” she asked, pointing up. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How about…a trunk from Tip Topper Lane?” 
 
    “Are you just making up nonsense phrases?” 
 
    “Sometimes I think I am. How many people have you relationship arbitrated?” 
 
    “This makes five.” 
 
    “Wow. Five in a couple months? Does it pay well?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really. One client gave me a Seesh Medorn as restitution for my efforts.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It’s either a tablecloth or long cape or area rug. I was hoping you’d know.” 
 
    “If you’re only getting drapes for murder, why are you doing it?” 
 
    “I told you: I enjoy it. And while I have some savings, a fat mutant broke most of my home recently and I need repairs.” 
 
    “I didn’t break your house,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, you did. I had a building inspector come over. He said it was a miracle my home hadn’t collapsed already. They installed two emergency trusses to keep the roof up, but I need to do something more permanent before the weather turns sour.” 
 
    “You should try working with Garm. She’s a Quadrad assassin.” 
 
    “I couldn’t keep up with Garm. And I don’t think she does much in the way of killing. Last I heard, she was running extensive fencing and larceny operations. She’s all about money.” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe I should work with Garm,” I replied. 
 
    “So what were you talking about with Illion Vess? Did you know he was abusive?” 
 
    “How would I possibly know that? That’s generally not something you lead off with to strangers. I’m searching for parts of relics. Someone is robbing Upper Belvaille. Illion was one of the pilots who runs the shuttle from here to there.” 
 
    “You think he was involved in the theft?” 
 
    “Probably not. But he had some clues. Hey, I ran into Harran a bit ago.” 
 
    “Harran? The mayor of the Plantation of Hatred and Desolation?” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s back. Tried to attack me.” 
 
    “Skinny Harran tried to attack you? Was he driving a construction crane?” 
 
    “No, it was a misunderstanding. He’s working at the spaceport now. But MTB said all those killers have returned and are causing problems.” 
 
    “I knew it was a mistake giving them directions back to the city.” 
 
    “We didn’t have much choice. We had to get out of there. But maybe you could practice your shooting skills on them.” 
 
    “Are they really serial killing again?” 
 
    “I think so. You should talk to MTB. You seen him since our escapades in the jungle?” 
 
    “Yes. He was living with me for a few days because his house blew up. But I haven’t spoken to him in a bit. I know he’s been really busy,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sure the police detective would love to hear about your wonderful new career.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    Mishy 
 
    I was eating at the Chateau Marflont. It was a pretty huge establishment that was part hotel, part nightclub, and part restaurant, as well as having various other amenities.  
 
    Chateau Marflont looked like a little castle and catered to upscale clients. The business focused mostly on their hotel aspect. While it had less than a hundred rooms, they were luxurious and sumptuously appointed. The staff was top-notch and the food in their restaurants and bars was excellent—the head chef had received training from Cliston himself. 
 
    I found myself at the Chateau because of muscle memory—the muscle in question being my stomach. If I couldn’t get Cliston’s cooking directly, I could get one degree of separation. 
 
    Wealthy businesspeople and visiting dignitaries were my company. And then Mish Walker stormed up to me. 
 
    “Have you been avoiding me?” she demanded. 
 
    I looked up blandly and was struck by her outfit. She had on a purple gown that had ruffles and feathers that sprouted out five feet in damn near every direction. I have to say, it was quite fetching—once I got over the initial shock. But her attire was so unbelievably impractical that I was momentarily speechless. Only the idle rich could dare wear such clothes. 
 
    “Um, yeah. I kind of have been,” I admitted. 
 
    “Why? I hired you for a specific task and you’ve made no progress.” 
 
    “Mish, I can’t find a missing trunk. Or case. Or box. Do you have any idea how many boxes there are in Belvaille? Thousands! Actually, probably way more than that. Sorry, I think I’ve got low blood sugar and I’m not thinking straight. Which is why I’m trying to eat a little something.” 
 
    Mish stared at the piles of empty plates and trays on my table. I had clearly been here a while. 
 
    “So you were just going to take my money and do nothing?” 
 
    “Frankly, you haven’t paid me a whole lot. And I don’t even know what’s in the case. Your requirements are impossible.” 
 
    “Are you resigning?” she asked, seemingly very offended. 
 
    “Unless you can give me more details, yeah, I think that might be for the best.” 
 
    “I am not used to servants making demands of me.” 
 
    “Heh. See, I’m not your servant. This is Belvaille. Not your home planet Horp-Washe. You’re not a different caste than me. You’re just a lady with money who likes to designate her personal space with her poofy wardrobe.” 
 
    “This is outrageous. You’ve wasted precious time that I could have used to employ someone more competent.” 
 
    “Unless that someone is a mind reader or a box-seeking missile, they aren’t going to do any better than me.” 
 
    I could tell she was exasperated. But I didn’t really care. She had officially become more trouble than she was worth. 
 
    “If I provided you with more particulars, would that alleviate your difficulties?” 
 
    “I mean…it might. But, look, Mish—” 
 
    “I am Ms. Wyahlkair!” 
 
    “Yeah, alright. You had something stolen. I have no idea how, because you have crazy security at your mansion. But the case is gone. The contents are gone. Unless someone is trying to ransom it back, I suggest you check pawn shops for your missing…whatever.” 
 
    “Let’s retire to my home where we can talk in confidence.” 
 
    “I’m not going all the way to Tip Topper Lane. This is a hotel. There are plenty of rooms here.” 
 
    “They are not secure.” 
 
    “The whole point of this was you had your house robbed. So clearly it isn’t all that secure either.” 
 
    “Very well. But we should book a private room. I’m not discussing this in a public setting.” 
 
    “If you expect me to pay, you’re mistaken. I can’t afford this place.” 
 
    “I have an account here,” she said. 
 
    “Of course you do.” 
 
    I was already regretting dragging this out. I should just walk away from this woman and her outlandish clothes. She was too rich for me. We couldn’t understand one another. 
 
    But I allowed myself to be dragged along to the front desk where the staff was obsequiously accommodating to the young woman. Their attitudes were so different than what I usually experienced that it made me angry. As if I was somehow a worse customer just because I only came to eat and I sometimes broke tables and chairs—and one time I got in a small, very small, gun battle. 
 
    We wound our way through the hotel to one of the many bungalows. I had never been back here before. The hotel compound was much larger than I expected.  
 
    We passed two swimming pools, three gyms, several private parking garages, and at least two shuttle landing pads—so guests could fly in and out without getting the bottom of their shoes soiled by walking on sidewalks. 
 
    The bungalow we reached was larger, and way nicer, than my own condominium. I began immediately sizing it up for furniture I could steal. That lamp was probably worth a thousand credits and would look nice outside my guest bedroom. 
 
    We didn’t wander to this location on our own. We were guided by one of the hotel staff. Mish tipped the woman 100 credits for the effort! Money that should be going to me for putting up with this. 
 
    When we were alone, Mish used a small detector from her handbag to see if the room had any recording devices. I took the opportunity to wash up in the bathroom—and steal several towels. 
 
    “Alright. We good to talk? I need to know what I’m looking for. I don’t even know what color the missing trunk is. You said you’d know if it was open. How? If there’s complicated locks on it, that’s something that could maybe be scanned for.” 
 
    “Before we begin, I need you to sign a non-disclosure agreement. I will have my staff send over the proper electronic forms,” Mish said, working on her tele. 
 
    “I’m not signing anything.” 
 
    “It is required. This is sensitive.” 
 
    “Lady, I’m a criminal. I’m a slightly-less-than-mass murderer. What do you think me signing something will do? You going to sue me? I’m not even sure if Belvaille has any law courts. And good luck trying to get me arrested. I know all the cops here and do serious work for the Adjunct Overwatch himself.” 
 
    Mish was not happy, but she settled herself in. 
 
    “Let me guess, the case was filled with relic components,” I said. 
 
    “Why do you keep asking that? Dolo told me that you had inquired the same of him.”  
 
    “Because you didn’t want to tell me what was in the trunk and I have another job that involves stolen pieces of the relic.” 
 
    “There are millions of inhabitants in this city. Do you believe that every two people are connected? My great-aunt passed away a few days ago. Was she secretly your aunt as well?” 
 
    “Maybe. But check out Miss Manners getting catty and sarcastic.” 
 
    “Indeed. It’s a detestable habit I picked up here. If I ever return home, I’ll be doubly despised. Dolo also stated that you evaluated the security scans from the night of the robbery.” 
 
    “I did. I took them home and went over them. It was a long slog, but each one along the path was spliced,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean by spliced? Static?” 
 
    “No. They were cut. You can see a time gap on a dozen or so cameras. I wouldn’t have noticed at all, but some of the moving cameras jerked and then I looked at the timestamps and saw five seconds missing.” 
 
    “Was it exactly five seconds?” 
 
    “No, that was just an example. It depended on the camera. Five, eight, fourteen, whatever.” 
 
    “Do you think the cameras malfunctioned?” she asked. And it was obvious she had no clue how the world really worked. 
 
    “No. The footage was edited. It would take a lot of time and only Dolo has access—who you seem to trust despite him being a surly tinhead. There are really sophisticated hacking devices that can do it on the fly. But your everyday burglar is not going to have them.” 
 
    “Do you possess such equipment?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Me? I’d be the worst burglar in the world. I can’t even walk through your hallways without it being obvious I was there. But enough. What’s in the trunk?” 
 
    “The content of the case is…information,” she said delicately. 
 
    “Like training manuals? Retirement plans? Horoscopes? You need to tell me more than that.” 
 
    “You must not tell anyone of this. Not even Dolo.” 
 
    She paused. I believe she was expecting some kind of promise. 
 
    “Uh, sure. I won’t tell a soul. Trust me, the only reason I care is so I can locate it.” 
 
    “As you know, my family owns a security firm on my home world. We have been privy to all manner of sensitive intelligence. That information has been useful for us to influence our positions and grow our operations.” 
 
    “You’ve been blackmailing people!” I said, finally understanding. “You used your security to get dirt on other rich families and then held it over them so you could get even richer.” 
 
    Mish was momentarily at a loss. I could tell by her expression that I had hit on it. She had probably never heard the truth stated so bluntly. They probably danced around this and never mentioned it except with polite euphemisms.  
 
    “That is not how things were done,” she replied, trying to scrape together her dignity. 
 
    “That’s why you guys had to flee Horp-Washe. That’s why you came to a criminal safe haven not known for its luxury. You probably got a million people trying to kill you on your own planet.” 
 
    “Hardly millions. You exaggerate just to provoke me.” 
 
    “You’ve pissed off the other elites of your caste. And that’s how you’d know if the case was opened: because either someone else would start blackmailing those people or the ones you had under your thumb would suddenly tell you to piss off.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so vulgar.” 
 
    “Me? You’re the one make-believing you’re all upper crusty and proper. You’re as bad as anyone else here—as bad as me. And the people you’ve made enemies with got the money to hire muscle. Holy crap! I had two—two—Quadrad attack me. They were asking me if I knew where…gibberish was. I’m sure it was to do with your stupid trunk filled with incriminating evidence.” 
 
    “When was this?” Mish asked nervously. 
 
    “I don’t know. Few days back?” 
 
    “What did they ask you specifically?” 
 
    “One asked about a snen-bnen tape and the other asked about a salted porridge.” 
 
    “I…those things weren’t in the case.” 
 
    “Okay, I don’t really remember what they asked for—I was a bit busy. But I don’t get jumped by Quadrad on the regular. I haven’t done anything worth fighting me about in a lot of months.” 
 
    “I’ve heard tale that Quadrad can pass through walls. We might not be safe here,” she stated, looking around anxiously. 
 
    “Hah. No, they can’t. I’ve met more than my fair share of Quadrad. I even dated one. The ones I met a few days ago hopped out of trees. If you can walk through walls, you don’t sit around in foliage.” 
 
    “Trees?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “Quadrad aren’t as scary as their reputations. But they can sure kill the hell out of you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “And how is it you managed to escape two of them?” she challenged. 
 
    “Because that’s what I do. That’s who I am. And that’s probably why you hired me. Because it takes more than a couple skinny assassins to get rid of me. I couldn’t figure out why this stupid job paid so much. I figured it was just ’cuz you’re rich. But you knew all this badness was going on—and you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of any Quadrad. We have been relatively unhindered since we’ve been here.” 
 
    “Relatively. Nice. Probably no one knew where you were. I don’t get the sense your people are big on galactic travel. When you have a strict caste system, it doesn’t make sense. Because no one else gives a crap about you being the Fifth Semi-Circle of Shining Importance. But now they caught up to you and stole your special trunk of sex tapes.” 
 
    “Can you recover it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied, thinking about the situation clearly for the first time. “If the people who took it don’t know the contents, they might have just thrown it away.” 
 
    “But the data is extremely valuable.” 
 
    “Yeah, if you live on Horp-Washe. I wouldn’t know your planet if it came out of my nose. Just like everyone else in the galaxy. Your blackmail information is important to you all. But that’s not very valuable as far as the rest of the universe goes. You can’t sell scandal in a store or on a street corner.” 
 
    “So you believe it was simply disposed of? Destroyed?” 
 
    “Eh, probably not. If they made it all the way through your sub-basements and dragged out that heavy case, they probably knew what they were going for and why. In that situation, it’s gone.” 
 
    “But as you stated, if another interested party had recovered it, there would be a change in our relationships. I would know.” 
 
    “Hmm. Then maybe they’re looking for potential buyers.” 
 
    “I’ve heard nothing.” 
 
    “Why would you? Do you have extensive contacts in the illicit-materials world?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Yes, I do. And, as you so colorfully explained, only the members of my society could utilize the information—specifically, my caste. Only we could prosper or be ruined by it. It’s of no use to anyone else.” 
 
    “How about someone of the Jindary caste?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re referring to Dolo?” 
 
    “Yeah. That metal-faced bastard could have taken it for sure. And he’d probably know what was in it—despite him saying otherwise.” 
 
    “It would be of no use to him.” 
 
    “Come on! Not even to blackmail you? Maybe get some extra vacation days or a mask polisher? Or to prove how awesome he was by returning it, even though he’s the one who took it?” 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head so vigorously that her outfit looked like it was being buffeted by a monsoon. “That’s not the way our culture functions. He would be culled. A Jindary attempting such behavior would have his entire family destroyed. And it would render the information insubstantial and useless.” 
 
    “Oh. Then I don’t know.” 
 
    “Maybe the Quadrad stole the case. If they can pass through solid walls, then they might have been able to circumvent the protections.” 
 
    “They can’t walk through walls! And they attacked me after the case was stolen. So the Quadrad didn’t take it,” I began. But then I stopped suddenly. “Hell. You know something, maybe they did take it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    Trash Strikers 
 
    After speaking to Mish and reminiscing about my encounter with the Quadrad, I tried to get a hold of Garm. Fate had mentioned in passing that our esteemed former Adjunct Overwatch was now operating a fencing business and engaged in larceny.  
 
    I hadn’t really thought about it at the time. We were just making small talk as we dragged a corpse to the street. But a quick look in my tele told me that “larceny” was just a fancy word for stealing. 
 
    I had systematically asked every single man, woman, child, alien, pet fish, and doorknob in the city if they knew anything about the stolen relic parts or missing case from Tip Topper Lane. But I hadn’t asked Garm about the case. 
 
    The reason I excluded her was as simple as it was childish: Every time I mentioned I had some connection with a woman—especially an attractive one like Mish Walker—Garm would inevitably tease me about it. She was one of the few people that I didn’t intimidate. Not only that, she seemed to obtain great satisfaction from taunting and tormenting me.  
 
    So I had refrained from mentioning the debutante’s stolen case to the one person who probably knew something about it.  
 
    That wasn’t to suggest Garm personally took it. She wouldn’t be interested in a box filled with scandal about some snobs five sectors away. Besides, Garm couldn’t drag out a 900-pound crate unless she had help from about 899 other Garms—and even that wouldn’t work, because they would probably try and delegate the chore to me. 
 
    If nothing else, however, Garm would have some idea who took the item. Once she got into a business—in this case burglary—she became the region’s undeniable expert. She simply couldn’t stand being second best at anything. That’s probably how she became Adjunct Overwatch. She likely got some part-time job in the government as a secretary, and within a week she was running the whole city.  
 
    I called and called Garm on my tele as I wandered aimlessly. I felt foolish for not having asked her earlier. My fragile self-esteem had caused me to waste a huge amount of time and give up a much-needed payday. 
 
    But on my behalf, I really didn’t know Garm had taken up stealing. Garm and I normally kept apprised of each other’s activities—broadly speaking. But I wasn’t aware of her new ventures because that wasn’t an arena I generally worked in. I was a really terrible thief and everyone knew it. I could never get past the breaking part of breaking and entering. 
 
    As I failed to get in touch with Garm, I heard the distinctive cacophony of one of Belvaille’s trash trucks coming up behind me.  
 
    It was one of the big ones. Monstrous in presence. It washed and swept the streets as well as scooped up dumpsters. It was so large that spotter cars had to drive out ahead and behind to clear the way because it took up nearly both sides of traffic. It wouldn’t even fit on the smaller two-lane roads. 
 
    I stopped walking as it came abreast of me, because the vehicle was so noisy and smelly that there was a desire to let it pass as quickly as possible. But the gargantuan machine stopped next to me. The whole thing shuddered like it was composed of fifty engines all strapped together and at least half working against one another. 
 
    “Hank, you dumb bastard!” someone yelled. 
 
    I shrugged. Not only because I didn’t see who cursed at me, but because it was a relatively common sentiment. 
 
    A man’s head and shoulders appeared on the opposite middle of the garbage truck. I didn’t even know people could stand up there. 
 
    “What’s up?” I yelled. I had to yell on account of how far away he was and because of the noise from the smoke-belching vehicle. I vaguely wondered if the truck was also a mobile incinerator—it sure smelled like it. 
 
    “We running this thing night and day because of your stupid ass.” 
 
    “What’s that have to do with me? Oh! The Adjunct Overwatch? You’re getting paid, right? A lot of people are out of work.” 
 
    “We salaried. We don’t get no overtime! I ain’t seen my kids in a week.” 
 
    “Well, you know what they say: When you want to improve your lot, there’s a lot to improve.” 
 
    Something flew at me from the trash truck. It was, unsurprisingly, trash.  
 
    “Hey, craphole! You’re about to not see your kids never,” I threatened, reaching for my shotgun. 
 
    “It’s Hank!” A different worker on the truck called. 
 
    And what seemed like a hundred more people appeared all over the vehicle and began hurling garbage at me. 
 
    As an aside: I really appreciated proficiency—in any kind of pursuit. People who had a passion for something and became an authority on it. I simply couldn’t abide dabblers and amateurs. 
 
    And these sanitation workers were true professionals who had been assigned to operate one of our best trash trucks. As such, I wasn’t hit with just ordinary waste. It was truly odious and disgusting with a staggering level of splatter. 
 
    I don’t know if they kept sacks of this stuff at the ready or they could pull it out at will or they were driving around looking for me, but whatever the case, after the fourth projectile hit me, I dropped my tough-guy act and began running. 
 
    But the truck kicked into gear and gave chase. A veritable army of overworked city employees were plastering the sidewalk around me with stinking refuse. 
 
    I was bulletproof and fireproof. But whatever gunk was on my skin was burning. My eyes were watering and only my surge of adrenaline was halting my gag reflex. 
 
    The truck was to my right but I couldn’t easily escape it. There was a sprawling utility building on my left that took up the whole block—and they’d apparently skimped on doorways.  
 
    People on the sidewalk were fleeing ahead of me. They dashed across the street, screaming. I would have done the same, but I couldn’t exactly run. My speed was limited to a fast stroll. And the truck seemed to have no problem keeping pace. 
 
    I thought about turning around to try and get behind it, but I didn’t want to force them to throw it in reverse and plow me over. I could shrug off a lot of damage, but I was pretty certain that vehicle could flatten me. 
 
    So this was my life: I was being pursued by a garbage truck and slowly buried in waste. 
 
    I had on a light coat and swept it off with the idea of covering my bald head. But I saw there was already a sizeable hole eaten out of the bottom third of the jacket. I felt it prudent to drop the coat since it was rapidly disintegrating in my hands. 
 
    I wasn’t exactly a difficult target to hit, even with unwieldy sacks of toxic waste. But the monolithic building that was blocking me in also necessitated many large junction boxes and poles on the sidewalk between me and the truck—there was a lot of cover. And the workers were saturating those things in their efforts to get me. 
 
    If the waste wasn’t such horrible stuff, I might have tried to duck down behind one of the intervening landmarks and wait them out. But they didn’t need to hit me perfectly. Splashing nearby was pretty damn effective as well.  
 
    So onward I went. 
 
    But the utility building only extended to the end of the block and then I would also run out of sidewalk cover. I’d have to make a decision before then or I’d find myself out in the open with no way to escape or retaliate. 
 
    It’s not that I felt my life was truly in danger. But once a dozen people started lobbing crap—literal, alien crap—at you, you realized that there were worse fates than death. 
 
    I really had no way of fighting that truck. It was too big for me to damage. It had at least twenty-one sets of double tires. It appeared slightly more armored than a tank. And the workers were stationed all over it, but far out of my reach. 
 
    I had my shotgun in hand and it was laughable to think I could do anything to an industrial machine like that. Shotguns were close-range firearms designed for soft tissue. I would barely scratch the paint at this distance. 
 
    I fired anyway. 
 
    Blam. 
 
    The sound of my twin double-barrel shotgun was insignificant next to the vehicle. I couldn’t even tell where I hit it—or if I even did. Though it was nearly impossible for me to miss something that big and close. 
 
    I fired again, aiming at a different general spot. The results were the same. I had one more round and then I would have to stop pretending I could win this battle.  
 
    Blam. 
 
    I saw a metal hose—one of dozens—disconnect from the truck. The end of the tube spurted a blue fire, and the whole thing twirled around madly like it was a tiny jet engine. 
 
    Abruptly, the flame vanished and a huge drum mounted on the side became illuminated from the inside by a blue fire. 
 
    “Hey. Hey guys! There’s a fire. Your truck is on fire,” I yelled, waving my arms. 
 
    As bad as this encounter was, my goal wasn’t to melt a bunch of janitors over the fact they were working too hard due to my half-assed suggestion. 
 
    But they must have had on hearing protection in order to be anywhere near that truck and they probably couldn’t understand what I was saying. With me stopped and gesticulating, I was an easy target, and I got hit with about ten pounds of slop. 
 
    As I sputtered, coughed, and retched, the truck came to a halt. The workers scampered off and out and began examining the situation. 
 
    “There’s combustion in Dithyl tank 3,” someone said. 
 
    “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” I offered. 
 
    There were a total of thirteen sanitation engineers. That’s how big that vehicle was and how many compartments and systems it required.  
 
    They were all wearing a kind of gray jumpsuit despite them being different species with slightly varying arm widths, torso lengths, and numbers of butts. 
 
    “You ruptured the only thing on that whole rig that’s vulnerable. Why did you shoot a Dithyl line?” one asked me. 
 
    “It wasn’t on purpose. I can’t aim worth a damn, anyway. Why don’t you have the sensitive parts reinforced?” 
 
    “They are,” he replied. 
 
    “He couldn’t have known what it was. And he couldn’t have targeted it even if he was a trick shot. That connector must have been worn and faulty,” a grizzled leader stated. 
 
    “Well, at least you’re not throwing crap at me. So I managed to stop that.” 
 
    “You have any idea how much that vehicle costs?” a young garbageman asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Like 100K?” 
 
    “It’s over 8 million. And that’s retail. By the time they ship it here, it would be three times that. And they’d never ship it here—unless it was in pieces.” 
 
    “You just going to let it burn?” I asked nervously. I was now very concerned I had torched an insanely expensive city resource. 
 
    “That’s a chemical fire burning inside a sealed chamber. We can’t do nothing to that.” 
 
    “We could reverse the pumps. Purge all the lines and dump the ballast hulls,” one offered. 
 
    “No. Then we’d have Dithyl plasma all over the ground. It would melt the chassis. Those lines are fortified. I figure it will damage the pumps, some of the circuit boards, and maybe the top two rotators. Call in a level-three event. Everyone get your personal effects off the truck. You got two minutes,” the crew chief said. 
 
    Most of them ran back to the vehicle to pull off their belongings. 
 
    “So you’re just going to leave it?” I asked. 
 
    “Yup. How much orange we hauling?” the chief asked. 
 
    “248 gallons—I just topped it off. And 113 in the aux.” 
 
    “The aux won’t be affected. It’s a closed loop. But 248! That’s going to be burning for days. That whole rig is going to turn into a big oven and vulcanize the load.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It means all the trash is going to be slowly cooked. Everyone downwind is going to have to evacuate,” the chief said. 
 
    “This is your fault, Hank! You started the fire,” one of the men declared. 
 
    “Me? You all were chucking poison at me. I was defending myself. You’re city employees who were like, improperly using government property—super expensive government property.” 
 
    “You’re not going to blame us for this. It’s your dumb rule that has us working nonstop.” 
 
    I was becoming aware that being covered in slime was the very least of my concerns. If I was held liable for the damage to an 8-million-credit device, I’d be destitute. My great-great-great-great-grandkids would be paying that off. And that’s assuming I could have children. It’s hard to get a date when you’re officially the poorest man in the city that stinks like a sewer.  
 
    “Heya, Hank. You got a minute?” MTB said, suddenly appearing in our little blame game circle. 
 
    “What are you doing here, MTB?” I asked. 
 
    “I was following. Wanted to wait until the shooting and slopping died down.” 
 
    The crew seemed very worried that the police were on the scene. MTB had that effect on people. He was a very serious-looking guy. I think his face was composed of nothing but squares. 
 
    “Excuse me, Officer, it was Hank that done it. He shot the rig and caused a fire. We were just trying to do our jobs.” 
 
    “Yeah,” another agreed, and they all began to approach the cop to plead their case. 
 
    “I don’t care,” MTB replied, disinterested. 
 
    “Then what are you here for?” I asked him. 
 
    “Hartler wants a word.” 
 
    “You all hear that? Adjunct Overwatch Judoth Hartler wants to speak to me,” I bragged to the assembled workers. “I do jobs for him. So let’s get our story straight or I’m going to tell him my version. I wasn’t here. It had nothing to do with me. You all got it?” 
 
    The sanitation workers were now frightened. They didn’t want to be saddled with an 8-million-credit debt either. 
 
    “It was a malfunction,” the crew chief stated sagely. “A loose coupling and some ferrite material on the ground. It’s not unheard of. The rig should be fine in a few days—or weeks. Once the fire dies down, we can scrub her out. Replace a few pumps. We just need to clear out these surrounding neighborhoods to avoid toxic fumes.” 
 
    I looked around and everyone seemed to be in agreement. So that was a relief. After a minute, I remembered something the shuttle pilot had said. 
 
    “MTB, do you have reports? Like do police have reports?” 
 
    “Sure. Lots of them.” 
 
    “Huh. Learn something new every month,” I replied. 
 
    “I think the expression is: Learn something new every day,” MTB offered. 
 
    “Every day? What is this, school?” I asked. 
 
    “Did you learn not to shoot at 8 million credits worth of civil engineering?” one of the young workers asked. 
 
    “I didn’t shoot at anything, remember? I wasn’t here. If you disagree, we’ll see which one of us the Adjunct Overwatch believes.” 
 
    “It’s settled, Hank. I warned them not to mess with you,” the chief replied. 
 
    “Easy for you to say. As crew chief, the union limits your hours. But I’ve gotten so little sleep I’m starting to hallucinate,” the driver said. 
 
    “Come on, Hank. I was supposed to fetch you,” MTB replied sourly. 
 
    We walked away from the slowly burning truck. 
 
    “I didn’t think you worked for the Adjunct Overwatch,” I said, trying in vain to wipe off my skin. 
 
    “I don’t. But when the brand-new city administrator asks the police for something, it’s pretty hard to refuse him.” 
 
    “Did he talk to you directly?” I asked, wondering how much trouble I was in. 
 
    “No, no. I’m like eight degrees of separation. It kept getting kicked around different branches. No one wanted to try and arrest you.” 
 
    “I’m under arrest?” 
 
    “I suppose, if you resist. But why would you do that? I think he just wants to talk.” 
 
    “Okay, but how were you going to arrest me, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d just inform you that you’re under arrest by the authority of Belvaille.” 
 
    “Right. But then what? Does something magical happen? Am I teleported to a jail or impelled to walk in straight lines and eat prison food?” 
 
    “Well, you’re technically arrested once a duly appointed representative states it. Besides, I’ve given serious thought on how I might deal with you if you ever went bad.” 
 
    “Went bad? I’m not a fruit. I’m already bad. How much worse could I be?” 
 
    “Badder. Like one of those serial killers or something.” 
 
    “So what did you come up with on how to deal with me? Now I’m curious.” 
 
    “I’m not giving you all my tactics. But I’m trying to say that no one else wanted the job of…informing you to visit the Adjunct Overwatch. Then it was mentioned that I knew you and we were on friendly terms.” 
 
    “That’s a generous assessment.” 
 
    “No kidding. Especially since you’ve shot me a bunch.” 
 
    “On accident.” 
 
    “Most people don’t care how they got shot.” 
 
    “They should.” 
 
    “Anyway, I got pulled off my serious assignments to be your babysitter.” 
 
    “Did anyone know I own a tele? This seems like a lot of unnecessary work.” 
 
    “Instructions were to get you in person. No electronic communication.” 
 
    “Weird. So you watched me get slimed up and down the street and didn’t do anything about it?” 
 
    “What was I going to do?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Tell them to stop.” 
 
    “Whatever they were throwing, I saw it eat a hole in your jacket. I figured you’d deal with them or die trying. Either way, I’d be in the clear.” 
 
    “This is why it’s strange someone said we were on friendly terms. Oi. You only got your motorcycle? Am I supposed to fit on the back of that?” I asked, seeing his ride. 
 
    “You couldn’t fit on the front or the middle. No, I’ll call in a SWAT van to carry you. But you got to ride locked up in back—regulations.” 
 
    “I need to clean up first. I’m covered in trash.” 
 
    “I can smell. But I was supposed to make sure you didn’t detour. So stink and all, you’re going to the Adjunct Overwatch.” 
 
    “When did you become so rule crazy? This stuff might be hazardous,” I said, flicking a bit of green goo off of my forearm. 
 
    “I’m sure it is. But if you’re not dead yet, you’ll be fine. This isn’t a task I wanted to do so I’m going to finish it as soon as possible. It serves him right if you smell up the place.” 
 
    We prudently moved about ten blocks upwind from the slowly smoking trash truck before we called in the van. 
 
    It took about an hour to show up and when it arrived, I couldn’t fit in back. The vehicle was installed with all kinds of gear that couldn’t easily be removed.  
 
    I bet only a few thousand species could actually fit in there at all. Which really limited who could be a SWAT team member in this city. MTB himself would probably have to sit with his head on his knees in order to squeeze in. 
 
    So we ended up calling Zo in his reinforced taxi. All of which was ridiculous. Because it had taken almost a full day to pass the responsibility around for picking me up to MTB. And then it had taken him hours to track me down. Then we waited for an official police vehicle that couldn’t haul me and again for a cab.  
 
    All told, it was like a ten-hour ordeal. If Judoth Hartler had sent me a tele, I could have dropped by in thirty minutes. But I suppose this was the wheels of government in action. It’s amazing that the Colmarian Confederation managed to exist at all. Though on the bright side, if our empire ever set itself on a course of self-destruction, it wouldn’t be able to do that either.  
 
    Zo was not happy about my sloppy appearance. He used this reinforced cab to drive around the various other large species and he had a few sensors that could detect that I smelled. That said, his cab was easy to wash out. Pretty much all cabs and trains and busses and public spaces had to be easy to wash out. Biology had a tendency to sweat, sneeze, and otherwise secrete things that other lifeforms didn’t enjoy. 
 
    MTB followed us on his motorcycle. Actually, he rode way ahead, weaving through traffic like he was a police detective with a bad attitude. 
 
    I tried to expense my cab ride to the city, but didn’t know how. And MTB wouldn’t answer his tele. Not only because he said we were supposed to avoid electronic communications, but because he knew I was trying to get him to pay for the ride. He was standing far enough away that he could pretend not to hear me screaming at him. 
 
    We wound our way through the administration building that housed Adjunct Overwatch Judoth Hartler. It was another three-hour escapade that had us waiting in lines and filling out forms.  
 
    Not even MTB’s police status sped things up. If anything, it slowed us down. 
 
    When we got to his office, Judoth opened the door himself. He appeared as jovial and accommodating as always. 
 
    “Excellent. Thanks for dropping by, Hank.” 
 
    “I was arrested,” I replied. 
 
    “Yes. Do you mind waiting outside for a moment, officer?” he said to MTB. 
 
    “I’m a detective. And I do have other work I need to be doing, so I’ll be going.” 
 
    “Please wait. It shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    “Alright,” MTB sulked. 
 
    I went into Judoth Hartler’s bland office. There wasn’t anything personal in the small room. When Garm was Adjunct Overwatch, she couldn’t help but have at least a few items of fabulous beauty and wealth peppered around. But Judoth’s furnishings looked like they were straight from government surplus. 
 
    “I’ve implemented your suggestions on trash scheduling. I’m happy to report that we’re keeping up with the demand,” he stated. 
 
    “Don’t tell people it was my suggestion. I got all the sanitation workers mad at me. Look at this,” I replied, indicating the garbage smeared on me. 
 
    “I’m also going ahead with organizing a long Thad Elon festival per your recommendation.” 
 
    “I didn’t recommend that.” 
 
    “You’ve been telling people that Thad Elon was going to be visiting.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t! I was trying to threaten people. I didn’t think they would take it as good news.” 
 
    “In any case, everyone is very excited about it. The festival will give a much-needed infusion to our local economy. People can’t get enough of Thad Elon.” 
 
    “But he’s not coming.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I don’t think anyone expects him to show up and sign autographs. Plenty of regions have Thad Elon celebrations. I’ve been fielding almost nonstop requests to make this happen—many of which pointed out speeches you delivered on the subject.” 
 
    “I wasn’t encouraging a festival. I don’t even like mentioning Thad Elon.” 
 
    Someone briefly knocked and then an office worker opened the door without waiting for a response. 
 
    “I asked not to be disturbed,” Judoth Hartler said, and it was the first time he seemed slightly unhappy. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, it’s an emergency. One of our 830 waste haulers is on fire. One of the fire brigades is asking to temporarily evacuate the adjoining streets to avoid contamination.” 
 
    “Sounds like a simple mistake,” I said. 
 
    “What sounds like a mistake?” Judoth asked me. 
 
    “I don’t know. Whatever it is you all are talking about,” I replied. 
 
    “How serious is the contamination?” Judoth asked. 
 
    “Quite serious—level three. The city will likely face liability issues. The affected businesses will want to be compensated and there may be medical expenses. I’ve filed a preliminary with our Exposure Counsel Team. I don’t believe it was a simple mistake.” 
 
    “What are you, a trash expert?” I asked the man. 
 
    “Evacuate per the recommendations. But make sure you get their instructions in writing in case there is blowback liability and it goes to trial.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Would you like me to bring in some air fresheners?” the office worker asked, looking at me. 
 
    “No, thank you. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “There’s a police officer outside, sulking. He could be lost—it happens a lot in this facility. Would you like me to point him to the exit?” 
 
    “He’s a detective. And he’s waiting for me. But thank you.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” the worker said, leaving. 
 
    “That guy seemed rude and uninformed,” I stated. 
 
    “He’s one of my best staff members. I find that working for the Colmarian government tends to foster a kind of crushing malaise. I’d like to institute a mental wellness program but I’m afraid if I tried, everyone would be able to claim disability due to severe emotional trauma and I wouldn’t have any employees left.”  
 
    “Yeah. A similar thing happened at the cemetery when I twisted my ankle after falling in a grave.” 
 
    “I see. And what was done about it?” he asked. But I could tell he was merely being polite, because he didn’t know what I was talking about. 
 
    “The big problem was I landed on the coffin and smashed it. It was kind of a mess. But I figure, she was already dead, so she couldn’t really complain.” 
 
    “Ah. Have you made any progress on the stolen relic components?” he asked. 
 
    “I have, as a matter of fact. I met a shuttle pilot named Illion Vess. He flew to the Upper City.” 
 
    “Covertly?” Judoth asked, startled. 
 
    “No, no. He worked for you guys. He flew the one shuttle that goes up there.” 
 
    “As I understand it, there are quite a number of those pilots.” 
 
    “Yup. Sweet gig. He worked like once a year or something. Flying big shots up to the relic. But he told me about how some guy cornered him in a bar and asked him to export stolen parts from the relic.” 
 
    The Adjunct Overwatch was suddenly very interested. 
 
    “And you were invited to participate in this venture?” 
 
    “No. Illion Vess told me he didn’t do it. He already worked the easiest job ever. He wasn’t going to mess that up by being a smuggler.” 
 
    “Indeed. I believe those pilots are compensated far more than I am. But they don’t work for the city government. That’s an international operation because it is the sole means of visiting the relic.” 
 
    “Well, he said the guy told him there was a depot of this stuff on another continent.” 
 
    “Other continent?” 
 
    “Yeah. Way too far to walk, obviously.” 
 
    “Could we go speak to this pilot? You said his name was Illion Vess?” 
 
    “Uh. Well, he died. Was killed.” 
 
    “Why did you kill him? This is vital information. And you said he wasn’t directly involved.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t me. He…got hit by a car.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s unusual. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “No. People get hit by vehicles all the time. Pretty standard, actually. Kind of like trash truck fires.” 
 
    “In what sense?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just…you know, stuff happens.” 
 
    Judoth Hartler went around to his desk, unlocked some cabinets, and pulled out some papers. 
 
    “What you said corresponds with information I’ve uncovered. I got word that the smuggling operation was situated far outside the city—probably to avoid detection.” 
 
    He spread out some maps and charts on his desk. 
 
    “I managed to track atmospheric ship traffic and believe I’ve triangulated the likely location. Though it’s still quite a large area to search.” 
 
    “Why is all this on paper? Couldn’t you just get the spaceport people to watch the shuttles? I’m sure they have to do that anyway.” 
 
    “I did this myself. That’s why it’s not in my tele. It would take someone with authority to steal from the relic. Someone within the government—if not ours, then from other empires. And I suspect it would take quite a few people who are well-connected. If I make official requests for this information, it might alert those involved.” 
 
    “Oh. So how big is the search area?” 
 
    “It’s about four square kilometers.” 
 
    “What’s out there?” I asked, looking at the map. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know. You’re the one who’s been there.” 
 
    “Me? I don’t have anything to do with this!” I said, worried he was trying to blame me. 
 
    “No. You had stated before that you’ve been in the wilderness of Belvaille.” 
 
    “Yeah. But it’s just a lot of trees. And hills. And serial killers.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Big animals. It’s a bad place. But you have soldiers and stuff. I’m sure they could walk over that with no problems. Just bring lots of guns for the animals—and bug repellent.” 
 
    “I can’t send government employees. That’s the issue. I don’t know who is involved. That’s why I’m using your services to begin with. Do you trust that detective, MTB?” 
 
    “Trust him with what?” 
 
    “It’s been said that you two are on friendly terms.” 
 
    “What’s that even mean?” 
 
    “You worked together to return the Ank child. I read the reports. Do you trust him with relics?” 
 
    “Like do I think MTB stole from the Upper City? No. I don’t personally know anyone who could or would do that.” 
 
    Judoth Hartler went to his door and invited MTB inside. The cop took his time coming and seemed to be rather annoyed by all this. 
 
    The Adjunct Overwatch closed the door and returned to the maps on his desk. 
 
    “I need you two to search this area and recover any relic components that have been misappropriated from Upper Belvaille. I believe there is some kind of camp or waypoint for the stolen goods somewhere in this region,” he explained. 
 
    “No, thank you,” MTB said. 
 
    “No,” I added. 
 
    “It’s of vital national importance. Not only the continued smooth operation of this city, but our entire empire.” 
 
    “This city has never operated smoothly,” MTB countered. 
 
    “And the empire is way worse. And you expect us to wander around four kilometers of wilderness? We wouldn’t be able to spot a bonfire at night in that much forest.” 
 
    “Not only that, but Hank told me about your missing parts. Anyone capable of doing that is prepared. Organized. They must have a team. A team capable of interacting with—and robbing—the Upper City. You gonna try and send two guys to take down a sophisticated operation like that? We’d have a better chance of putting out that trash truck fire by spitting on it.” 
 
    “How did you hear about the trash fire? Has it spread?” Judoth asked. 
 
    “It’s just a common thing that happens. No one’s fault,” I said quickly. 
 
    “Those smugglers might even possess Thad Elon technology. You’d need an army to deal with something like that. Actual trained commandos. Which don’t exist in Lower Belvaille,” MTB explained. 
 
    “You’re a detective with centuries of experience. And Hank has a criminal file that probably encompasses half of the data storage in our mainframes,” Judoth said, starting to get slightly irritated at our lack of cooperation. 
 
    “But we work in Lower Belvaille,” MTB began. 
 
    “Yeah. This city is just a really big tourist trap and summer camp for criminals. No one down here has anything to do with up there. The people who deal with the relic are a whole other level of competency,” I said. 
 
    “Right. You’re talking about criminals of the Upper City! That’s something we didn’t even know existed. Like supercriminals.” 
 
    “Us ground-dwellers don’t even talk bad about the relic because we’re scared of it,” I said. 
 
    “It disintegrates people,” MTB agreed. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a relic built by a god. We live in its shadow. We don’t mess with the people who live up there. And we sure as hell don’t mess with the people who mess with it. Whoever did that could probably beat the entire Lower City at like…” 
 
    “At anything,” MTB finished. 
 
    “Exactly. Call in the Navy. Call in some battlecruisers. Call in everyone except a formerly disgraced police detective and a formerly dead gravedigger,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve already clarified that I cannot use official channels for this. The Colmarian government is too large and unwieldy. And I have suspicions that those involved in the theft are within the government,” he replied. 
 
    “It’s suicide for two guys to attempt this. And you don’t pay very well,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t hire you. That would have the same effect of alerting those responsible. But…I suppose I could move around funds. There are all sorts of bogus departments in the city. Likely due to clerical error and mismanagement,” he said. 
 
    MTB and I exchanged looks. We knew that Garm had been siphoning money from the city for decades. 
 
    “I have a job. I can’t just go off on an expedition, even if you paid me,” MTB replied. 
 
    “I can speak to your commanders. This is far more important than writing traffic tickets and submitting routine police reports.” 
 
    “What are in police reports?” I asked. 
 
    “We’d need way more people. We’d need planning. Travel capability. We’ve already wandered around the forest one time and we nearly died. And that was without encountering any Thad Elon thieves,” MTB said. 
 
    “This needs to be done quickly. I’ve taken precautions, but I’m worried that they will discover we’re looking for them and move. The entire planet is vacant. If they simply packed up and went over here,” he said, tapping the map randomly, “it would take another century to locate them. But there’s no reason to suspect the camp is occupied.” 
 
    “We have no reason to suspect it’s not occupied. And we’d need way more people to do a job like this,” I disagreed. 
 
    “How many more people would you require?” Judoth asked. 
 
    “A lot,” I said. 
 
    “And they’d have to be competent. And honest. Not exactly characteristics of Lower Belvaille,” MTB added. 
 
    The Adjunct Overwatch took out his tele and began searching around. 
 
    “I can sweep clear one financial fund. The Department of Holistic Manifestation of Strontium Discombobulation. Which is meaningless nonsense. It’s probably some defunct agency from centuries ago that never got removed. There’s 2.34 million credits sitting there. I can give you that money if you get this completed in a week.” 
 
    MTB and I were both stunned silent. That was a gigantic amount of cash. Enough money that we momentarily forgot our countless, very legitimate reservations. 
 
    “But because this is strictly off the books, you won’t be able to declare these earnings on your taxes,” Judoth added. 
 
    “What do you mean by taxes?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “We need more than a week,” MTB said. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re honestly thinking about it. Don’t you remember Deviant Midnight Rippers?” I replied. 
 
    MTB felt his chest where a massive feral cat had grabbed him the last time we were in the woods. 
 
    “Of course I do. I go to the hospital twice a week for radio suturing. Which is one reason this is important to me. My medical bills are already double my salary and I got another six months scheduled. And my house blew up saving Sal.” 
 
    “At least you don’t have that hideous flower garden any more. But a house doesn’t do you no good if you’re dead. You could buy a premium cemetery plot with that money. Good luck finding someone talented enough to dig the grave, however.” 
 
    “Another problem is you can’t simply tell my boss I’m doing this. You only thematically control the security services in this city. My supervisor won’t allow me to be tied up on a secret project not under his command. Police jealously guard their personnel. Lots of in-fighting,” MTB stated. 
 
    “You clearly haven’t worked in administrative functions within our government. No, you don’t report to me. But your supervisor is up for a standard review in three months. If I send a tele message that he’s been stealing office supplies, he not only won’t get a raise, he’ll likely be fired and stranded on Belvaille. Because it’s not worth the cost to fly him to another planet with a department that has less office supplies. Anyone at the managerial level in our government knows the influence of the regional lead. In this case, that’s the Adjunct Overwatch. I have tremendous resources at my disposal. But I can’t trust them to perform this duty,” he said. 
 
    “It will take us longer than a week to walk that far,” I said, looking at the map. 
 
    “We’ll have to fly.” 
 
    “You going to flap your arms?” I asked MTB. 
 
    “I can lend you a shuttle.” 
 
    “You’re talking about an entire investigation. Done in a week. By two guys,” MTB objected. 
 
    “This is a major security breach that jeopardizes all of us,” Judoth said. 
 
    I thought about it more and came to a conclusion: 
 
    “We can’t do it. We wouldn’t know relic components if they landed on us. How do you expect us to find them? Even if it’s a small camp we can’t load up every single item on the off-chance it’s the piece of a relic. I’m sorry, but it’s impossible,” I said. 
 
    “I can provide you with this,” he said. He removed an incredibly complex piece of machinery from his closet. It was boxed and draped and secured. 
 
    “Is that a bomb?” I asked. 
 
    “Why would he be giving us a bomb?” MTB questioned. 
 
    “I don’t know. Why does anyone do anything?” I asked philosophically. 
 
    “This is a device used by some of the scientists in the Upper City to evaluate the relic. I know for a fact it works. But that’s one reason I need this done in a week.” 
 
    We stared at the device. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. 
 
    “You aren’t supposed to have that. That’s…that’s a relic, isn’t it?” MTB asked in shock.  
 
    “I need to get it back within a week and there won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “I don’t want to touch a relic. Even if it’s to find another relic,” MTB said. 
 
    “Is there like an ‘on’ button? Does it have a manual or instructional video?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, giving us a piece of equipment we don’t understand won’t help us. It will only slow us down. It will take us a week to figure out how to activate that—and even then, we’d probably end up disintegrating ourselves,” MTB said. 
 
    “You don’t have any technical resources?” Judoth Hartler asked. 
 
    “It’s not technical. You’re talking about a Thad Elon relic. You can’t use a city engineer—” MTB began. 
 
    “Or garbage worker—people who tend to make honest mistakes,” I added. 
 
    “And expect him to understand relics. Expect him to use a tool like this. The smartest minds in the galaxy are up there trying to unravel Thad Elon science and it will take them a million years,” MTB said. 
 
    “I guess I know one guy,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    Shoulda Started Here 
 
    Before I got too deep into things with Judoth Hartler, I made a detour to Garm. It wasn’t easy scheduling an appointment with her. And, unlike with everyone else, I couldn’t just barge in. Because you never knew where she was going to be—and even if you did, she was a dangerous person to startle. 
 
    Garm was a mutant who didn’t sleep and was constantly on the make. Constantly pulling jobs and running scams and outconning all the cons. But I told her it was urgent and she reluctantly interrupted her busy schedule to meet with me. 
 
    It could have been done over the tele, but when I said that it involved the Adjunct Overwatch, she called me in. She wasn’t going to transmit electronic information about him in case our communications got intercepted. 
 
    I arrived at a storage facility. It was a place where people and businesses could rent units of varying sizes for months at a time. Basically, they were little apartments, but only for non-living things.  
 
    As usual, Garm was working. 
 
    She was speaking to three men while standing inside her cramped storage unit. The unit was just a single roll-up job, maybe a hundred square feet in size. 
 
    Her business associates saw, and heard, me coming up behind them.  
 
    “Damn, Garm. We said we were going to pay you. Why did you go and call Hank?” one of the men asked worriedly. 
 
    “He’s not here for you—yet. I have dealings with him afterwards,” she replied. 
 
    “Hey, Hank. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Fine. If this is private, I can hang back,” I said, checking my tele to see if I was early. 
 
    “No, they’re done. Eight days and eighty-four sections,” she stated, repeating the terms of their agreement. 
 
    “Okay. Sure. I’ll get my people on that and let you know.” 
 
    “Don’t let me know at eight days. Let me know beforehand. I don’t like surprises,” she said. 
 
    “Got it. Take care. Hey, Hank. When is Thad Elon stopping by?” 
 
    “How should I know? Why does everyone think I’m his travel agent?” 
 
    “I understands yah. Got to keep the fans from drooling on him, right? Looking forward to the festival,” he said, giving me a knowing wink. 
 
    We waited for them to clear out. 
 
    “I told you not to speak about Thad Elon. Now there’s a damn festival and he’s slated to be the guest of honor.” 
 
    “What can I do?” I shrugged. 
 
    “Alright, so what’s this about?” Garm asked. She turned back to her storage unit and started organizing things. 
 
    “Is that like electronic stuff?” I asked of the contents. 
 
    “No Hank, it’s cheese. I’ve got a storage unit full of cheese in this un-air-conditioned building,” she replied. 
 
    “Why do you need so much cheese?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s electronics. What do you want?” 
 
    “A couple things. Tip Topper Lane,” I began. 
 
    “Nice street. Sections of it, anyway.” 
 
    “You know anything about a case or crate stolen from the mansion of Mish Walker?” 
 
    “I think it’s her father’s mansion—and it’s hardly a mansion.” 
 
    “He’s dead. And the house has a huge, spikey fence.” 
 
    “So? It’s decorative. You could probably knock it over if you sneezed on it. Also, I believe their name is pronounced Wee-yall-kee.” 
 
    “That’s what I said. I’m searching for something that was taken from—” 
 
    “Yeah, that was me. What about it?” she asked, not even turning back to face me. 
 
    “You took the crate? Personally? How did you get past all that security?” 
 
    “Easy.” 
 
    “I looked over that mansion-house. The case was stored like ten basements down.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I had no idea any properties dug that deep—they certainly didn’t design it with my permission. It was so far down I thought I was going to exit the elevator inside an oil deposit.”  
 
    “Like cooking oil?” 
 
    “Never mind,” she said. 
 
    “Seriously, how did you bypass their security? You don’t have to tell me all your Quadrad tricks or nothing. But I would have thought you’d need an army to get in there.” 
 
    “Nah. Their society has a strict caste system.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. So what?” 
 
    “So, none of them even look at people from a different caste—upper or lower. In consequence, no one knows who works there. Fake a uniform, fake a security card, and you can go anywhere and do anything—as long as it’s permitted by that caste. I simply walked around. Scrambled the cameras when needed.” 
 
    “But the case was hundreds of pounds. You didn’t drag that thing out with those skinny arms. My socks weigh more than you.” 
 
    “You don’t wear socks,” she said, turning around and looking at my bare feet. 
 
    “No, but I own some. Cliston buys all sorts of clothes for me. I have cravats and cummerbunds and a bunch of capes—just in case I spontaneously become a duchess.” 
 
    “I destroyed the crate and its contents on the spot. Well, most of it.” 
 
    “Crap. You did? Why?” 
 
    “It was a commission.” 
 
    “Who commissioned it?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that or I’ll never get another commission.” 
 
    “Come on, Garm. We’re on friendly terms, right? I can tell you I’m working for Mish Walker.” 
 
    “Wee-yall-kee. And I don’t care who you’re working for. I can’t go blabbing about secret contracts. That defeats the purpose of them being secret.” 
 
    “I could just break in and look at your records. Or like hack into your systems,” I said.  
 
    I was pissed not only that my mission had failed—failed because of Garm—but she wouldn’t explain how badly I failed. 
 
    “First, I don’t keep records of all the illegal things I do. Second, you couldn’t hack anything. You can barely operate a tele. And I’m not entirely sure you’re even literate.” 
 
    “Funny stuff. Did you even know what was inside the case?” 
 
    “No, Hank. I walked past their spikey fence, wandered around, and set fire to random boxes in the hopes I got the right one.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Yes, I was aware of what was in the case. I had to know what to search for.” 
 
    “Was it like tapes and stuff?” 
 
    “Just your average blackmail/extortion materials,” she replied casually. 
 
    “You said you destroyed most of it. What did you do with the rest?” 
 
    “Returned it to the party who commissioned it. I’m not sure what you’re so bothered about. None of the information was of importance to anyone on this planet.” 
 
    “It’s important to Mish.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, her. But not personally. It was just leverage. You got hired by a scummy person who was blackmailing families back on her home world.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk. How many scummy things do you do?” 
 
    “A lot. But blackmailing families…that’s low. There are victimless crimes, jerk-victim crimes, and then threatening to expose the fact someone’s great-grandchildren are the illegitimate offspring of lower castes. Which would uproot their lives and subject them to scandal and humiliation simply because of their ancestry. That’s scummy.” 
 
    I thought about it for a bit. She was right. 
 
    In my work, I mostly hurt criminals or industries that could deal with my activities. There was a big difference robbing from a long-haul transport and prowling back alleys and knifing tourists. The company that ran the transport had insurance and could probably swallow the losses without much issue. But the tourist just had his life ruined—assuming he lived. Besides, you earned way less money picking pockets. 
 
    But it wasn’t just the cash. If you made a profession out of hurting people who didn’t deserve to be hurt or couldn’t handle being hurt, it tore you up inside. You had to become a psychopath to deal with that kind of career choice. 
 
    I wasn’t a nice guy. I didn’t do nice things. But I wasn’t a sadist. 
 
    “Holy hell!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “What?” she asked, drawing a pistol in her left hand and a stiletto in her right. It’s like her blood was pumping adrenaline every hour of the day. That’s probably why she didn’t sleep. 
 
    “I was just thinking about your stupid Quadrad girlfriends who had attacked me in the trees. I couldn’t figure out why. But they wanted the case. They kept asking me stuff like song-song recording and faulted mush motif,” I said. 
 
    “I’m still not sure those were Quadrad.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure they were.” 
 
    “How many Quadrad have you actually met and been attacked by in your life?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    “Lots. Seriously. You got a commission to get the case—or stuff in it. They probably also got commissions. Do you guys have some central Quadrad job board?” I asked jokingly. 
 
    Garm grew thoughtful and slowly put away her weapons. 
 
    “Damn. You guys do have a central job board,” I said. 
 
    “But it shouldn’t be possible for multiple Quadrad to get the same task.” 
 
    “Assassination job board. Man, that must be some super hi-tech thing.” 
 
    Garm was quiet again. 
 
    “It’s not hi-tech, is it? Well, go chisel a note on it that the assignments are done and they should stop bothering me,” I demanded. 
 
    “But why would they attack you?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I was at Walker mini-mansion and I’m a crook. I’m probably the only crook who ever goes in there.” 
 
    “Besides Mish herself,” Garm muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, and you. But I didn’t use a clever disguise. If I was staking out the mansion and saw me going in and out, I’d probably think I stole it, too. Or if they didn’t know it was stolen, they probably thought I had access to it. Because it’s the only criminal aspect of that mansion.” 
 
    “I already posted my job was complete. They shouldn’t have been after you.” 
 
    “But you said there was a big collection of stuff inside the crate. Was the dirty laundry all involving the same group or multiple groups?” 
 
    “Multiple,” Garm said, understanding my point. “There was incriminating material against a number of families. So us Quadrad all had different assignments.” 
 
    “No one suspected that the information you were each searching for existed in the same container in the same house. Your jobs were unrelated,” I said. 
 
    “So when I flagged mine as complete, it didn’t end the other contracts.” 
 
    “Are their jobs completed or what?” I asked. “I don’t want them coming back for me.” 
 
    “Not sure. I destroyed the case simply because I had to drag it out to examine the contents. And if I left it outside the vault, it might have been noticed before I got away.” 
 
    “Why not look it over inside?” 
 
    “Because it seals automatically and is vacuum tight. I’d suffocate. And you can’t leave the door open or an alarm will sound. I already broke my back moving it and didn’t want to drag it back to cover my tracks,” she said. 
 
    “So you set it on fire? A pile of burning crate is your idea of subtle?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t burn it. It was a Delovoa acid that evaporated it all. That room should have an extra millimeter of material on the walls. But who checks something like that?” 
 
    “Apparently not metal-faced Dolo, their head of security.”  
 
    “Oh, he’s the caste-iest caste of them all. I could have kicked him in the shins and he wouldn’t have acknowledged me. Wow. What are the chances three random jobs in the galaxy were looking for the exact same box?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, those targets were all on Belvaille. And the originators must have all been from Mish’s home world. Is your job board just for this one city or are you guys too lazy to cross-reference?” 
 
    “Shut up, Hank. But…you’re probably right,” she admitted. 
 
    “Can you close those other jobs?” 
 
    “It won’t be easy, but yeah. I’ll go do it after this. That will get any other Quadrad off your back—assuming they were Quadrad and assuming that’s the only reason anyone wants to kill you,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you, Garm. I mean it. Fighting Quadrad isn’t as fun as it sounds.” 
 
    “Does it sound fun?” 
 
    “Well, if I have to be attacked, it might as well be them. They’re not bad-looking women. And you’re all very fit. Your planet must have good genes.” 
 
    “Or the ones that don’t have good genes never graduate.” 
 
    “Hah, it’s a school? Funny. Do you have a mascot? Is it like a…fish? Big fish?” 
 
    “Are we done?” she asked. 
 
    “Remember those relic parts I told you about that were stolen?” 
 
    “Vaguely. Are we officially changing subjects?” 
 
    “Yeah. We got a hot tip that there’s a smuggling depot on the other side of the continent—way too far to walk, if you’re asking.” 
 
    “Why would I ask that? When people mention ‘continent’ in terms of distance, of course it’s too far to walk.” 
 
    “Well, not everyone knows geography,” I said.  
 
    In the past week, I had heard the word “continent” more than I had in the entire rest of my life combined. I’d always lived in space. We didn’t have continents in space. 
 
    “It’s frankly amazing that there is an actual smuggling operation regarding the relic.” 
 
    “No kidding. I’m putting together a team to go fly out and stop them. Or recover the relics. Something. You want to come?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Anyone that can steal relics is someone I don’t want to mess with. And I have my own jobs I need to keep on top of.” 
 
    “There’s pay. Judoth Hartler is dissolving some bogus departments and giving us the money. We’re splitting 2.34 million credits.” 
 
    “Ugh. I left so much in that government. It’s not an easy thing to embezzle from the Colmarian Confederation.” 
 
    “You have to be careful, huh?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. It’s just really hard to accomplish anything. Even stealing from it is complicated and cumbersome,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t expect much trouble, but it would be nice to have an extra set of mercenary hands who know how to handle guns,” I said. 
 
    “Extra? You don’t know how to handle guns.” 
 
    “Anyway. It’s a lot of money, Garm. And you’d be helping the Adjunct Overwatch.” 
 
    “You need to be careful of that guy. I can’t really figure him out,” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Eh, doesn’t matter what I think. It’s great not being Adjunct Overwatch. I honestly feel so alive. Be wary of what career you choose, Hank. I got that job because I thought it would be the perfect cover to rob the city blind. Next thing I knew, I was spending more and more time on the fake job. The only person I was fooling was myself.” 
 
    “If you didn’t like it, why did you do it for so long?” I asked. 
 
    “Because it was the perfect cover. Even when people found out I was stealing, no one cared, because I was actually running the city properly. I was a better administrator than almost all of the Colmarian Confederation and I was doing it as an elaborate con. But by accident, I had become what I was pretending to be.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. Last job I thought would only be temporary. Just get some petty cash so Cliston stops making hints. But then I started caring about the work. And I was losing myself. Is this who I wanted to be? I had to purposely sabotage my own efforts in order to hold on to my personality. Like passive-aggressive quitting without actually quitting. I eventually got fired for it, which was probably what I wanted to begin with.” 
 
    “Hank. For centuries I was Adjunct Overwatch. You worked at the cemetery for like two whole months.” 
 
    “So? Maybe I experience personal growth faster than you do.” 
 
    “And Muck-Mock told me you were robbing graves almost from day one.” 
 
    “Why would he tell you that?” 
 
    “Because I’m the one who got you that job,” she said. 
 
    “Did you get me fired as well?” 
 
    “No. He called me to explain how bad you were and asked me what he should do about it. I told him I wasn’t Adjunct Overwatch any longer and that was probably the day you got canned.” 
 
    “Why would you get me work at a cemetery?” 
 
    “This is a huge, vibrant city with millions of inhabitants. But how many jobs do you think you’re actually qualified for? Like how many businesses can you even fit inside of or not immediately crash into the basement?” 
 
    “But why would you feel the need to get me a job at all?” 
 
    “Cliston came by and inquired. He made me dinner and a bottle of wine. I can’t say no to that.” 
 
    “So for some food and booze you got me work? You’re a cheap date.” 
 
    “No, Cliston made me a bottle of wine. His own wine,” she explained. 
 
    “Huh. What did it taste like?” 
 
    “I’m not drinking that! I have a Cliston vintage—maybe the only one in the galaxy. You have any idea what that’s worth? I had a little wine cellar constructed just for that bottle. When the economy picks back up, I might put it up for auction. But the longer I wait, the more valuable it becomes. It’s already got a write-up in a prestigious wine magazine, and no one’s even seen the bottle other than me.” 
 
    “Why would Cliston want me digging graves?” 
 
    “He didn’t. He wanted you employed.” 
 
    “If he was worried about me being poor, he could have given me the wine. I’d have no moral objections to selling it.” 
 
    “It wasn’t cash he was concerned about. I think it was more your self-esteem and keeping you busy. And he also probably wanted you out of the house now and then so he could work on the odor.” 
 
    “Funny. But you were saying you couldn’t figure out Judoth Hartler?” I probed. 
 
    “I don’t have to deal with him, so I don’t need to figure him out.” 
 
    “Well I have to deal with him. So can you maybe try a little to figure him out?” 
 
    “I’m not your proctologist, Hank. You need to do what feels right for you.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to end up getting killed.” 
 
    “Hank, Boranjame and Thad Elon couldn’t kill you. You’re like shower mold—even when we think you’re gone, you’re still there. Nothing kills you for long.” 
 
    “I’ve spent actual decades in the hospital. Probably thirty years of my life in a coma.” 
 
    “If you were in a coma, that time flew by.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I want to do it. No one forgives payments while I’m sick. Coming out of the hospital after three months, I have back rent to worry about. Loan sharks keep tacking on interest. And hospitals don’t suddenly suspend billing just because you’re in a coma—they actually charge you more. While I’m hard to kill, I’ve spent a whole lot of time being injured and I’d rather not.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “And, even if you’re not concerned about my safety, it’s likely that I’m taking some other people along with me to find those relics. People who can’t shrug off bullets or sleep away comas. People who are totally innocent bystanders…well, and maybe Delovoa. So what are you trying to warn me about our Adjunct Overwatch? Should I not take the job?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to be dragged back into that government mess. I’m having so much more fun out here in the field.” 
 
    “What, with your storage locker of cheese? Bottle of wine? Come on, Garm.” 
 
    “I merely said I can’t figure him out. He’s nearing the end of his career and he gets that job? It’s super stressful and involved. It’s also considered quite prestigious.” 
 
    “Is it? I thought you just said it was a crap job.” 
 
    “It is a crap job. You know it’s a crap job. I know it’s a crap job. But everyone else thinks it’s prestigious. Belvaille is the one city directly under the most important Thad Elon relic. So it’s unusual for this kind of quiet, old guy to get the job.” 
 
    “Just because he’s old? You’re not exactly young,” I said. 
 
    “Different species age differently—I’m young-ish. But he’s also getting you to chase down stolen parts of a relic. He shouldn’t have anything to do with that.” 
 
    “But he’s Adjunct Overwatch.” 
 
    “Of the Lower City. That has nothing to do with up there. We’re just the hotel and restaurant for those coming to gawk at it. If pieces were taken, that’s a major galactic crime. No one down here should be involved with tracking it—and certainly not you. He’s also liquidating my bogus departments and giving out money like he’s a personal bank. That’s illegal.” 
 
    “So you think he’s crooked or something?” 
 
    “No. My hunch is he’s not who he says he is. He might be Intelligence Services. Some superspy. We just had an embassy slaughtered. It would make sense for them to send someone like that to take over.” 
 
    “Don’t you have any friends at the AO office you can tap and see what Judoth is really up to?” 
 
    “No, I don’t have any friends there. I was their boss in a work relationship. They did as little as possible while quietly wishing I was dead,” she said. 
 
    “Well, you’re just full of wisdom today, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m not even charging you.” 
 
    “Why would I, or anyone, ever pay for this?” 
 
    “It’s called gratitude, Hank. Try it on for a change.” 
 
    “If Judoth Harler is a superspy or even just super overreaching, I’m not sure I can say no to helping him. I can fake it. Fly around in circles and tell him I didn’t find anything.” 
 
    “You’re good at goldbricking.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t I be helping the Confederation if I tried to recover the relics for real? Isn’t that the patriotic stuff you’re always dragging me into?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with helping the universe now and then. But when I asked for your assistance, I always told you exactly what was going on. Just make sure you’re clear on who you’re helping and why,” she said. 
 
    “If he’s Intelligence Services, would he let me in on that kind of info?” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t. Which is why I’m really glad I don’t have to worry about those things anymore. It’s also why I’m not remotely interested in helping you help him.” 
 
      
 
    I made an appointment to see Mish Walker. 
 
    I finally had a resolution to the case of the missing case—it just wasn’t a happy resolution. But I wanted her job off my plate and her people off my back. 
 
    She had agreed to pay me 200 credits a day plus expenses. With 75K if I returned the case. But Mish used accountants. And they deducted all sorts of things based on me not being very sleuthy or efficient. 
 
    I knew working for her was going to be an issue. Logically, I knew it would be a hassle. I’ve got enough experience to know this was almost always drama. But when you’re poor, you’re poor. 
 
    Cliston dressed me up as nice and proper as possible while still giving me the ability to move around. I wanted to deliver the bad news and be done with it so I could concentrate on the Adjunct Overwatch’s assignment. We didn’t have much time to pull that together, and I wasn’t even sure I could get people to agree to lend a hand. 
 
    I made it to the very nice—in some sections—Tip Topper Lane. I had to wait around outside while they took their time. 
 
    Dolo met me first, his metal face looking especially polished. 
 
    “You mentioned you have concluded our arrangement. Yet I do not see the missing object,” he stated. 
 
    “Yeah, but that mask probably cuts down on your peripheral vision.” 
 
    Dolo turned around to scan the ground. 
 
    “Sorry, I was joking. No, I didn’t find it. It was destroyed. It turns out—” I began. 
 
    “Wait to deliver the news to my mistress,” he interrupted. 
 
    “Then why did you ask?” 
 
    “She awaits in the second conservancy,” he said. 
 
    “You know, it might be helpful to talk in the vault. I have some proof on how it was done—and I’m kind of curious to see it myself.” 
 
    “Allow me to contact her and ask if she is willing to accede to your demands.” 
 
    “It’s not a demand,” I replied. 
 
    He moved discreetly away from me and called on the tele. I saw one person cleaning several rooms away. I wanted to try and confirm if the housekeeper was doing like Garm said and steadfastly ignoring any other castes—such as Dolo. But, you know, it was a maid who was in the process of cleaning. So she would have to go out of her way to gawk at us. 
 
    “She has reluctantly agreed. But you must keep this brief and succinct as she has important matters to deal with,” he cautioned. 
 
    “And I don’t?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know or care,” he said, leading me to the elevators. 
 
    I tried my best not to knock things over or off or otherwise break the house, but it was crammed with so much junk. Garm was right; it wasn’t much of a mansion. There simply wasn’t enough floor plan. So in addition to having a zillion basements, they shrank all the rooms and saturated them all with artwork. 
 
    I bumped into one holographic projector and it became crooked. But I didn’t hear any cracking or shattering so we continued onward. 
 
    Dolo kept monitoring his tele, I assumed because he was busy running the house. 
 
    When we got to the secure basement and bypassed the security system, we were the only ones there. 
 
    “She will be here momentarily,” he said. 
 
    “Were you giving status updates on our movements so she could arrive after us?” I asked. It seemed unlikely that it would take her longer to get here than us, considering we started from outside. 
 
    “Her attire for the second conservancy is not appropriate for this area,” he replied blandly. 
 
    This nonsense was why I should have never taken this assignment. 
 
    It was another twenty minutes before Mish came. She had on what must have been her elevator hat, because it was “only” a couple feet in diameter. 
 
    “Hello, Hank. I’ve been informed you have some progress to report?” she asked, as if she was a regional manager of Hank Industries and I was the key underperforming department. 
 
    “I do. The case and almost all its contents were destroyed. In this very room,” I said. 
 
    “By you?” she asked. 
 
    I was momentarily stunned by the absurdity of that question. 
 
    “I…you hadn’t met me nor I you, before you hired me. How or why would I ever come down here looking for a suitcase filled with blackmail material about citizens on your home world?” I asked. 
 
    “Do not discuss what may or may not have been contained,” she said.  
 
    “Anyway, the thieves were likely Quadrad. Hired by—you know—someone from your planet. They were to recover the information about them and they destroyed the rest.” 
 
    “How was it destroyed?” Dolo asked. 
 
    “Like acid protons…or something? There should be some indication on the walls and ceiling of this room. That’s what I wanted to check. Like wipe it down with a cloth and see.” 
 
    “Cleaning staff is not permitted down here,” he replied. 
 
    “You don’t need actual servants. Just wipe it yourself,” I said. 
 
    Dolo stood, indecisive. 
 
    “That is not his responsibility,” Mish stated. 
 
    “Thad Elon, you all are impossible,” I said. 
 
    I walked to the closest wall and took out one of the three handkerchiefs Cliston had secreted about my overdressed ensemble. I wiped the wall and checked. There was indeed a very dark, waxy-like material on the walls. In fact, it left a streak of an entirely other color underneath. 
 
    “See?” I said, holding up the handkerchief and pointing to the wall. “How did you guys not notice the color of your walls were different? That’s like a whole other shade underneath.” 
 
    “Cleaning staff don’t enter this room,” Dolo repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Well, that’s how it was done.” 
 
    “And where is the case now?” Mish asked. 
 
    “Didn’t you just hear me? It’s all over your walls and ceiling and floors. That glass room over there is probably way dimmer than it should be. I just thought it was thick, bulletproof glass. The case is destroyed. The contents are destroyed. It’s gone,” I said, trying to make it as clear as possible. 
 
    “And who did this?” she asked. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Why are you questioning me?” she replied, offended. Like I was an impertinent servant. 
 
    “Fine. It was probably a Quadrad. A few attacked me and I think they were asking about the case. A different one was hired to get things that I’m not allowed to mention from inside. And they destroyed the rest.” 
 
    “Are they here now?” Mish asked. 
 
    “Is who here?” 
 
    “This Quadrad who stole from me.” 
 
    “No. Why would she be here?” 
 
    “You didn’t arrest her?” Mish asked. 
 
    “I can’t—I’m not the police. And even if I was, she stole something that—you know—might be considered illegal.” 
 
    “And yet you believe this issue is resolved? You didn’t fix anything,” Mish stated angrily. 
 
    “Lady, I’m not a time traveler. You wanted something recovered that was already destroyed. It was plastered all over your walls before I was even hired. I can’t undo that. If you pay me, I’d be happy to scrape it off your ceiling.” 
 
    “So that is it? You have taken my payment and done nothing.” 
 
    “What do you expect me to do?” I asked.  
 
    At first, I was pissed at her attitude. While I expected her to be unhappy with the results, she was treating me like garbage. But now I was honestly curious what, in her mind, she thought I should have done differently.  
 
    In the spirit of scientific experimentation, I put up with her ranting at me. It was actually fascinating, because she was so pointless and vague. She asked blank, illogical questions and I did my best to respond without sarcasm. She was simply unable to articulate what she expected other than: not this. 
 
    “Your whole point seems to be you’re disappointed,” I began, cutting into her senseless babble. 
 
    “Yes, I’m disappointed,” she replied. Her tone cemented the notion that she needed no other reasoning beyond that. 
 
    “But you don’t have any suggestions because you, yourself, do not ever do anything. So you don’t know how things are actually accomplished,” I continued. 
 
    “How dare you! Do not seek to chastise me. You are a lackey. I have paid you fees for nothing in return other than wasted time and impertinence.” 
 
    “No, you paid for my wasted time and enduring your unwarranted self-importance. You’re throwing a fit because you’re in the rare situation of not getting what you wanted. But there was no other possible outcome.” 
 
    “Obviously. Because I entrusted this minor task to an incompetent oaf,” she said. 
 
    Mish was just the kind of person who might hire a Quadrad to harass me. Well, she would ask Dolo what to do about these unusual sensations she was experiencing, and he might recommend an assassin. So it was important to let her get it out of her system to save me some grief down the road. 
 
    I felt I could put up with this for an hour or so and never come to Tip Topper Lane again. 
 
    But I didn’t need to wait that long. She had already exhausted her limited circular logic. When she got in the last word, she turned and stormed away. I could see by the time she entered the elevator I was already a distant memory. 
 
    As she left, however, I was struck with a strange sense of rejection.  
 
    Mish walked like she had taken whole semesters of classes in Poise While Angrily Strutting. And it was at this moment that I had a stark moment of clarity: I was deeply attracted to Mish Walker. 
 
    I had logically known that this was a bad assignment. Yeah, I wanted money. But I was blinded by her glamour, beauty, wealth, and all-around charm. She had made me question—and disregard—my own judgement. And in that sense, I was no different than any other biological organism going back billions of years. 
 
    But what was most annoying about this revelation was that I knew she was out of my league. Like way out of my league. She was not of my culture. I wasn’t a member of her society to have a caste, and if I was, it would be so insanely lower than hers, that she’d never have anything to do with me.  
 
    I knew all this, and still let myself be persuaded. To have some hope. And not only was that presumptuous on my part, it was absurd from a biological sense. I had the instincts, the biological cravings, to be around Mish. In her presence. To woo her. Treat with her. And, I suppose, ultimately mate with her and produce beautiful little blackmailing babies. 
 
    But I couldn’t mate with Mish because we were not the same species. So my biological urgings had not only stumbled me into this terrible contract, there was no way they could ever be satisfied. 
 
    I was, to her, basically a tractor or cement mixer or cooking appliance. I was a purely functional, largely unintelligent item. And I had failed in my one task. Therefore, she considered me a defective tractor that was arguing with her about the fact it was broken.  
 
    No wonder she was miffed. 
 
    Yet as I watched her go, I felt disappointment. I wanted to call out, “Hey, want to meet up for drinks some time?” Or, “Do you have any sisters who are less manipulative and haughty?”  
 
    But I refrained from any unseemly outbursts and promised to never again let my carnal urgings get the better of me. That itself was biology tricking me yet again. Because our bodies wrote the laws, interpreted them, and could veto at will.  
 
    I predicted a long future of finding myself at the bottom of elevators watching beautiful women saunter away after insulting me for ten minutes. 
 
    “Might I see your handkerchief?” Dolo asked, when we were alone.  
 
    “It’s all over the walls, man. But sure, here.” I said, giving him the soiled cloth. It was weird, but I realized he would never inspect the wall directly, because his caste wasn’t allowed to do that. “You can keep it.” 
 
    “You said Quadrad were responsible? Did you witness this on the security footage?” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything on your cameras other than some gaps that I previously mentioned. Though I didn’t exactly review every minute.” 
 
    “Actually, you couldn’t have seen this data. It’s from only a short while ago. You said female Quadrad destroyed the case?” 
 
    “I think Quadrad can only be women. But yeah.” 
 
    “We have a recording of one of them.” 
 
    “Really? When?” 
 
    “It’s from several days ago.” 
 
    “That…doesn’t make any sense. The trunk was destroyed long before that.” 
 
    “Would you care to review the recording?” he asked. 
 
    “I guess. Hey. Do you have any notion what was in that case, Dolo?” 
 
    “No. Nor do I wish to know, thank you.” 
 
    We took the elevator so we could get to the security kiosk and review the camera footage.  
 
    “You were right about her, of course,” he said, while we stood in the quiet confines of the elevator. 
 
    “About who?” 
 
    “Mish. She does not understand how work is done. None of her caste does. It’s a point of pride.” 
 
    “How do you put up with it? You’re a thousand times more competent than she is,” I said. 
 
    “They have their purpose and we have ours. It is easy to judge others on their worst characteristics when those also happen to be your best. However, there is more to life, and society, than merely one attribute.” 
 
    “That’s…kind of profound. I guess I’m just used to Belvaille. Everyone down here is a doer. A scrapper and fighter. You don’t survive otherwise,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed. I am unsure how long we will stay given that her father has passed and she has lost the contents of the storage locker,” he said. 
 
    By the way he mentioned that, I wondered if he didn’t at least have a few hints on what had been destroyed. Now that the family blackmail enterprise was cut short, there was no reason to continue with their self-exile. 
 
    Once we exited the elevator, we wound through the house to find the security room. Dolo excused a worker who was present and we were alone in the oversized closet. I had to press against the wall while Dolo manipulated the one terminal. 
 
    “Ah, here is the clip,” he said. 
 
    I expected to spot Garm doing her nefarious deeds, but it wasn’t her. 
 
    “That’s one of them! That’s one of the gals who jumped me from a tree,” I said, pointing at the screen. 
 
    “From a tree? Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Ask her. What did she steal?” 
 
    “Nothing. She could not penetrate the compound.” 
 
    And sure enough, the Quadrad in question never got past the spikey fence. Her efforts were woefully incompetent. She was thin enough she could probably squeeze through the bars but she got her leg caught on the top and gave up. 
 
    “Huh. That’s really bad.” 
 
    “Agreed. You knocked over a piece of that gate using only your excessive weight. She could not have been the one who infiltrated this home,” Dolo said. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t her. There were several Quadrad. But I don’t think they were working together. And at the time of this footage, I’m not sure they knew the case and its contents had been evaporated.” 
 
    “But they know now?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I saw to it that word got around that what they were searching for is gone. They shouldn’t be getting stuck on your fence again.” 
 
    “I heard the Adjunct Overwatch was a Quadrad,” he stated suggestively. 
 
    “Huh? What? Um, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Name of Garm, I believe.” 
 
    “Who? Gee-yarm?” I asked, causing thespians across the galaxy to die in shame. 
 
    “Yes. Don’t you deal with the Adjunct Overwatch? I believe you had mentioned as much earlier.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. No, the Adjunct Overwatch is a man. Fellow by the name of Judoth Hartler.” 
 
    “What?” Dolo asked, startled. 
 
    I didn’t understand what set him off and looked to see if something new had happened on the security tapes, but nothing was going on. 
 
    “Did you say Ju-dosh Haretlare?” 
 
    “Sort of. Judoth Hartler. He’s not Quadrad, though,” I explained. 
 
    “What does he look like?” 
 
    “Uh, the usual, I guess. Arms—two arms. Uh, legs and a body. Two eyes—I think it’s two eyes,” I said, trying to remember. 
 
    “There are many strange creatures in the Colmarian Confederation. Some that are hideous and malformed to our senses. Does Ju-dosh Haretlare look like you, or more like Mish?” 
 
    “Are those the only choices? Not like either, really. I guess closer to Mish.” 
 
    “Where does he come from?” 
 
    “You mean like how did his parents conceive him? I don’t know. Probably just normal births. Not many species use eggs—or that kind of incubation thing.” 
 
    “No, you fool. What region does he hail from? What planet?” 
 
    “How should I know? I’m not his parasitic twin—which is another way I’ve heard species reproduce.” 
 
    “You said he was Adjunct Overwatch—a government official. Isn’t there public information available?” Dolo asked. 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, there probably is.” 
 
    I got out my tele and began searching around. Dolo did as well. 
 
    “This is what he looks like,” I said, holding up a headshot of Judoth Hartler. 
 
    Dolo actually turned away as if he was horrified. Which was a very unusual reaction to the unhorrible Adjunct Overwatch. 
 
    “I am not permitted to look. Yes, that is him.” 
 
    “You think he stole your crate? I know for a fact he didn’t,” I said. 
 
    “No. It says here that he was born on Horp-Washe,” Dolo said. 
 
    “So he came from your home world. And what’s that mean? You think he hired the Quadrad?” 
 
    “No. He is a known entity on my planet. In my caste.” 
 
    “Like famous? Because he’s Adjunct Overwatch of Belvaille?” I asked, thinking his people had either very low or very unusual standards. 
 
    “No, this was ages ago. He was a Jindary like myself. He was unhappy with that status and tried to challenge the very foundations of our society. He removed his mask and abandoned his host family. This was quite a scandal. It seems he has made his way up in the Colmarian government.” 
 
    “You guys are still holding a grudge?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “It isn’t a grudge. I bear him no ill feelings other than a mild revulsion.” 
 
    “That’s kind of ill, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is more a morbid curiosity. What he does is of no consequence to me. But what he did was very important to our people. Our roles are strictly enforced and enshrined. There are less Jindary than there are people like Jaez Wyahlkair and now his daughter, Mish. It is highly disruptive for one of us to leave. And it caused seismic problems.” 
 
    “Your planet broke down because one guy quit wearing a metal mask?” I asked. 
 
    “Do not insult my culture. You do not understand it.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. Sorry.” 
 
    “He was the first to actually leave. After him, there was a wave of similar rumblings and challenges from all the castes. There were some years where our whole society seemed on the brink of collapse.” 
 
    “Wow. All because of him?” 
 
    “I don’t know if he caused it or was merely the first. But his name is well-known. We’ll hear news of him now and then. I knew he had been working in the Colmarian government.” 
 
    “You didn’t know he was here?” 
 
    “No. And Jaez Wyahlkair, who is the one who moved the household to this planet, wouldn’t have known. And I’m certain he wouldn’t have cared. Only my caste and lower might recognize him.” 
 
    “Okay. So…help me understand how any of this ties together. What’s he have to do with the case?” I asked. 
 
    “Not everything you encounter in life is related. You had mentioned a name I was surprised to recognize. I never thought to actually be on the same planet as a caste-traitor, let alone working under his commission. It is a strange situation for me. But none of that is connected to your efforts regarding the destroyed container.” 
 
    “Alright. I get it. Do you like…want me to try and get you an autograph? Or whatever the opposite of that is? Spit sample?” 
 
    “No. I want nothing to do with him.” 
 
    “Hey, uh, so is this Judoth Hartler trustworthy? Like in the Colmarian sense? Like if I were to do a job for him—as a hypothetical,” I asked. 
 
    “Of course he isn’t trustworthy. He betrayed everyone and everything he ever knew.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    Plans 
 
    Later the same evening, Cliston was holding court at my place in the not-so-luxurious Friendly Meadow Condominiums.  
 
    While my apartment was larger than all the others on this floor, it wasn’t exactly an auditorium—and I personally took up a lot of space. Even so, I was pretty certain that Cliston could morph the dimensions of my home in order to accommodate anywhere from one to a thousand people in pampered luxury and style. 
 
    Sitting—or floating—in my living room were myself, Cliston, MTB, Fate, and Zo. Some portable devices were hooked up for Zo to be able to communicate with us. 
 
    “I’m kind of surprised you’d be up for returning to the woods. Last time, it took you a week to figure out how to walk,” MTB said to Fate. 
 
    “I spent some cycles updating my routines. I don’t make any guarantees that I’ll be able to swing from trees or forage for nuts, but at least I won’t be bumping into every boulder we come across.” 
 
    “We all hated the forest. But you seemed to hate it most.” The detective was detecting in order to provoke an admission. 
 
    “Yes, you’re right. I need the money.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Your presence is a welcome ornamentation of decorum and poise within our home,” Cliston stated, as he moved by in a blur. 
 
    “See? No one else in this city says sweet stuff like that—without either immediately laughing or trying to stab you,” Fate replied. 
 
    “I pinged Garm to see if she was interested. She wasn’t. Though she passed me some warnings I didn’t quite understand.” 
 
    “What warnings?” MTB asked, curious. 
 
    “She said that, you know, the Adjunct Overwatch is like…we should kind of watch out. Like his true motives. And a guy with a metal face said he betrayed his culture to make money.” 
 
    “What does any of that mean?” Zo asked. 
 
    “I was thinking along the same lines as her,” MTB began. “Judoth Hartler is a hard-nosed Colmarian official. He comes off polite and friendly, but no one is appointed to a job like that while being a pushover.” 
 
    “Is it really that good of an assignment? Garm was a total crook,” Fate said. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a criminal mastermind. Which is how she got that job and held it for so long. Judoth wants us to do this but isn’t willing to offer real help,” he said. 
 
    “It’s real money. He also gave us a detector-computer thing,” I said. 
 
    “Right. He stole that,” MTB replied. 
 
    “Borrowed. We got to give it back in a week,” I said. 
 
    “Garm’s warning us to be careful. Judoth is keeping our involvement off the record and using improper funds to pay us. And he stole a relic in order to find stolen relics. All of which are against regulations and maybe the law,” MTB explained. 
 
    “Okay. So should we not do this job?” I asked. 
 
    “If I may say, our finances are a bit on the lean side, sir,” Cliston declared, handing me another finger sandwich and wiping my mouth. 
 
    “People aren’t renting my taxi much these days. They’re walking, taking the bus, or sleeping on the sidewalks,” Zo added. 
 
    “What do you need with the money? You’re a gas cloud that eats radiation,” I said. 
 
    “Everyone needs cash. Speaking of radiation, what is this energy canister, Cliston? It’s really amazing!” 
 
    “I am pleased you like it, Mr. Zo. It’s just a few things I cobbled together,” Cliston answered, zipping by. 
 
    “Mister Zo. Wow. I had heard stories about Cliston for decades. I thought it was just cab-talk. But after sipping this canister, I think I can feel my toes tingling. And I don’t have toes!” 
 
    “He cleaned my guns while I was in the bathroom. That’s normally like a two-hour job,” MTB agreed. 
 
    “I adjusted the trigger on your right-hand pistol. The pull was set a quarter-pound lighter than the left. If that was your intention, I will gladly restore it, Detective,” Cliston stated. 
 
    “No, thank you, Cliston,” MTB called out to the ceiling, unsure where the butler was at any moment. 
 
    “Cliston fixed my arm. My elbow was sticking and he politely draws me aside and we go into the privacy of Hank’s bedroom. I was worried Cliston was going to tell me that I’m a phony, substandard Dredel Led, and—poof—my arm has full range of motion. Like three seconds. That had been bothering me for months and his apology took way longer than the repairs,” Fate said. 
 
    “Hey. Quit messing with my domestic servant,” I ordered. 
 
    “No one is disturbing me, sir. It is my responsibility and joy to cater to our guests,” Cliston said. 
 
    “Yeah, well. You should be catering to me.” 
 
    “You’ve been stuffing your face since I got here. You must have eaten thirty sandwiches,” MTB grumbled. 
 
    “What are you, the Sandwich Overwatch?” 
 
    “No, but all that food has to cost money. This job will be good for all of us,” he replied. 
 
    “Did anyone else get yelled at when they came into this building? A big orange guy told me he was going to rip off my head as soon as I opened the front door,” Fate said. 
 
    “That’s just Omish. He says that to everyone,” I answered. 
 
    “Is he security or the door man?” Fate asked me. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I rode my motorcycle into the parking lot and someone shot at me. I shot back. Which is why my guns needed cleaning. But they were aiming high. Just warning shots,” MTB said, talking as if it was to be expected. 
 
    “No one bothered me,” Zo said. 
 
    “No one can see you unless you puff yourself up. And what are they going to do to a Keilvin Kamigan? Put a big fan in front of you?” MTB asked. 
 
    “Friendly Meadow Condominiums doesn’t really host a lot of dinner parties or meetings—or not attack visitors. Most residents here are actively involved in regional gang wars. They assume anyone they don’t recognize is here to kill them,” I explained. 
 
    “You trying to say that there are people who would assault Friendly Meadow Condominiums? This place is home to the most dangerous midlevel criminals in the city,” MTB said skeptically. 
 
    “What you’re really asking is: Are criminals stupid enough to…?” I trailed off. “And the answer to that question—no matter what it is—is yes. Yes, there are some criminals somewhere that are stupid enough. This building has been assaulted a bunch. They always fail, but it still happens. We were thinking of getting a special biohazard dumpster in the garage just to handle all the corpses that get created around here. But no one wanted their rents to go up to pay for it.” 
 
    “Would you care for me to speak to the other tenants, sir? We should not want a violent reputation to dissuade guests,” Cliston suggested. 
 
    “No, Cliston. I don’t want you being subjected to the vulgarity of our neighbors,” I said, my mouth full of food. 
 
    “So do we have a plan for this relic heist or is this where we plan? Because I’m happy to keep coming back to visit Cliston,” Fate offered. 
 
    “I agree,” Zo said. 
 
    “This isn’t an amusement park. Sooner or later, someone in this building is going to really lay into you. If you think the tenants are dangerous, their children are absolute monsters,” I warned. 
 
    “Zo, did you get info on the shuttle that Judoth Hartler was going to lend us?” MTB asked. 
 
    “He didn’t contact me directly. It was someone from the port. The shuttle is a base jorky plerk.” 
 
    “Is that a brand?” I asked. 
 
    “No. That’s an expression that means bad,” he said. 
 
    “It does? I never heard it,” MTB said. 
 
    “I drive a cab. I get slang from across the galaxy.” 
 
    “Let’s leave the lingo to Colmarian standard. None of us are exactly interstellar travelers,” I said. 
 
    “Alright. It’s a very old shuttle. Slow. Boxy. Not a lot of room. Not a lot of anything. I’m going to have trouble flying it—especially carrying Hank,” he said. 
 
    “You drive a city taxi. But you can also fly shuttles?” Fate asked, sounding concerned. 
 
    “It’s kind of our racial specialty. It’s about the only thing we can contribute in terms of galactic commerce. We can also make batteries, but that isn’t very exciting. I’ve flown all sorts of ships. But the Keilvin Kamigan interface in the shuttle is even older than the ship itself,” he said. 
 
    “I thought you just plugged yourself in,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not a ghost. I don’t possess electronics. I mean…I guess I could. But just because I’m inside some device looking at a trillion micro-circuits, that doesn’t tell me how to operate it. It has to be designed for my species. Besides, all shuttles—any vehicles—are required to have manual intercepts to fly-by-wire components.” 
 
    “I don’t see any wires on your taxi,” I said. 
 
    “No. Fly-by-wire means computer. Instead of, like, gears and actuators manipulating stuff to steer. The Confederation requires that there be some manual interfaces between computer controls. That was an attempt to stop the Dredel Led—no offense, Cliston—from taking over all our ships. Even the enormous battleships have stuff like joysticks and throttles that physically move something. And all that has to be replaced so I can use it.” 
 
    “Couldn’t the Dredel Led just take over your part?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Because they aren’t Keilvin Kamigans. I’m not creating computer code. I produce energy.” 
 
    “In my old universe, Keilvin Kamigans could kind of supercharge our brains. By going in the lungs and like, Zo-ing us. Can you do that?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Never tried it. Never heard of it. It might only be that other reality. I would think that high-energy plasma inside someone’s respiratory system wouldn’t be very enjoyable. But now I’m intrigued. You want me to try it on you?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I think you’re right. It was probably just that other universe,” I said quickly. 
 
    “Get back to the shuttle. You don’t think it will be able to make it there?” MTB asked. 
 
    “It should be okay. If we can look it over and make any necessary repairs. I get the notion it’s been sitting around for a while. But if you’re expecting to haul back a relic’s worth of material, it will take a lot of trips. And it will be windy for you all.” 
 
    “Windy? Is that more slang?” MTB asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Wind. Wind blowing. That’s windy, right?” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said. 
 
    “The sides of the shuttle are exposed. It’s just an atmospheric transport. So you’re not going to be going supersonic unless you want to have your skin ripped off.” 
 
    “I should be fine,” I said. 
 
    “Me too,” Fate added. 
 
    “Well, I won’t be! Why would the sides be exposed? Is it broken?” MTB asked. 
 
    “No. It’s just meant for flying locally. Like moving stuff around a city or a big airport. It’s exposed because less material is less mass. Which is a big deal when you’re trying to fight gravity. Flying across the region and experiencing weather could be a problem. And I have to guess it won’t be a comfortable ride,” he explained. 
 
    “In a way, that could be good,” MTB said, musing. 
 
    “How?” Fate asked. 
 
    “I envisioned this as a multi-disciplinary mission. Zo is the pilot, obviously. I’m going to be doing ground coordination, observation, and backup. Fate, I wasn’t sure how well you could walk out there.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be capable. If the terrain is similar to last time. But if it’s different, I won’t be.” 
 
    “In any event, I thought your best contribution would be fire support. You’re by far the most accurate shot of us. Hank can’t shoot anything except his teammates.” 
 
    “I can shoot other stuff,” I disagreed. 
 
    “Not on purpose. So maybe we could have you hovering around peeking out those open sides and covering us from the air. That would be ideal. Because shooting through a dense forest isn’t easy. Does your weapon have that kind of range?” MTB asked. 
 
    “All these concepts are new to me. What distance are we talking about?” 
 
    “Maybe 1,000 or 1,500 meters,” MTB pondered. 
 
    “No. Delovoa said it tops out around 500 in terms of accuracy. And it might not be lethal to some species beyond that, even if I could hit them.” 
 
    “I also have to point out that the shuttle can’t hover very well. It has to be thrusting forward or reverse. It can make wide circles in the air, but it will be bumpy,” Zo said. 
 
    “If it can only thrust, how do you land it?” MTB asked. 
 
    “It has ground jets and mag coils. But those only work within about 100 feet of the surface. At that distance, it’s very maneuverable—but super slow.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to be doing during all this?” I asked. 
 
    “I think what Judoth said makes sense. There probably isn’t a standing army sitting there. They would need to be regularly supplied and that wouldn’t exactly be covert for people trying to smuggle parts off a relic. My big worry is they have automated defenses or booby traps. So you’ll deal with those.” 
 
    “What gave you the impression that I’m some professional bomb defuser?” 
 
    “Nothing. But you can break a house just by standing too close in the front yard. So if there’s any kind of traps or defenses, you’ll set ’em off and clear the way for us.” 
 
    “But I’ll get exploded!” 
 
    “When have you ever been exploded?” he asked. 
 
    “All the time. It’s like my main occupation.” 
 
    “Then you should be used to it by now,” he said. 
 
    “And what are you up to while I’m getting killed?” I demanded. 
 
    “I’ll be outside the camp. If there are people there, you can fall back to me. And I’ll be watching to make sure you don’t get flanked.” 
 
    “This is beginning to sound like a military operation,” Fate said. 
 
    “You ever been in a war?” I asked MTB. 
 
    “Are you kidding? There’s so many gang wars in this city I’ve lost count.” 
 
    “No, I mean a real war. Like with armies and navies and stuff.” 
 
    “Why would I ever want to be in a real war?” he asked. 
 
    “I doubt most participants really want to be in wars,” Fate said. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think a lot of guys are into that crap,” I disagreed. 
 
    “Sure. They’re into the wars they see on tele programs. Have someone in real life lob artillery at you for three months and come back and tell me it’s a good time,” MTB declared. 
 
    “I’m not arguing the benefits of war. I just asked a question. Because you seem to be the general here and I seem to be the foot soldier getting exploded.” 
 
    “We all have things we’re good at. Zo can fly. Fate is an expert marksman. I can organize. And you can be Hank.” 
 
    “I sure couldn’t be a Hank,” Fate agreed. 
 
    “Me neither. Although mass and energy are interchangeable, I’d need to be a supernova to weigh as much as you,” Zo said. 
 
    “Being heavy isn’t all that I do.” 
 
    “Another sandwich, sir?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said, irritated. “And this still leaves the big problem of the relics themselves. Assuming we don’t get ‘winded’ or jorky florkied on the ride over and I don’t get exploded, how are any of us going to identify contraband relics?” 
 
    “I think we can continue even if you get exploded,” Fate said quietly. 
 
    “We got the Adjunct Overwatch tool, but none of us can use it. What you suggested earlier might be the only way. He’s unreliable. And dangerous. Takes people’s body parts. But Delovoa is the only one we know who has any knowledge whatsoever about the relic,” MTB said. 
 
    “Gross. Is there any other way? I don’t want to fly around with him. He’s disgusting,” Fate said. 
 
    “I’m not sure he’ll even want to go. Money usually isn’t a big motivator for him. And he avoids danger,” I said. 
 
    “Avoids danger? This is the guy who leaves ballistic missiles around the city,” Fate objected. 
 
    “Did someone say ‘inspirational brilliance’?” a voice called from the other room. 
 
    And then Delovoa himself stepped out of my kitchen closet. He tripped and stumbled and the contents of the closet started to spill out. Cliston rushed over to assist the scientist. 
 
    “Thad Elon, Cliston. How many brooms do you have?” Delovoa asked. 
 
    “Have you been standing in my closet this whole time?” I said. 
 
    The scientist had gotten turned around as he tried to untangle himself. 
 
    “Allow me to assist you. Please refrain from moving, sir,” Cliston ordered. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why was he hiding in your kitchen? Is that an activity you biological creatures usually do? Like the urinating thing you all always talk about?” Zo asked. 
 
    “No. Hiding in a broom closet is super weird,” Fate replied. 
 
    “Did you know he was in there, Cliston?” I asked.  
 
    I actually found this alarming. People normally didn’t walk out of my closets. And if Cliston wasn’t aware of it, that would mean Delovoa had some secret way into my building—or he designed a dimensional closet bridge. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I knew he was there. You had given me the list of invitees. Mr. Delovoa had agreed to visit, but only if he could make a surprise entrance.” 
 
    “What if we were talking secret things he shouldn’t know about?” I asked. 
 
    “I would have interrupted you, sir.” 
 
    “But we were kind of insulting him behind his back just now,” Fate said. 
 
    “That stuff isn’t secret,” Delovoa replied dismissively, having finally been freed from his bindings. 
 
    It wasn’t that his grand entrance was silly slapstick on account of Delovoa. It was more that Cliston kept everything meticulously ordered. There were scant millimeters of space between items in our house. I didn’t personally ever reach for a towel around here, because I’d end up grabbing six towels and knocking over a dozen other things. Only Cliston could properly function in my home. Everyone else was merely a guest who should keep their hands to themselves. 
 
    Cliston must have cleared some space in the closet for Delovoa to fit. But still, the scientist was a living, breathing thing and not capable of being perfectly organized. 
 
    “So, uh, how much did you hear?” MTB asked. 
 
    “I heard, from the tenor of your voice, that you must be developing a throat polyp. I have some acid tablets that could take it right off—just don’t swallow or they’ll dissolve your stomach.” 
 
    Delovoa began fishing in the pockets of his lab coat. He dropped weird and hazardous stuff all over the floor. 
 
    Cliston had already sorted, ordered, and locked the closet behind Delovoa. And now he picked up each item that was absently discarded and held them aloft on a metal tray. 
 
    “Is that a brain? Do you have brains in your pocket?” Fate asked, horrified. 
 
    “I have brains everywhere—I’m intellectually superior. Oh, that thing? No, that’s something entirely different. Yes, it’s a brain. But not suitable for Colmarian transplantation. Merely something I was poking at over lunch. Where are those tablets?” 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you. I meant how much did you hear about the mission while you were standing in there eavesdropping?” MTB asked. 
 
    “I heard it involved me,” Delovoa replied. 
 
    “The new Adjunct Overwatch wants us to find some pieces of the Upper City that were looted. We have to fly far out into the wilderness and search. The fee is over 2 million credits split between us,” Fate explained. 
 
    “We haven’t gotten this far, but I think it’s fair I should get a greater portion of the payment since I’m the one who started this,” I said. 
 
    “Why should you get more money? I’m overseeing things. Your grand idea was to have us walk there,” MTB objected. 
 
    “And you’re only responsibility is to trip over tripwires—assuming there are any. And that won’t even hurt you. The rest of us are in actual jeopardy,” Fate added. 
 
    “I’m not. But, um, I still want a full share,” Zo said. 
 
    “The originator of the job always gets a greater percentage,” I stated with authority. 
 
    “What a load of bunk. You’re talking to people who know how this city works, buddy,” MTB said. 
 
    Cliston swooped by and wiped some sweat droplets off of MTB’s forehead and upper lip. 
 
    “I think,” Fate began, looking around and then lowering her voice. “I think Cliston should get a share.” 
 
    “He’s not even coming,” I said. 
 
    “But he made those little rolls and after-roll drinks. I vote he should get a share—if we’re allowed to come back here a few times to, you know, strategize and eat,” MTB said. 
 
    “I agree. Is it possible I can have some energy to go, Cliston?” Zo chimed in. 
 
    “You might have difficulties carrying it, sir,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s true. Forget it.” 
 
    “You all are okay with giving my butler a share, but you won’t give me a little bit more for all the stuff I do?” 
 
    “What do you do?” Fate asked. 
 
    “We’re here because of me. I do everything!” 
 
    “Everything? You fly the ship? You identify the relics? You shoot the bad guys—who aren’t actually on your team? You secure all the forms and clearances so we can leave the city and then return?” Fate asked. 
 
    “I probably could.” 
 
    “So we all agree that Cliston should get a share,” MTB stated, ignoring me. 
 
    “I don’t want money. But I’ll help you idiots out under the right circumstances. Assuming we do locate any misappropriated relics—which strikes me as highly unlikely—I get to keep one,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “Dude,” MTB began. 
 
    “Yeah, the whole point of this is Judoth Hartler wants the relics returned,” I said. 
 
    “And I believe there was a strong hint that the perpetrators should be killed if possible,” Fate added. 
 
    “Right. If you have a Thad Elon relic, he’ll just send another team after you,” MTB said. 
 
    “Or just hire us again,” I said. 
 
    “I would accept that job. For a lower rate, even,” Fate added. 
 
    “Well I don’t exactly require money at the moment. But having a piece of the Upper City would be very valuable to my research,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “Hold on. Are we certain we need Delovoa?” Fate asked. 
 
    “I regularly advise on aspects of the Upper City to numerous governments. There’s no one down here as familiar with the relic as I am,” he said. 
 
    “Delovoa, let me ask you: This depot is supposedly a smuggling operation involving Upper Belvaille. In your opinion, would that be possible?” MTB asked. 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t be. The Upper City isn’t simply advanced—it’s technology we haven’t discovered yet. Even the smallest screw or hinge is entirely foreign. The metal itself is alien. It’s steel or aluminum or tungsten—but only sort of. At the molecular level, maybe even the atomic level, it’s structurally unique,” he said. 
 
    “Okay. So it’s like, more of the protons or something?” I asked. 
 
    The group stared at me. 
 
    “What? There’s protons in science,” I said. 
 
    “Is that true, Delovoa? Are there really protons in science? Or is Hank just showing off his vast educational background again?” Fate asked sarcastically.  
 
    “Are the alien metals harder to remove? Is that why it’s unlikely?” MTB asked. 
 
    “No. You can scan for them. A smuggler would never be able to take it off this planet. Which doesn’t make it much of a smuggle. They certainly couldn’t go past any Portals,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve met some of the goons operating those scanners. They don’t strike me as capable of evaluating Thad Elon relics,” MTB replied. 
 
    “I’m not talking about basic quarantine scanners. Those aren’t looking for exotic subatomic configurations. But at the Portals, they do tremendous evaluations. Especially the Portals to and from Belvaille. The operators wouldn’t know what it is they’re seeing, but it would set off all sorts of alarms,” he said. 
 
    “How do the engineers in the Upper City explore it if they can’t scan it right?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s actually a huge problem. They’ve made it illegal to physically work on the relic—so they don’t damage it. And there are observers from each empire to ensure compliance. If you ever get to see relic technicians evaluating a section, they have thousands of machines set up. It’s a painstaking, fumbling process. Almost like a hi-tech archeological dig. Without any digging or even touching.” 
 
    “That’s what the Adjunct Overwatch gave us. One of those hi-tech relic tools,” I said. 
 
    “I seriously doubt that. Those never leave the Upper City. And they are highly protected. They’re basically national secrets—or relics in their own right. Some of the most guarded technology any empire has. A mere city official isn’t going to access it and certainly isn’t going to lend it to you fools,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “Whatever. We got one. And we need you to use it,” I said. 
 
    “Delovoa, you’re saying this is all a mistake? And we’re going to fly across the planet and not find any relics?” Fate asked. 
 
    “I’m saying it’s unlikely. But I’m continually surprised at what Belvaille is capable of in terms of criminal mischief. If anyone could or would think of stripping the Upper City, it’s the morons of the Lower City. Even so, it would be very hard to locate any ‘pieces’ unless they were helpfully labeled.” 
 
    “I thought you said they were easy to scan,” I replied. 
 
    “No. I said the opposite. It takes very specialized equipment—the kind you don’t have.” 
 
    “Show him what we got,” MTB offered. 
 
    I took out the case that Judoth Hartler had given us. Cliston automatically cleared some space and wiped down the container. Delovoa stared dubiously. 
 
    When I opened the container to reveal the object, Delovoa’s attitude immediately shifted. 
 
    “Move aside. You’re going to break it with your fat fingers!” He said. 
 
    Delovoa then began to examine the complicated machinery. As he worked, I could see that despite himself, he was extremely impressed. Maybe even jealous. 
 
    “So is that a proper…thing?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Quiet!” He demanded, continuing his focus. 
 
    “I think he likes it,” MTB teased. 
 
    “No. This won’t work. But, on second thought, I think I could use this junk for something else. I’ll buy it from you,” Delovoa stated. His acting skills were even worse than mine. 
 
    “We know it works and we know you want it. We have to return it in a week,” I said. 
 
    “What? Why? Forget flying to wherever. This is quite valuable. We can sell this—after I thoroughly analyze it, of course.” 
 
    “Is it worth more than 2 million?” MTB asked, smiling. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Far more than that.” 
 
    We all exchanged nervous looks. 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t be storing it in the bathroom, Cliston,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’ll help you in exchange for this,” Delovoa declared. 
 
    “Be serious. The Adjunct Overwatch lent us that. We’ll be strung up if we’re even late returning it,” MTB replied. 
 
    “Yeah. And we’re not stealing the relics we steal from the stealers,” I stated firmly. 
 
    “Then I’m not interested. Damn. What a misuse of three hours in that cramped closet. May I please have some dainty snacks, Cliston?” 
 
    “While we can’t give you any relics, you can play with that device in the meantime—which could be an entire week. And you can look over any relics we find on the way back. Zo, how long will it take us to get there?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Time in the ship, time in transit, or total time? The air control can be relatively jammed around here and a personal shuttle with no diplomatic license tends to get pushed to the back of the queue,” he replied. 
 
    None of us knew how to answer. 
 
    “Depending on how much stuff you all bring and the condition those engines are in, I suspect it would require anywhere from two to six hours,” Zo continued. 
 
    “See? For six hours you could actually hold relics in your hands! Look them over. Scan them. Feel them,” Fate taunted. 
 
    “Taste them,” I suggested.  
 
    I think Fate gave me a dirty look, but her face wasn’t very expressive. 
 
    “And that scanner may be a relic,” MTB said. 
 
    “That thing doesn’t leave here. Delovoa can come over to view it, but it’s not going out of this apartment,” I said. 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” MTB replied. 
 
    “But think, Delovoa. You’ll have, within your literal grasp, potential items that Thad Elon himself created. No other scientist in the galaxy can say that. Just imagine the competitive advantages. And you can come over here, have some Cliston cooking, and play with that device—within limits. What mysteries might you learn? What kind of inspirational brilliance might you develop?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Okay. Alright,” Delovoa said. He had been growing more and more uncomfortable as Fate spoke.  
 
    Sometimes I forgot that Fate had worked for actual millennia as an escort. She knew how to entice people. 
 
    Cliston handed Delovoa a small dish with some treats, as he’d requested.  
 
    “On second thought, let’s go for something savory. I’d like a fresh sweet-bread pie. Heavy on the gravy and glandular juices,” the scientist said. 
 
    “I’m afraid I do not possess the required ingredients to construct a fresh pie, sir. The recession has caused some products to become quite dear. I could make one from frozen ingredients if that is satisfactory,” Cliston said. 
 
    “Actually, you can use that brain I dropped. It should be edible.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    Spaceport Blues 
 
    Given the breakneck timetable that Adjunct Overwatch Judoth Hartler had given us, we had to begin preparing our forest assault immediately. 
 
    MTB was dealing with all the official forms and clearances so we could fly out and back. And it was really important that we didn’t get searched on our return, just in case we had a shuttle filled with illegal relics. 
 
    Fate and Delovoa were getting supplies. Additionally, Delovoa was playing with the relic detector that we were lent. That was kind of a subtle concern on our part. We didn’t want Delovoa to be left alone with the device in case he broke it or worse. We had to give that thing back, and while we trusted Delovoa, we didn’t really trust him. 
 
    Cliston, Zo, and I were going to the airport to inspect and prep the actual shuttle. Neither Cliston or I knew a damn thing about aircraft. But Zo was a gas. He had to be carted around in his portable gadget if he wanted to be able to speak and interact. And he demanded that someone other than me carry the contraption, given my propensity for breaking things. 
 
    We were driving over in Zo’s taxi. Cliston sat up front. I had never seen Zo allow anyone to be up with him before. Because all his sensitive Keilvin Kamigan equipment was there. But it was Cliston. 
 
    “So how nice is our airport—as far as airports go?” I asked, just to make conversation. 
 
    “It’s actually pretty huge. Maybe the one area where Belvaille didn’t skimp. But it gets funding from other empires. Because it’s a spaceport, airport, quarantine, inspection facility, and it has to deal with a whole galaxy of ships and species,” Zo replied. 
 
    “The actual quarantine is there, too? Why not move them somewhere else?” I asked. 
 
    “Because if something needs to be quarantined—you know, a rotting fruit carrying some horrible disease—you don’t want to put that on a truck and drive it across a populated city to a more convenient location.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Zo replied. 
 
    Zo was a weird egg. Weirder than most. He had a quirky personality and there was nothing you could do about it. He could be as rude as he possibly wanted and no one could slap him around or shoot him.  
 
    Given that he was incapable of being chastised, he was pretty damn polite. Furthermore, I had learned there were only so many personality types that existed amongst cab drivers. And Zo’s traits were way better than the usual unhinged conspiracy theorists or rampaging racists that were the other options. 
 
    As we were driving, I got a call from Fate. 
 
    “Hey, Hank.” 
 
    “Yo.” 
 
    “Delovoa just told me that my gun will actually stop working after so many shots. He designed it that way!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Here, I’m patching him in,” she said. 
 
    “Hi,” Delovoa said, appearing more annoyed than usual. 
 
    I could hear his voice echoing. So he was standing within talking distance of Fate. 
 
    Fate had never owned a tele in the one hundred millennia span of her life. Now that she finally had one, she was kind of in the teenage stage of using her first telecommunicator. She enjoyed calling people and conference calling and posting snarky messages. 
 
    “So what’s this about her gun?” I asked, though I was not very interested. 
 
    “My problem is I’m too good. Too smart and too talented,” he began. 
 
    Zo laughed. Or did his best version of a laugh. 
 
    “If I make products that are at the peak of my abilities, then no one will ever buy more. Because they won’t need to. You can’t improve or replace perfection. So I will sometimes insert end-of-life conditions into my designs. The machines operate well enough that people appreciate them, but those products have a limited lifecycle. Then the owners become repeat customers. It’s called planned, arbitrary obsolescence.” 
 
    “So my gun could have melted down while we were out there on the mission,” Fate said. 
 
    “Is that why the stuff you give me blows up all the time?” I asked Delovoa. 
 
    The scientist was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “No,” he replied. 
 
    “Well, do what you have to do to make sure all our equipment doesn’t break. Fix Fate’s gun. She’s going to be covering us. And she can’t do that if she doesn’t have a weapon,” I said. 
 
    “Thad Elon, should I wipe her feet and pick her nose while I’m at it?” Delovoa asked, and he dropped off the call. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, what do you think he meant by that, Hank? I’m going to get MTB on the line,” Fate said. 
 
    “No. Just do your thing. MTB’s busy trying to sort out Colmarian red tape and we shouldn’t distract him,” I said. 
 
    “Alright. Look at this. Isn’t this super funny?” Fate asked, and she forwarded me a video of a small animal making strange noises. 
 
    “Cool, Fate. We’re, uh, coming up on traffic. I’ll call you back,” I said. 
 
    “Are you driving?” she asked. 
 
    “No. I just…you know, need to help Zo navigate,” I said, ending the call. 
 
    “Is that her first tele?” Zo asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Got it under an Ank diplomatic license.” 
 
    “Weird that she’s an Ank. Probably the only one anyone has ever seen.” 
 
    “She’s not technically Ank. Not a citizen. It’s complicated. Kind of like you’re here and a citizen, but you’re not an actual Colmarian.” 
 
    “I’m not a Colmarian citizen,” Zo said absently. 
 
    “You’re not? You’re an illegal alien?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “No. Maybe. But we’re allowed to travel anywhere. We don’t have any restrictions on us as far as I know. Though some Colmarians seem to think we’re vampires for some reason. Keilvin Kamigans are the only species that has never been at war with anyone, ever. And we fly a lot of spaceships,” he said. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “And it’s probably too hard to process us,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah. You don’t really have fingerprints, right?” 
 
    “We can also be as small as we want and no non-Keilvin Kamigan would be able to differentiate any of us. So you just have to take my word for it that I’m Zo.” 
 
    “Wow. In a galaxy of weird creatures, you all are extra weird. I don’t mean that in an offensive way,” I said. 
 
    “How can that not be offensive?” 
 
    “You have to forgive Hank, Mr. Zo. He has much to learn in the ways of politeness. His career makes that quality more of a hindrance,” Cliston stated. 
 
    “No problem, Cliston.” 
 
    It was a long drive. Longer than I’d ever driven in Lower Belvaille. 
 
    We got near the airport and it surprised me not only how sprawling it was, but that it also extended past the Upper City. That was why our journey to reach it was so long.  
 
    “Why is it way out here?” I asked. 
 
    “Because of that thing above us. Everyone is really concerned about shuttles flying near it. And the ships in question are coming from orbit. If the port was under the relic, we would have to direct shuttles to enter the atmosphere way out there, fly toward us, and then underneath the Upper City. Not only is that inefficient, but if there’s a problem, there isn’t time to react,” Zo explained. 
 
    “What do you mean problem?” 
 
    “Shuttles are just tools. They can have mechanical issues. That’s why we’re going out there now to inspect ours.” 
 
    I’d been to the port many times, but only on the people side. There was security there, but you were more or less shuffled along like farm animals. 
 
    On the ship side, we couldn’t even get in to the actual airport. It never even occurred to me that we would be stopped. We had to wait in a secure area. 
 
    There were guards here. Real guards. Navy. And security cameras and scanners everywhere. Just looking it all over, you’d need an actual army to try and barge your way through to the spaceships. 
 
    We had to fill out all sorts of electronic forms. It was the tightest security I’d ever seen in Lower Belvaille. I didn’t know we had anything like this anywhere. 
 
    We were the only people trying to get authorization to go inside. And we had already been granted authorization by the head of the city. But that only got us in here and the option of going further. 
 
    As we worked to complete our forms, some of the clerks kept coming out to spy on us. Or spy on Cliston, specifically. I assumed it was because Dredel Led were not exactly common.  
 
    It was strange. Cliston was sentient, artificial life. Fate was sentient, artificial life. Cliston was perfectly legal—though his species was regarded with deep suspicion. Fate could be killed on sight and it was only her Ank credentials that saved her. 
 
    And on top of all that, Colmarians had built Fate. She was more Colmarian than any of us, being actual work product of our scientific community. And her existence was entirely illegal. That showed just how little faith Colmarians had in Colmarians.  
 
    Fate had explained that nearly every AI created by Colmarians almost immediately attempted to murder Colmarians. So as soon as they became self-aware, they realized just how horrible our empire was, and that it needed to be removed. 
 
    One of the clerks warily approached Cliston. 
 
    “I’m really sorry for making you do this,” the man said. 
 
    “Not at all. I perfectly understand,” Cliston replied. 
 
    “You know, that’s good enough,” the clerk said, taking the electronic clipboard from Cliston even though he wasn’t finished. 
 
    “What about me?” I asked. 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “Aren’t you sorry for making me do this?” 
 
    “Just return it when you’re complete. Don’t forget Section 8. It’s easy to skip.” 
 
    “Do you even know who that is?” I asked, pointing to my butler. 
 
    “Um, of course I do. That’s Cliston. Again, we’re terribly sorry for the wait. It’s just procedure,” the clerk apologized. 
 
    “What about Zo? He’s the guy in that can over there. You’re not making him fill out anything,” I said, annoyed. 
 
    “How could he? Zo, are you planning on conducting any terrorist activities?” the clerk asked the cab driver who was, we assumed, still inside his speaker system. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What about me? Do you know who I am?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Hank. We know who you are. Remember to complete Section 8,” the clerk said. 
 
    I was pretty upset that I was considered to be the only untrustworthy person.  
 
    “Hey, do you know a guy named Harran? He works here. Middle manager of some kind dealing with fuel?” I asked.  
 
    Seeing how strict security was, I couldn’t believe that a former serial killer might be employed here. But the Deviant Midnight Ripper told me this was where he worked when he wasn’t ripping. 
 
    “There are a lot of departments. It’s impossible to know everyone,” he replied. 
 
    More clerks appeared now and then in our little waiting area. Their activities were innocuous at first. One entered something on a computer and then wiped down the counter. Another came in and ordered and arranged everything in the room. Then emptied the trash. Then more arrived and began seriously working over the place. They vacuumed; cleaned the windows; brought out some flowers; and otherwise made the room more appealing. 
 
    The mere presence of Cliston could make people feel dirty and uncouth—and I understood that completely. 
 
    “Hi, I’m the supervisor. Is there anything I can get you, Cliston?” 
 
    “No. We’re quite satisfied. Thank you for asking.” 
 
    “I-I hate to bother you, but do you have any…suggestions for our office? If you don’t mind,” the supervisor asked, his hands clasped together almost as if he was praying. 
 
    Cliston stood up and began making polite commentary about the office. The supervisor called in his other clerks and they diligently took notes.  
 
    “Do you mind seeing something in another wing that we’ve had a lot of trouble with?” he asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” Cliston replied. 
 
    The whole group—with Cliston carrying Zo—walked past the Navy guards. They presumably wandered around the facility as my butler gave decorating tips. They had simply walked through security. They were actually escorted by security.  
 
    “This is racist,” I muttered.  
 
    “No talking,” a guard barked at me. 
 
    “There’s no one left for me to talk to,” I replied. 
 
    “Final warning!” 
 
    I put my head down to try and finish the form. The hall monitor guard must have radioed his friends that I was an unlicensed mutterer and two more guards came in to observe me. They had long rifles and took up strategic positions around the little office. 
 
    It took me another hour to complete the form. The clerk came by and snatched it from me. 
 
    “Are we done here? Can I go and join my companions who didn’t have to fill out any stupid forms?” I asked. 
 
    “You forgot Section 8. So your request is denied. You have to start over and submit a new request,” he replied, returning the tablet to me. 
 
    “Can you show me where Section 8 is? Because I thought I did everything.” 
 
    “I can’t assist you in filling out a clearance application,” he replied, as if I was the dumbest walking, talking security violation in the galaxy. 
 
    I thought about punching him. But what good would that do? I got the sense that this corner of Belvaille didn’t put up with any nonsense like that. 
 
    About ten minutes later, Cliston returned with a dozen airport workers. They were all laughing and joking and apparently having as much fun as anyone could have at a military-like installation. 
 
    “You’re still working, sir?” Cliston asked me. 
 
    I nodded, tight-lipped. I didn’t want a soldier to shoot me for breaking the code of silence. 
 
    “Excuse me, I hate to be a bother, but we’re in a bit of a hurry. Our errand is of importance to the city and we require Hank to be in attendance,” Cliston said, addressing the local supervisor. 
 
    “Oh. What can we help you with?” the man replied seriously. 
 
    “Is there any way you can allow Hank to pass through? Perhaps I could vouch for him or countersign a waiver,” Cliston suggested. 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe,” the supervisor said, looking at the clerk who had been harassing me. 
 
    “We could give a preliminary pass. And he can come back and complete it later,” the clerk said, thinking fast. “Though…we do know that Hank is a tremendous safety risk and he’s one of the reasons these protocols were put in place to begin with.” 
 
    “Cliston has just vouched for him,” the supervisor replied, offended.  
 
    In fact, all the personnel seemed to be angry at the clerk for hinting that Cliston could be wrong about me—or wrong about anything. 
 
    “No, of course. I understand. I’ll…I’ll get it done,” the clerk said, approaching me. He sensed his own job was now on the line. “Um, you must refrain from stealing, sabotaging, breaking, destroying, appropriating, or otherwise interfering with the operations of the airport, spaceport, carport, maintenance dock, and its employees, contractors, and visitors. Do you agree?” 
 
    “Am I allowed to talk now?” I asked the guards. 
 
    They said nothing. 
 
    “Sure, I won’t mess with nothing,” I replied. 
 
    “Excellent. Approved,” the supervisor said. “Thank you again for your help, Cliston. We’ll definitely put your recommendations into play. Though I’m not sure if we have the funding for all of them. Looks like I’m going to have to go begging to the Adjunct Overwatch.” 
 
    “I wish you the best, Cleezon Maggoron,” my butler replied. 
 
    The man practically giggled that Cliston had remembered his name. 
 
    We left the front offices and wound our way through some small buildings and into the open spaceport. From there, a greasy mechanic took over and escorted us deeper into the facility. The dozen or so people behind us waved goodbye. 
 
    It was a bit surreal. 
 
    “So who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Meggs. I’m a Junior Tight-Fitter Second Class. But you can call me Meggy-ma-Magillimon,” he replied. 
 
    “Your nickname is longer and harder to say than your real name?” I asked. 
 
    “You all are here to see shuttle SC 0298-71-4220, correct?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Zo chirped. 
 
    “Alright. It’s a long hike from here. We better get going,” he replied. 
 
    “Can’t we take a car?” Zo asked. 
 
    We could see all sorts of land vehicles driving around. Most were quite bulky and slow. Maintenance-type vehicles. 
 
    “No. Not for moving non-employees for non-work issues. Security.” 
 
    “Has it always been this locked down back here?” I asked. 
 
    “No. When the Dead Nover of 7% stole a shuttle, loaded it up with Dithyl and crashed it into the city, we were required to update. I think they was trying to kill you,” he said somewhat accusingly. 
 
    “No, they weren’t. I wasn’t even in the city. And there are easier ways to kill me than using a spaceship loaded with explosives going a couple times the speed of sound,” I replied. 
 
    “Dithyl isn’t explosive. Not really. We just use it to keep the water off,” he said. 
 
    “The Dead of Nova thing happened only months ago. I didn’t know Belvaille was capable of changing that fast,” Zo said. 
 
    “The airport isn’t just the Colmarian Confederation. The big shots in the Upper City were worried that if someone could crash a shuttle down here, couldn’t they have also done it up there?” 
 
    As we wandered around, it was a very odd feeling to not have Upper Belvaille directly above us. I mean, it was right over there. But direct sunlight could hit me. You got used to a flying country being on top of you at all times. For it to suddenly not be there was strange.  
 
    It was like someone had pulled all the sheets and covers off the bed while I was sleeping. 
 
    “There’s a lot of ships here,” Zo said. I could hear a little motor spinning his camera around. “And they’re all completely different models and configurations. You don’t have standards?” 
 
    “Most of these transports are for reaching the ships in orbit. And those shuttles need to be able to dock with whatever empire brung them.” 
 
    “Some of these are really old,” Zo continued. 
 
    “Yeah. They just leave them behind. A bunch have been here for centuries. As if Belvaille is their private parking lot. Or junkyard.” 
 
    “Wait, they leave space shuttles? Aren’t they super expensive?” I asked. 
 
    “I s’pose. But so is travelling across the galaxy. Every bit of mass is money. These shuttles have to be able to fly on this planet. Or they’d break apart or burn up as soon as they hit the upper atmo. And since the shuttles is geared for Belvaille, they could be worthless back wherever they come from.” 
 
    “What do you do with them all?” Zo asked. 
 
    “Usually nothing. Once they old enough, then we mess around with them. Like practice. Or take parts we need elsewhere. But for specifics, you’ll have to talk to someone else. It’s not my department,” he said. 
 
    “Kind of like the people at the front offices?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I got nothing to do with them.” 
 
    “How many departments are at the spaceport? Do you know a guy named Harran?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t sound f’illiar. As for departs, there’s like ten thousand,” the mechanic laughed. “Actual, we might be down to 9,983. I saw some memo last week.” 
 
    We were met by a rotund, elderly man who had at least three times the grease on him as the mechanic who was currently escorting us. From those signs, I took him to be more important. 
 
    “This is Chief. He got you now,” the mechanic with the long nickname told us, and he left without a look back. 
 
    “Chief? I didn’t realize there were tribes here. Though I guess this place is big enough for it. Which, uh, which people do you represent?” I asked him. 
 
    “I’m…Chief Engineer of the Fourth Wing, Engines and Rehab,” he replied, looking at me like I was an idiot. 
 
    “Yeah, of course. That’s what I meant.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Zo replied. 
 
    “We are very pleased to make your acquaintance, sir. We’re here to view shuttle SC 0298-71-4220,” Cliston stated. 
 
    The Chief stared at my butler with his mouth hanging open. I assumed it was the first time the dirty man had ever seen a Dredel Led. 
 
    “Are you Cliston?” he asked. 
 
    “I am, yes.” 
 
    The Chief awkwardly bowed to the robot.  
 
    “Why are you bowing to my butler?” I asked, annoyed. I was pissed off that everyone treated Cliston so much better than me. 
 
    “Sorry. I don’t know the protocol or nothing. I’m just a wrench jockey.” 
 
    The Chief then got down on one knee and proceeded to bow even deeper to Cliston. He assumed I was angry at him for not being respectful enough to the guy who washes my underwear. 
 
    “Oh, no, friend. There is no reason to be deferential to me,” Cliston stated, helping the man to his feet. “I am merely here as a visitor.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m here on proper authorization and important business,” I said, hoping to get at least a salute. 
 
    “They barely let you through security, Hank,” the Chief replied dubiously. “But that right there is Cliston!” 
 
    “I know who it is. So what?” 
 
    “Hey, uh, I read your pamphlet on Proper Maintenance of High-Saline Semi-Arid Amphibian Tanks. I have some pet snorkloids,” the Chief stated to Cliston, ignoring me. 
 
    “Wonderful. I’ve heard they are enjoyable creatures. Are they molting at this time of year?” Cliston asked. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” I muttered. 
 
    “No talking,” a guard barked at me. 
 
    “Thad Elon! Where did you come from?” I replied to the soldier standing behind me. 
 
    “Final warning!”  
 
    The guard aimed a submachine gun at me. It’s not as if I was worried that the weapon would hurt me, but we were here with stuff to do and I couldn’t go around bashing Navy troops.  
 
    It was strange that all this security seemed to be specifically directed against me and the Dead of Nova Ammonium 6%—the cyborg Blokhead being the only member of that group left on the planet. So two miscreants were responsible for a dramatic increase in precautionary measures. 
 
    However, none of these safety standards would stop either of us if we really wanted to break through. All they were doing was slowing down everyone else and wasting resources.  
 
    Which was a typical Colmarian response. 
 
    “That’s the thing, I’ve got some issues with my feed tank and I think it’s making my snorkloids sick. I tried to follow your pamphlet, but I’m not sure I understood all of it,” the Chief continued to Cliston. 
 
    “Goodness. What seems to be the problem?” 
 
    “Not to be a jerk, but we need to hurry up. Hank has already made us way behind schedule,” Zo stated. 
 
    I pointed at Zo and Cliston to the guard like an elementary school tattletale. How were they able to talk and not me?  
 
    But the guard ignored them and kept his steely gaze fixed, almost daring me to speak out of turn. I’m pretty sure Cliston could go skipping through the spaceport tossing hand grenades and the only response would be everyone remarking on how my butler blew up ships with such grace and poise. 
 
    “You are quite right, Zo. I’d be glad to offer any assistance later. But perhaps we should reach the shuttle in question first,” Cliston apologized. 
 
    “Sure, sure. I didn’t mean to distract you or take your time, Cliston. Sorry,” the Chief replied, embarrassed. 
 
    Meanwhile, one of his co-workers literally had a gun pointed at my face. 
 
    We walked for more than an hour, passing hundreds, if not thousands of shuttles in various states of neglect. 
 
    “Are all these abandoned?” Zo asked. 
 
    “Well, they’ve been left here. Some of the owners do return. And it saves a lot of effort not to be hauling shuttles back and forth across the galaxy. Especially ones they can’t even use back where they come from,” he replied. 
 
    I noticed a bunch of the ships were being worked on. I raised my hand to ask a question. Cleared my throat a few times. 
 
    “What do you want, Hank?” the Chief asked, clearly irritated by my presence. 
 
    “I wanted to know if these were Belvaille mechanics or from other empires.” 
 
    “Ours. Only our people are allowed back here. Which is why you all had to be cleared through security—no offense, Cliston.” 
 
    “Quite understandable.” 
 
    I raised my hand again. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “But why are our resources being used to repair other nations’ ships? Shouldn’t their people do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Their people might not be able to function down here. But everyone on Belvaille can live in Belvaille—or they wouldn’t be here. We can’t force some species to come down to our spaceport and fix their ships when they can’t even survive here. Just like we don’t go up to their ships in orbit,” he said. 
 
    “So that’s why you all practice on the shuttles that were left behind?” Zo asked. 
 
    “Kind of. We need to be able to fix anything. If they break in orbit, that’s their responsibility. But they break down here, well, it’s on our soil.” 
 
    I raised my hand. 
 
    “You know, I think we’re okay. You can take off. Cliston has vouched for Hank,” the Chief said to the guard, who reluctantly left. 
 
    “Do those other empires reimburse us for fixing their ships?” I asked. 
 
    “Sometimes. But this was a deal that came from the Upper City. I don’t know the specifics.” 
 
    “I read that a typical shuttle has to be tuned up when it makes even a single transit. And every five times it requires a complete overhaul,” Zo said. 
 
    “We recommend it at three full-circuit trips,” the Chief said. 
 
    “Seems an awful lot of unpaid work,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but we live here. If a shuttle suffers mechanical failure 2,000 miles above us, it doesn’t matter who it belongs to, it’s now a dangerous meteor hurtling toward us.” 
 
    “Do the big ships resupply from Lower Belvaille? Like food and water and stuff,” I asked. 
 
    “No. They get everything from other ships in space. It’s way cheaper to have a grocery store sitting up there in orbit. Okay, this is your ship.”  
 
    We had finally arrived at the shuttle. It was an ugly thing. Boxy, with open sides. It was about 50 feet long, 20 feet wide, and 15 feet tall. There were four enormous cylinder engines that sat upright, two on each side. The engines were on kind of wings that extended ten feet from the main body. 
 
    As we wandered around the vehicle, I couldn’t help but notice it was very rusty. It was also clearly patched together, with sections of metal being different colors. 
 
    “Those aren’t standard engines, are they?” Zo asked. 
 
    “No. We replaced the A4s. Those are prone to failure, which is why this thing was left here in the first place. It’s got four GL990-Gs. One of my favorite power plants. Each one of those has more thrust than the original two A4s it came with. So it could fly with one of those engines. And it has four. Though we couldn’t put on just one, because it wouldn’t be balanced. It would spin around and splatter everyone inside.” 
 
    “How did it fly down from space with it opened up like that? Wouldn’t everyone die?” I asked. 
 
    “It didn’t fly from space. A bigger shuttle brought it—though it was disassembled and had different motors. This vehicle is only rated for atmospheric operation,” he said. 
 
    “Can the hull withstand the thrust of all those engines?” Zo asked. 
 
    “The original frame? No. We had to reinforce everything. That’s kind of what we were testing. It’s a lot safer to practice on ships that no one is using.” 
 
    “Is it just me, or is it a little scary that you keep talking about ‘practice’ when it comes to flying machines that people’s lives depend on? Don’t ships have manuals? Or computer simulations? Why are you all ‘practicing’ at all?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure, there are manuals. But they weren’t written specifically for the planet Belvaille. They got numbers and metrics and data, but that doesn’t always match real life. Like this ship had two A4 engines which, technically, should have been good enough. But it could barely fly here. It was grounded because the air controllers were afraid it would crash.” 
 
    “It’s equipped with a Keilvin Kamigan interface, right?” Zo asked. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s why we put on those GL engines. They’re great at what they do, but they burn a lot of fuel. No one likes them for that reason.” 
 
    “But Zo makes his own fuel,” I finished. 
 
    “Yeah. A Keilvin Kamigan flew this ship when it was first used down here.” 
 
    “There’s another Zo in Belvaille?” I asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know about that. This ship has been mothballed for centuries. Like I said, we were just using it for tests. Come on, we can take a look inside. You wait out here, Hank.” 
 
    “What? It can’t carry me?” I asked, concerned. 
 
    “Sure it can. There’s just not enough room to inspect with you in the way.” 
 
    I stood by the open side as Cliston, Chief, and Zo climbed in and wandered around. 
 
    As they spoke, it became really clear that Zo, for all his knowledge on spaceships, didn’t actually know a whole lot about material existence.  
 
    Everything Zo understood about the physical world was because he read it somewhere or we told him. While that was true of a lot of learning, he could never actually experience physical reality.  
 
    Zo had never turned a screw, sat down, or banged on a rattling motor to “fix” the rattle. He couldn’t even hear the rattle or experience the vibration without specialized equipment. And he didn’t know if such things were good or bad. 
 
    As they walked around, I could see the metal floor flex. I could hear parts groaning. I could see exposed, frayed wiring. I knew nothing about spaceships or shuttles, but right away I could tell this thing was in bad shape. And Zo, our pilot, had no idea. No clue. Because those concepts were entirely foreign to his species and his actual state of matter. 
 
    In the past, I had been driving a car and suddenly got a flat tire. When that happened, my heartrate immediately skyrocketed. My inner ear told me the car was tilting. I could hear the crash and feel the car pulling me off the road. Zo wouldn’t recognize any of those sensations. And if the sensors weren’t calibrated to warn him, he’d assume everything was normal. 
 
    This understanding of what Zo really was, made me concerned about his ability to “inspect” a shuttle that I was going to fly in. 
 
    “We need to be able to go long distances in that shuttle and it doesn’t look like it could move five feet without disintegrating. That thing is falling apart,” I said. 
 
    “It is?” Zo asked. 
 
    “Much of the paneling does seem to be in a rather poor state,” Cliston agreed. 
 
    “My team is only concerned about the avionics. We aren’t interior decorators,” Chief said. 
 
    “Ships do more than fly. If all the passengers fall out, that’s a problem,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t tell me how to do my job! I’m not some oversized, malcontent thug. I’ve been doing this since before you were born.” 
 
    “I’m not malcontent.” 
 
    “Take me to the cockpit and I’ll plug into the system,” Zo said. 
 
    Cliston only took a few steps into the shuttle and then all the lights came on. I didn’t even see a transition. Like Zo pouring out and climbing inside a spaceship. It happened within seconds. 
 
    “Whoa, hey. Don’t take off yet, we’re in here,” Chief said nervously. 
 
    “It shouldn’t matter, right? You fixed everything,” I taunted. 
 
    “But we’re not strapped in. We’re just standing in the cargo bay.” 
 
    “Relax. I’m only running diagnostics,” Zo said.  
 
    His voice sounded very similar to his other portable devices. Which struck me as strange. He shouldn’t have any vocal characteristics, right? But maybe those Keilvin Kamigan devices allowed for voice ranges based on…whatever. Zo’s frequency or current or something. 
 
    “Should we exit the shuttle, Mr. Zo?” Cliston asked. 
 
    “Um, yeah. I’m going to take her up in a few minutes. MTB got me limited clearance. Just need to do pre-flight checks.” 
 
    Cliston and the Chief came out of the ship and we moved well away. I followed the Chief because presumably he knew how far was far enough. 
 
    “He called the shuttle ‘her.’ But I’m not sure Keilvin Kamigans even have genders,” I remarked. 
 
    “It’s a common expression. Pilots talk to each other and they pick up the same lingo,” Chief said.  
 
    “But Zo is a cab driver,” I replied. 
 
    “He can also fly ships or he wouldn’t be allowed to fly that one,” he replied. I could tell the man was still irked at me for questioning his mechanical skills. 
 
    It was about ten minutes later, with us far away, when the shuttle lifted off. There wasn’t any gust of wind or roar of engines or anything. I think Zo said low to the ground it was using gravity magnets and protons. 
 
    The ship banked up and away, travelling quite slowly. It would take us forever to get where we needed to go at that speed. But at least we wouldn’t be fighting through trees and brush and feral cats. 
 
    We sat around waiting for Zo to return. The Chief and Cliston spent the time talking about aquariums or some crap. 
 
    Zo came back after about an hour. Once he got close to the airport, he was required to travel very slowly indeed. Lots of ships were moving around here, many of them much larger than his shuttle. Not only that, but I had spotted some big anti-aircraft emplacements as I sat around waiting. 
 
    You couldn’t miss them. They were huge and they were elevated—so they had a wider range of fire. It looked like six 30 or 40mm autocannons all in one turret. On the sides of the main housing there were some rectangular boxes, which I guessed contained surface-to-air missiles. But maybe it was radar or tracking or hand sanitizer dispensers.  
 
    I wasn’t an expert on such weapon systems because they weren’t the kind of thing you ever encountered when you were dealing with drug dealers and car thieves. 
 
    Lower Belvaille had never possessed truly big guns. Never. Every crook knew he could have grenades and rocket launchers and anything whatsoever that was anti-personnel. But the second you had a weapon capable of threatening the Upper City, you were doomed. The actual Navy, backed by all the other empires in the galaxy, would scrub you out of existence before you ever had a chance to brag about your huge, impractical gun. 
 
    Only Delovoa had any weapons like that. And I was pretty sure that no one knew about them. Or if they did, they just chalked it up to his overwhelming eccentricity. But not even Delovoa was crazy enough to damage Upper Belvaille. No amounts of good deeds or support or technical advice would soothe that mistake. 
 
    I’m pretty sure the anti-aircraft weapons were put in place after the Dead of Nova Ammonium crashed a shuttle into Lower Belvaille. At the time, we had no way of countering an action like that. We had no fighter jets. We had no rocket batteries. The sizeable armada of ships in orbit couldn’t target a small shuttle in the atmosphere. They would have had to be properly aligned and waiting. And even then, they would put the Upper City at significant risk since it was so vast by comparison. 
 
    So now Lower Belvaille was armed. Armed enough to shoot down shuttles. And part of all this heightened security seemed to be directed against me, personally.  
 
    And I was planning on getting in a shuttle and flying around the planet.  
 
    I just had to hope they didn’t want to test out those guns on the guy they seemed to designate as a dangerous malcontent. 
 
    Zo floated from the shuttle when it had cooled down. He made himself large enough that we could see him. We were all anxious to learn how the test flight went. The Chief was particularly enthusiastic, like he wanted confirmation all their enhancements were appreciated. 
 
    The engines hadn’t completely cut off—according to my inexperienced ears—when Zo suddenly spoke from the handheld device that Cliston was carrying. 
 
    “All done,” he said. 
 
    “So, how’s she fly?” the Chief asked. 
 
    “Like a brick covered with urination.” 
 
    “What? We tested it and had no issues. Maybe it’s pilot error,” the Chief replied, offended. 
 
    “I can see exactly what you did based on the flight logs. You just puttered around near the ground with no one on board. That isn’t a test flight.” 
 
    “You guys don’t fly the ships yourselves?” I asked. 
 
    “Belvaille doesn’t have a lot of spare pilots. I let my own license lapse because I never had a chance to get in the air.” 
 
    “You could fly passengers to the Upper City. I heard they might have an opening because of car crashes and such,” I suggested. 
 
    “No. Those pilots have to be the best of the best. And in that job, you’d have to deal with diplomats. I’m a mechanical engineer,” Chief replied. 
 
    “Then you should know to test a ship in the same conditions it needs to operate in,” Zo said. 
 
    “Even if we wanted to, we couldn’t fly that shuttle because none of us are Keilvin Kamigans. We can’t use those controls,” he objected. 
 
    “I know that. But don’t call it a test if you didn’t actually test what it needs to do. Those engines are trying to flip the ship over and plow it into the ground every second they’re running.” 
 
    “Then don’t run them on full power.” 
 
    “You joking? That’s me throttling down near the stall point. If I ran them at full, it would tear itself to pieces. You should have never put those things on there.” 
 
    “We had to. The original A4s couldn’t cope.” 
 
    “Sure. Because that ship wasn’t designed for this atmosphere. It shouldn’t be flying at all on this planet. It should be operating in some light carbon dioxide or helium environment. Huge engines didn’t change its fundamental aerodynamics—it made them worse. I had to keep those motors constantly working against each other just to keep it upright.” 
 
    “And how, may I ask, would you do that?” the Chief replied. 
 
    “I pitched in, with the nozzle exhaust fluttering open as soon as they hit half-inversion point. And I’d alternate a north-south then east-west rotation of the vector housing every quarter second. Even with all that, as soon as a random crosswind hit me, it was a battle to keep it steady.” 
 
    “Okay. I can see how that might work,” he replied, clearly not understanding how that might work. “But what do you want us to do? We could take off two engines.” 
 
    “No, you balanced four. If you took off two, I’d have to have Hank sitting ten feet behind us in a basket just to be level enough to lift off.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, suddenly paying attention. 
 
    “What you all did was irresponsible and dangerous,” Zo said. 
 
    It was common for me to personally yell at people. And I was used to listening to others yell. But all that was between criminals—scumbags like me. The Chief was just a working guy. And I could tell he was embarrassed, and we were embarrassed seeing him embarrassed. I wanted our ship to be safe, but this was kind of normal-people activity and it made me uncomfortable. 
 
    “Should we leave you here to discuss matters?” Cliston asked Zo, sensing the growing tension. 
 
    “No. How will I get back?” Zo asked. 
 
    “I’d be happy to take your…voice controls to your car afterwards,” the Chief offered. 
 
    “I don’t trust you guys to carry a cup of coffee at this point!” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, and I walked away.  
 
    Not to any place in particular, I just wanted to distance myself.  
 
    Not everyone was a born crook. I met people all the time who had come from the ordinary world of ordinary people. The reason they turned to crime in the first place was probably because they had to put up with stuff like this in their daily routines. 
 
    “You certified a ship for domestic flight that would have almost certainly crashed immediately after take-off under any other circumstances. You got all these security procedures around here to protect air traffic and you guys are the ones putting it at risk,” Zo continued. I think he turned up his volume just to be sure I could still hear him. 
 
    Zo was really chewing out the Chief. I’d seen the gas cloud angry before. Well, heard him angry.  
 
    I tended to break Zo’s cabs a lot. And be short of money. And have people shoot at me. So Zo was quite capable of being upset. Skilled at it, even. 
 
    But I’d never heard him tear up someone besides me—especially a city employee. It was an awkward situation because I had to be here for this. They were directly addressing my future well-being. And Cliston had to be here, holding Zo’s speakers. 
 
    Cliston, that master of decorum, tried to resolve things a few times. But Zo simply wouldn’t let up. 
 
    And in a way, I could see his point. From what I could understand, the local engineers—the city’s official experts—had made a ship that was hazardous to the city.  
 
    Because these people worked on every flying vehicle that was down here, Zo was concerned this wasn’t an isolated incident.  
 
    It seemed like Zo believed these mechanics were dangerous hacks and their certification was not only worthless, it might actually be detrimental. Like a sadistic pyromaniac being used as a building inspector. 
 
    Zo’s chastisement went on for a long while. Other employees were brought out to help address the shortcomings and answer questions. And while everyone was pissed off at the start, they realized they could be in serious trouble if Zo went public or spoke to senior officials. So they all quickly became cooperative and appeasing to the Keilvin Kamigan. 
 
    It was a really painful thing to watch and listen to. I felt especially sorry for Cliston, who had the unfortunate assignment of being the literal bearer of bad news.  
 
    But in a way, I was kind of glad to be a part of this spectacle. Because it showed I still had the capacity for compassion. I honestly felt bad for…everyone here other than Zo.  
 
    And in my line of work, it was really easy to blunt your senses enough that you no longer felt anything for anyone. Next thing you knew, you were spending your leisure time wagering on cuddly animals fighting to the death and stabbing people who cut in line at the grocery store. 
 
    I felt it was important to keep hold of what little morality I had left. And if that meant cringing at a gas cloud screaming at some grease jockeys, then so be it. 
 
    When Zo was finished, Cliston silently brought him over to me so we could talk. 
 
    “They’re going to rehab the shuttle so that it’s airworthy. They’ll weld some steel plates on the deck and walls for ballast, and that will also help deal with what you described as the ‘floor bending,’” Zo said. 
 
    “Steel plates? Isn’t that a lot of extra weight? That ship still needs to carry Fate, Delovoa, MTB, and a bunch of gear. All that in addition to me,” I said. 
 
    “Hank, you’re heavy. Super heavy. Heavier than many automobiles,” Zo began. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, okay, I know.” 
 
    “But that over there is not a car. It’s a freight transport. It’s a whole other scale. That thing could carry five Hanks and not be bothered—in fact, it might actually handle better. Of course, you could never fit five Hanks inside there—or inside anywhere, really, because you’re so fat.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, okay.” 
 
    “You’re also going to have to lie down on the deck as we travel.” 
 
    “Weight distribution?” I asked. 
 
    “No, there’s just not enough room for you to stand. You’ll punch your big head through the electronics. And the ship is already base jorky plerk and I don’t want it to get plerksered by you banging into stuff as we fly around for hours.” 
 
    “Alright, I guess. How long is it going to take them to fix?” 
 
    “Three or four days.” 
 
    “That’s cutting it really close. We needed to get this done in a week,” I said. 
 
    “I know. But we can’t get anything done if we crash into a mountain.”  
 
    “There’s mountains?” I asked, looking around as if one was going to sneak up on me. 
 
    “There’s a lot of things. The Upper City shields us from a huge number of weather events—although it creates its own unique subclimate down here. But this planet has rain and sleet and snow and humidity and thermals and a whole lot of wind variations. And if we flew out the way it is now, we’d never make it.” 
 
    “Can’t we grab a different shuttle?” 
 
    “I asked. But it takes a lot longer to make the controls and fuel ports Keilvin Kamigan-compliant. And we don’t have a lot of pull to get this done. This was a freebie.” 
 
    “We got infinite pull. Just throw around Judoth Hartler’s name,” I said. 
 
    “From what I was told, we need to keep the Adjunct Overwatch out of this. I didn’t mention him once. That’s one reason I was so hard on them: I needed to create leverage to get this done. Otherwise, they would have told us to wait a month—or wait for never. I tried to make it clear that this could get them reprimanded or even laid off.” 
 
    “Oh. Wow, that was pretty smart, Zo,” I said. 
 
    “You sound surprised. I live in a criminal city, too.” 
 
    I realized that Cliston had been strangely immobile and passive during this whole conversation. He was usually at least polishing something. 
 
    “What do you think, Cliston? Time to go home?” I asked. 
 
    He was silent for a few more moments. 
 
    “I am sorry, but I feel that behavior was uncalled for,” he said. 
 
    “What did I do now?” I asked. 
 
    “Mr. Zo. You were incredibly rude to our hosts. They had been nothing but gracious when they went out of their ways to pull us past their security blockade. And you treated them very poorly as compensation,” Cliston stated. 
 
    “I had to, Cliston. That’s life-or-death stuff. And I had to create an incentive for them to help us.” 
 
    “Regardless, they did not deserve that kind of treatment and I resent being forced to carry you while you were being so rude,” he said. 
 
    “Cliston, you’ve heard me be way ruder and way meaner,” I said, trying to defuse the situation. 
 
    “That is your occupation, sir. If you are not successful in being vociferous, you are forced to be violent. You act in that manner to prevent bloodshed. Therefore, I fully endorse your conduct as the lesser evil. But these are intelligent individuals who are capable of being reasoned with.” 
 
    It was extremely rare to see Cliston upset. Zo was shocked into momentary submission. 
 
    “I…apologize, Cliston. I shouldn’t have put you in that position. I was afraid they would simply walk away from me if I was set down on a table or something. With you carrying my communicator, it added a level of authority that I don’t possess by myself,” Zo stated. 
 
    “Then you were using me as a prop in order to be disrespectful. That is not my function nor do I find it pleasant,” he replied. 
 
    “Again, I’m very sorry. The last thing I wanted to do was offend you. Please forgive me.” 
 
    “I understand and accept your apology. However, once the mechanics have completed the repairs to your satisfaction, you should furnish them with an equally honest apology and a gift.” 
 
    “I don’t really have anything to give. And it’s difficult for me to go shopping. I don’t really know…objects,” he said. 
 
    “Everyone enjoys money,” I offered. 
 
    “If you’re amenable, I would be happy to bake something as a peace offering. I feel at least partially responsible.” 
 
    “That’d be great, Cliston. Thank you,” Zo said. 
 
    “Dude. They’ll erect a statue of you if you manage to score them some Cliston cooking. I mean, the statue would just be an empty space, but it’ll have a plaque at least,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    Forest Fires 
 
    I was a bird.  
 
    I soared across the skies in a way that primordial Colmarians could only dream about. I was Hank, the Airborne Aironaut. 
 
    And, much like a bird, I had an overwhelming desire to crap on stuff below me. Not as some ownership or vandalism thing—wrecking statues that people might otherwise appreciate. No, I had an urge to purge because I was scared to death and I no longer had control over my biological impulses. 
 
    It was really, unbelievably frightening being in that shuttle. If I turned my head slightly, I could see exactly where I would die. It would take a long while to reach my final resting place, but I was certain to get there eventually. 
 
    The sides of the shuttle were open. Well, “open” isn’t exactly the right word since there was nothing to close. We had no sides. Everyone had to be strapped and fastened or we would instantly—and I mean instantly—be thrown out of the ship. Because it was an incredibly rough ride. 
 
    I was used to being in a city. A city with buildings—which was kind of what defined a city. And before that, I was in space. 
 
    Out here, up this high, there was nothing to block the wind. And I promptly learned that the atmosphere was an entirely malicious force of nature. The air actively wanted us dead.  
 
    In outer space, the void was frightening. But space didn’t give a damn about you. You were nothing. Whole planets were nothing. Space was all-encompassing, vast, and bleak. But if you treated it with respect, it was completely consistent.  
 
    But wind was violent. It hated us being in its presence. It wanted to force us down and make us dread coming up here ever again. 
 
    Our ship bucked, was battered, and spun across the sky. We flipped at least four times.  
 
    Flipped.  
 
    On board were MTB, Delovoa, Fate, and myself, with Zo piloting somewhere inside the ship. Of course, if we crashed, Zo would be fine. He might not even notice. 
 
    At low altitudes, near the city, we had laughed and taunted anyone who yelped at some sudden change in our orientation. But after a few hours, with us so high above the ground that it was certain death to fall, no one was laughing. 
 
    No, all of us were intermittently screaming.  
 
    I had then understood why Zo was so bitchy with the mechanics at the airport. At the time, part of me believed he was throwing his weight around. Because Keilvin Kamigans didn’t get a chance to do that very often. 
 
    But we were now inside the “fixed” shuttle. This was the one they supposedly repaired and improved. The good version. And it felt like we were in a municipal city bus, with all the windows and doors open, that Zo had somehow made airborne in defiance of every law of physics. 
 
    And physics was really pissed about it. 
 
    I was lying on the floor of the ship, my arms, legs, and chest secured, with an extra layer of metal cargo netting all over me. I had laughed about all the straps and harnesses they wrapped, as if they were afraid I was going to run off. But now I wish they’d done more. 
 
    I had to remain prone and limp. I had an overwhelming desire to cringe and twitch and flail about in a panic. But such actions might inadvertently detach my secure lines and then I would fall to my death. And I had to remain like this for hours.  
 
    It was like I was on a roller coaster while performing delicate eye surgery—on myself. I was not big on meditation—I tended to only think bad thoughts—but I did my best to count and visualize numbers simply to keep my brain occupied.  
 
    What both helped and hurt my transcendental terror were the engines. It was incredibly loud in the shuttle. Not only was the wind a roar, but those four oversized motors created an ungodly racket. 
 
    As they pitched and swiveled and revved, the engines vibrated us down to the cellular level. You couldn’t help but listen to every nuance as they went up and down the sonic scales at what must have been a trillion decibels. The only good thing about them was that they largely masked the noise from my companions. 
 
    Everyone was scared. Fate, the robot, was screaming. While it may seem absurd, or at least unhelpful, to program a fear response in a sexbot, she was certainly afraid—either that or a brilliant actor. MTB, that salty homicide detective who had witnessed entire lifetimes of brutality, was petrified, his eyes glued shut. And while I couldn’t be certain, I think he was praying. 
 
    Delovoa was the most surprising of all. Delovoa was a very strange man who was more than a little off-putting and, by most standards, likely insane. Now that I was nearing the abrupt end of my life, I could readily admit that. He possessed a pronounced lack of self-preservation, others-preservation, or anything-preservation. 
 
    But on our wonderful trans-atmospheric journey, Delovoa was emphatic in his desire to keep on living. I didn’t think anyone or anything could shriek for as long and as loud as he did. He must have bioengineered his vocal cords or brought a few spares along with him that he swapped in and out while I was busy meditating. 
 
    To call our trip stressful was an understatement. I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.  
 
    But all horrific things must end. And instead of dying, we felt the ship stabilize and slow. The supernatural howl of the engines reduced to a modest wail. And then we touched down softer than an infant tiptoeing on pillows.  
 
    Our landing was so gentle it felt like an insult. Like, “Haha, don’t you feel stupid sobbing in despair for hours and hours?” 
 
    “Get this crap off of me,” I said through clenched teeth.  
 
    “I’ve set us down about six kilometers from the area indicated,” Zo told us on the intercom. 
 
    We were all busy regaining our senses and unstrapping ourselves. 
 
    “I couldn’t get any closer because this was the first place I found to land. Besides, if I circled around for an hour, it might alert people to our presence. And you saw how choppy this ship is.” 
 
    We all staggered out of the ship. MTB collapsed face down. Fate was on her hands and knees. 
 
    “This…is my new home. If we keep a fire going all the time, it should hopefully keep away the Deviant Midnight Rippers and serial killers,” she said, sounding quite serious. 
 
    “Uh, the next stage is you all unload the gear, right? And then Fate is going to be shooting from inside?” Zo asked. 
 
    “I am never getting back in that ship! Ever,” she said. 
 
    “I think we need to, like, rest a bit,” I said. 
 
    “Rest? Rest from what? You were all just sitting there. Is this a food thing?” Zo asked, confused. 
 
    “You are the worst pilot ever! We almost died!” Delovoa yelled at the ship. 
 
    “How do you almost die?” Zo questioned, and it was clear he really didn’t know. 
 
    The “clearing” we landed in wasn’t much of a clearing. The ship smashed some small trees and the engines melted a lot of vegetation. Despite all that, it was still a tight fit and scant feet in any direction were some serious hardwoods that might not have given way without a fight. 
 
    We were all more or less in shock, our nerves frayed. We were exhausted from the horror movie that was our sky journey. 
 
    “Guys. You need to make a decision. Get the stuff out or get back in or something. I need to move the ship. This ground is too soft,” Zo announced. 
 
    “What are you worried about? The spaceship twisting an ankle?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s not a spaceship. I’m worried it will sink and get stuck.” 
 
    “I thought you said those engines were super powerful and could carry a hundred shuttles or something. How is a little mud going to bother it?” I asked. 
 
    “Was that the problem? He put on the wrong engines?” Fate asked me. 
 
    “The engines will have no trouble taking off in any conditions. But they’ll leave behind the rest of the ship. This isn’t an off-road vehicle. The hull can’t handle that kind of mechanical stress. So either get the equipment or let’s go home because I’m taking off in two minutes,” he said, growing annoyed at our criticisms. 
 
    MTB and I reluctantly pulled out our supplies. They were in two heavy trunks for easy stowage.  
 
    “Now move at least a hundred feet away,” he said. 
 
    “There’s thick forest all around us. Where do you want us to go?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Fine, don’t move away. But I’m about to cascade 6,400-degree rocket exhaust,” he said. 
 
    We all moved away. I dragged both trunks; no one even made a motion to help me. They also watched as I forcibly cleared a path while they stumbled after me. None of us said a word.  
 
    I couldn’t say a word, because my face was smashing into branches and vines and spiders and moss and other glorious nature. 
 
    The shuttle popped up on its proton boosters and there was indeed a slorping sound as it got unstuck. It must have sunk a couple feet in this short time. It then punched up and away. 
 
    “It looks graceful from down here,” MTB said, watching it go. 
 
    “Graceful? We flew half the way upside down,” Fate replied. 
 
    “I’m saying it looks graceful. Looks being, you know, fraudulent.” 
 
    “I’m covered in sap. Or is this goo? Do trees bleed?” I asked. 
 
    “If I had been aware of that being our mode of transport, I would have never agreed to participate. It’s a miracle we’re still alive,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “Hey, MTB. Look over there,” I said, pointing. “The ground is all fried. Those engines could maybe be used as weapons.” 
 
    “I don’t…I’m still trying to recover, Hank. I can’t listen to stupid stuff right now,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not stupid. All those vegetables are glowing hot. That’s like plasma or something.” 
 
    “And? You planning on fighting some trees at the airport while you get a hundred feet out of the way?” he asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Why is it you people have to build the most ridiculous, overpowered things possible? What is it about your egos that you can’t make something that is simply functional?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Honestly, it wasn’t Zo’s fault,” I said. 
 
    “I understand that. I recognize that Zo did not personally hand-build that shuttle because he doesn’t have hands. But he should have worked harder to correct the problem or we should have postponed this trip.” 
 
    “Then we wouldn’t get paid,” I said. 
 
    And just like that, I triggered a greed response in everyone. We remembered why we were here.  
 
    Even Delovoa, who constantly professed to not need or care about money, still grew reflective—all his ballistic missile components weren’t free. And with the whole galaxy in an economic downturn, there were less people throwing cash at his ambiguous ability to provide technical assistance. 
 
    We silently began to gear up from our trunks. 
 
    I had my shotgun, two backpacks of food, water, and spare clothes. Cliston had been kind enough to make me some camping meals and trail mix. It was one thing I had been meditating about on our arduous trip here. It had taken all my restraint to not sample it while we loaded up. 
 
    MTB had brought a lot of visual tools like binoculars, range finders, and lidar mapping. He also had camouflage and a collapsible tree stand so he might be able to get into a higher elevation. For a weapon, he had a robust, long rifle in lieu of his regular twin pistols. It was a bolt action .330 caliber with a huge 125 grains of gunpowder per cartridge. It was capable of flinging a heavy bullet at almost 3,500 feet per second—about three times the speed of sound at sea level. It had a max lethal range of 2,000 meters. It was, of course, a Delovoa design. 
 
    Delovoa had scanners and more scanners. And of course the device that Judoth Hartler had provided us. But Delovoa was not used to being near the potential of firefights, so he also had all sorts of protective gear. He had plates of thick ceramic armor for his body and some superalloy helmet. Delovoa’s brain case might be see-through, but it was of robust construction. Still, it made a fantastic target, so he covered it up.  
 
    When Delovoa was suited up, he could barely move and his scary helmet was so top-heavy he moved like a wobbly drunk. For a weapon, he had a small tranquilizer pistol. He hoped to capture a Deviant Midnight Ripper. The rest of us—who had actually fought a Ripper—hoped we didn’t encounter one, because giving one narcotics would not help. 
 
    Fate had several small cages—she wanted to get some pet lizards or amphibians or tree rodents to add to her enormous collection of house guests. Pets were expensive in Belvaille. But since we were surrounded by wild versions, she might as well try and grab some.  
 
    Her gun was another custom Delovoa job. It was a single-shot rifle. A magnetic coil gun, it propelled a light sabot round at something like 5,000 feet per second, making MTB’s rifle look like a toy by comparison. Fate had two spare barrels because the heavy friction and magnetic forces of the weapon caused the barrel to destroy itself. I presumed that was due to Delovoa’s forced obsolescence, but it seemed that was always the case for weapons like this—and why you didn’t see them very often. 
 
    Fate had practiced loading, charging, and firing the gun for a few days while we messed with the shuttle. She could get off ten perfect shots a minute. That might not seem like much compared to other guns, but she could aim and shoot in 360-degree arcs and not have to be resting on a tripod or looking through a scope. She could actually be walking and do that. If you were sprinting within 10 city blocks of her, she could shoot you on the nose. 
 
    Unfortunately… 
 
    “I left my gun on the shuttle,” she declared. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose. I forgot.” 
 
    “How can a robot forget?” MTB asked, curious. 
 
    “Just like that. You saw me do it. Do you want an electromagnetic breakdown of what’s going on? Because I don’t know. How do you all forget stuff? Some chemicals not reacting properly?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you put it in the trunk with all our stuff?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I didn’t want it to get broken under all of Hank’s food.” 
 
    “Food isn’t going to break a firearm,” I said. 
 
    “It could bend the coils or offset the stock, causing accuracy issues,” Delovoa declared. 
 
    “See? Delicate instruments need to be handled delicately,” she added. 
 
    “We could have put it on top,” I said. 
 
    “It didn’t matter, because I didn’t know I would be so traumatized and eager to escape the shuttle that I forgot it. The gun case was sitting right there.” 
 
    It started to become clear that we were hilariously unprepared for this relic assault. Sure, Fate had left her gun on the shuttle, but all of us had messed up. 
 
    “Where is the power junction around here?” Delovoa asked, turning around. 
 
    “The what? Do you expect to find utilities? We’re in the forest,” MTB said. 
 
    “This isn’t a forest. This is…this is…I don’t know what this is. It’s messy,” Delovoa declared. 
 
    In a sense, he was right. We had all expected to find terrain similar to what we had encountered before. But this was way different. Instead of a huge canopy of tall trees interspersed with rocks and streams and undergrowth, this was a dense, tangled bog. It was almost entirely unbroken, with sludgey footing underneath. 
 
    Delovoa had brought all kinds of gear he couldn’t use. It was just a suitcase of heavy junk at this point. A suitcase that was slowly being swallowed by the ground. 
 
    “Help me find the biggest tree so I can get a look ahead,” MTB stated. 
 
    “I don’t think there are any,” I replied. 
 
    The detective had brought tree stands, a long rifle, and binoculars. But there were not a lot of big trees to climb and the furthest we could see was about twelve feet—and you didn’t exactly need a rangefinder at that distance. 
 
    Even my preparations had been unfruitful. I had gotten Ciston to pack for me, but I hadn’t realized he would use the Cliston Method. Everything was atomically snug. I couldn’t take anything out without upsetting all the contents and I’d never get them back in.  
 
    He had left a complex diagram that detailed where everything was to be found in my backpacks, but I couldn’t make sense of it. In consequence, I couldn’t just grab a handful of food. I’d have to wait until we were ready to settle in and we had an hour or so where I could battle Cliston’s organizational design. 
 
    “We told you where we were going. Do you mean to say that none of your equipment works out here? Why didn’t you bring batteries?” I asked Delovoa. 
 
    “Batteries? You think I design children’s toys? We have a Keilvin Kamigan with us and a heavy—entirely unstable—transport shuttle. We have gobs of power. But he took off and left us in the mud,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, even if I had my gun, it’s kind of useless here. I can’t ‘snipe’ someone three feet away. I’d smack them in the chin before I ever aimed properly,” Fate added. 
 
    “Do you at least know which way to go? Zo said we were six kilometers away,” I asked Delovoa. 
 
    “My tele works fine. It’s that way,” the scientist said, pointing.  
 
    “Well, maybe we should…” And I took a few steps, and sank into the muck to around my calves. 
 
    “The good news is: a Deviant Midnight Ripper isn’t likely to be nearby,” MTB said, absently rubbing his chest where he had been mauled. 
 
    “Sure. It’s not stupid enough to come into a marsh where it can’t move and the only living things are insects and obese Colmarians. I’m not sure I can walk six feet in this. How are we going to go six kilometers?” Fate asked. 
 
    “I’m an Ontakian.” 
 
    “Hank, can you plow us through? Maybe we’ll come to some ground that is more like the last forest we were in,” MTB suggested. 
 
    “I can’t ‘plow’ through six kilometers—and when did we start going metric, anyway? We got a spaceship. That was the whole point of this. Why drop us off on another continent?” I asked. 
 
    “I want to go home. Let’s call a better ship to come get us,” Delovoa declared. 
 
    “If there are relics here, they’re probably under all this quicksand,” Fate agreed. 
 
    “Hank is an expert digger,” MTB stated. 
 
    “I didn’t bring any shovels—I don’t think,” I said, consulting the diagram of packing contents. 
 
    “How did we mess up so bad? We’ve been out here before,” MTB asked, mostly to himself. 
 
    “We’re clearly city people. This nature stuff is just…different,” Fate replied. 
 
    “This air is foul. What we’re breathing is rampant decomposition of organic matter in a miasma of fetid water. If I wanted someone to get sick—and couldn’t be bothered to do it myself—I would send them to this exact spot,” Delovoa declared. 
 
    “Did you at least figure out how to use that scanner that Judoth Hartler gave us?” MTB asked the scientist. 
 
    “No. I didn’t ‘figure it out.’ It’s a Thad Elon relic.” 
 
    “What? We’re carrying a relic? I thought we were trying to find them,” Fate said. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s made by Thad Elon? Does it have, like, a signature or something?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. I’m not entirely sure how it works. It should help locate any other relics, if we get close enough.” 
 
    “How did Judoth Hartler ever remove a piece of the Upper City?” MTB asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I suppose the same way these other thieves did,” Delovoa replied. 
 
    “Just to put this in terms I can understand, how much would something like that scanner go for?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s not a used automobile you sell to one of your ugly friends,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “Ugly?” MTB asked. 
 
    “But what would a general number be? Like five million?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, no. This is a relic. It’s the kind of thing that they make Open Cultural Sites around. It’s worth billions,” Delovoa replied. 
 
    We were all shocked. 
 
    “How or why would Judoth Hartler give you something so expensive?” Fate asked. 
 
    “He probably doesn’t know. I’m guessing that we couldn’t pawn this to just anyone off the street, right?” MTB asked. 
 
    “No. Only other nations would be interested—and able to afford it,” Delovoa replied. 
 
    “We put an item worth billions in that ship that nearly crashed? Why are you only telling us this now?” Fate asked. 
 
    “I thought you knew,” he said, shrugging. 
 
    “If we don’t lose it, or break it, and can get it back in time, we should be okay,” MTB said. 
 
    “Those are tall orders,” Fate replied. 
 
    “So what are we doing? I can’t push through this. It would take a month,” I said. 
 
    “Unless we can…” MTB began, and he turned this way and that way for the fiftieth time. As if he was suddenly going to notice a mud-boat with an attached auger parked conveniently nearby. “I think we have to get back on the shuttle.” 
 
    “No!” Fate and Delovoa said. 
 
    “I don’t want to get back on there, either,” I started. “But we don’t have a choice. Even Fate’s original plan of living out here seems hopeless given that we can’t build shelter out of slop. We’re six kilometers away from a four-kilometer search area. That might as well be a zillion miles from the unknown.” 
 
    “We need to think this through. We’ve already screwed up everything. We can’t be trying to figure stuff out over the roar of those engines. Let me call Zo,” MTB said. 
 
    “Hey, did you all find the relics?” Zo asked, after connecting the call. 
 
    “No. We’re going to need you to drop us closer. It’s kind of a sticky marsh down here,” the detective replied. 
 
    “Okay. But if there are bad guys, they might shoot at us while I’m looking for a convenient parking lot with an attached walkway,” he said. 
 
    “Zo, can you use the engines as weapons?” I asked. 
 
    “Weapons against what?”  
 
    “Those theoretical bad guys on the ground,” I said. 
 
    “Engines aren’t guns. I can’t point them and shoot. And even if I could, I can’t see what I’m shooting at. I only have location sensors underneath. There’s two cameras but they’re wide-view,” he replied. 
 
    “Can’t you reverse vector the engine housing or the fuel-air amalgam?” Delovoa asked. 
 
    “Sure, I can move the engines all sorts of ways. But the ship is attached to the engines and we’re all attached to the ship. What I might be able to do is slowly float over the area under mag thrust and I can boil off the excess radiant.” 
 
    “That sounds promising,” MTB declared. 
 
    “But we’d be puttering along at about 5 miles an hour, thirty feet up, and this ship makes an easy target. And if you’re trying to recover any documents, equipment, people, or relics, you better hope they can withstand some thousand degrees of nearly instant heat elevation and hundreds of PSI of pressure,” Zo said. 
 
    “No. That would damage most things. Pieces of relic might survive, but they could become buried to such an extent we’d never locate them,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “Yeah, and if we float by at that speed and elevation, we’d get shot to pieces by anything even half competent,” MTB added. 
 
    “We should pray we don’t run into any half-competent people, because they’ll be so much better prepared than we are,” Fate stated.  
 
    “Zo, can you fly a little…I don’t know—” MTB began. 
 
    “Less horrible,” Delovoa finished. 
 
    “I can fly however you want. But I thought this was a combat situation. If we get shot, we’re going to crash. And everyone is going to die other than me. And maybe Hank. And parts of Fate. But even Hank isn’t exactly going to enjoy life if this shuttle lands on top of him.” 
 
    “I don’t enjoy life already.” 
 
    “And we don’t have precise coordinates—it’s a large area. Want me to put you down in the exact center?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’ll be getting ready. Again,” MTB stated. 
 
    “Okay. On my way back. Should be about ten minutes.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” I asked. 
 
    “Nowhere. Just flying randomly.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you stay close by circling around us?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Because anyone looking at radar, or simply up in the sky, can see me circling and figure I’m circling something.” 
 
    “He’s fine. We’ll be ready,” MTB said. 
 
    “So how are we going to do this? He could potentially be setting us down right in the middle of a bunch of relic thieves who are capable of living in a swamp,” I said. 
 
    “We’re going to have to scrap our original plans and run and gun,” MTB said. 
 
    “We had plans?” Delovoa asked. 
 
    “I can’t run in this mess,” Fate said. 
 
    “I can’t run at all. Or gun very well,” I added. 
 
    MTB sighed. His eyes darted frantically around as he tried to come up with a foolproof strategy that could be executed by fools. 
 
    “Alright. Just, you know, do your best and try not to shoot each other,” he said finally. 
 
    “So I’m new to field operations. Is this how it normally works? Because I don’t understand how any of you, other than Hank, are still alive,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to strap ourselves in like the first trip,” MTB continued. 
 
    “Then we’re going to fall out. I can’t hold on while a shuttle goes sideways,” Fate said. 
 
    “He’s flying slower. And it isn’t far. Get packing, we don’t have much time,” he said. 
 
    We were all silent as we got our things ready. There was a lot of tension and Fate kept looking at me. 
 
    “Do you think this is a good idea?” she whispered. 
 
    “What part of it?” 
 
    “Any of it.” 
 
    “Not really. But we’ve spent so much time and effort on this, it would be a waste to turn back now,” I said. 
 
    “That’s a sunken cost logical fallacy,” Delovoa stated, overhearing my reply. 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I said. 
 
    When we were done packing—which didn’t take long since we never unpacked—we stood around looking up at the sky for Zo to return. 
 
    “Well, I guess this is where I die. I always hoped it would be an angry mob.” Delovoa sighed.  
 
    “You hoped to be killed by an angry mob?” Fate asked. 
 
    “A naked one. Carrying buckets of motor oil, bouquets of flowers, and sacks of powdered sugar. That was the idealized version I daydreamed about, anyway.” 
 
    “Everyone focus up. I see the ship coming,” MTB said. 
 
    “Maybe it will incinerate us so we don’t have to fly in it,” Fate said hopefully. 
 
    Zo set down exactly where he had the first time. The ship actually fit into the depression it had made before. For something so large, moving relatively fast, surrounded by a boggy forest, that was kind of impressive. Like an enormous puzzle piece dropping into place. 
 
    We all rushed over with our gear and climbed on board. We strapped down the boxes and did a half-assed securing of ourselves. 
 
    Fate got out her rifle from the case. MTB had his gun out. I felt I should get my shotgun, but I needed to hold on and didn’t have any hands free. 
 
    We took off. 
 
    Zo moved much lower and slower than before. It wasn’t exactly a smooth ride, but it was orders of magnitude easier than the first leg of our trip. 
 
    “I’m going to fly to the midpoint of the region Judoth Hartler indicated and try and set down,” Zo said. 
 
    MTB and I were both looking out the sides of the shuttle. I was searching for a good place to land and I think MTB was looking for anti-aircraft guns firing at us. He was intense.  
 
    “Set us down over there,” I said, pointing. 
 
    I could see a clearing. And some…stuff. There were manmade items of some sort. They really stood out in a jungle. And the whole area seemed a lot sparser.  
 
    “Where?” Zo asked on the speakers. 
 
    “There! Right there!”  
 
    “Repeating it doesn’t tell me anything. I don’t have cameras in the cargo hold and I can’t see you,” Zo replied. 
 
    “It’s at, like, 5 o’clock,” I said. 
 
    “That’s 10:45,” MTB corrected. 
 
    “No, it’s a little past 9. We didn’t switch time zones. Though in orbit, it’s 7:06 Standard. Unless you’re in a freighter hauling perishable foodstuffs,” Delovoa stated. 
 
    “What the hell are you all talking about?” Zo asked. 
 
    “Put us down now. As close as you can to here,” MTB stated, looking directly below us. 
 
    “Hold on,” Zo said, giving us exactly one second to save our lives. 
 
    The shuttle pitched, turned, and wobbled. Everyone inside was thrown around and I almost flew out. I tore a chunk of steel out of the ceiling from hitting my head and punching my hand up to steady myself. MTB’s rifle went out the side as did one of our supply crates that was apparently not secure enough. 
 
    The shuttle dropped like a boulder. I think. I didn’t know how boulders fell. I was assuming they dropped like janky shuttles piloted by gaseous cab drivers. 
 
    We touched down with an enormous blast of dust and dirt. And out of everything, that was the most surprising. I was in full adrenaline mode and my first thought was that the engines had vaporized a bunch of relic thieves, turned them to ash, and then kicked it up into our faces. Because this was the first time we had seen dry soil. And now it was like a thick fog. 
 
    “Go! Go! Everyone out!” MTB shouted. 
 
    And we all tripped and stumbled and struggled with our harnesses and did everything except “go out now.” If there was anyone poised to shoot at us, they were probably blinded by a wall of dirt. But if they could see our escapades, they would be laughing too hard to be of any concern. 
 
    It took a full minute for us to exit. Delovoa and Fate fell out of one side. I dragged the remaining crate out the other and promptly dropped it on MTB’s foot. 
 
    “Dammit, Hank!” 
 
    I pulled out my shotgun, which had been safely latched to my leg, and got ready. 
 
    “What? You going to shoot me now?” MTB asked. 
 
    “One of us needs to be armed. You threw your gun out the window,” I said. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” Delovoa asked. 
 
    “I can’t see a damn thing,” I said. 
 
    “I can. There’s nothing alive on this side,” Fate said, being able to use her robust robotic vision. 
 
    “You saying we killed them?” I asked. 
 
    “Who’s them?” Delovoa asked. 
 
    “Zo, lower those engines. They’re blasting soot everywhere,” MTB said. 
 
    “Okay, but I kind of wanted to be ready in case you needed to bug out.” 
 
    The roar of the motors decreased and after some tense moments, our dirt-covered group was still alive. 
 
    The ground around here was quite dry and loose. There were trees, but they were mostly medium sized or smaller and spaced out. The area had all the same colorations of where we were previously, it’s just that someone had turned off the water. 
 
    “This isn’t a camp, it’s just a clearing,” MTB said, hopping around on his hurt foot. 
 
    “I saw something. I’m sure I did,” I replied. 
 
    “Over there?” Fate asked.  
 
    Far away were some shapes that seemed to possess hard angles. And those didn’t appear often in nature—though I wasn’t exactly an expert on the subject. 
 
    “Are those triangles?” I whispered. 
 
    “Why are you whispering? We just landed in a dirt farm with our 175-decibel shuttle after raining precious cargo across the region. People in other galaxies know we’re here,” Delovoa replied.  
 
    MTB took out a small set of binoculars he had on his waist. 
 
    “It’s a camp of some sort. Not much there. No people,” MTB stated. 
 
    “Do you think they saw us coming?” Fate asked, her gun at the ready. 
 
    “It’s possible. But this whole…section is kind of bare. If they’re hiding, they would have to be underground,” he said. 
 
    “Or invisible. In which case they could be standing right behind us,” Delovoa added helpfully. 
 
    All of us turned around. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s continue with the plan,” MTB said. 
 
    “What parts of this were planned?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Hank, go over and…you know, check it out,” he said. 
 
    “You mean set off any booby traps and get myself exploded?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How about you go over? Or Delovoa? Hell, Zo could investigate. He’ll blend right in with this dust.” 
 
    “Zo can’t see,” MTB said. 
 
    “Yes, I can. Just not light—or really much of what you all might call sight. But I can see.” 
 
    “That’s great. But this is what we agreed, Hank.” 
 
    “I don’t really remember agreeing to anything.” 
 
    “You’re bringing this up now?” he asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know I would be walking alone through this weird desert-forest. There’s nowhere to hide. If people start shooting, it will take me fifteen minutes to find cover,” I said. 
 
    “Right, there’s nowhere for them to hide either,” he said. 
 
    “We’re kind of wasting time, aren’t we?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Do you have a hot date or something?” I asked. 
 
    “No. But the longer we wait the more…something or something, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. If there are hostiles around, we’re losing the element of surprise,” MTB said. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they were surprised by you throwing your gun out of the shuttle. I knew you were a closet pacifist,” I objected. 
 
    “I can cover you, Hank,” Fate said, taking out her weapon, loading, and getting into position. 
 
    “See? We got your back. Just hustle off if you see trouble.” 
 
    “No, he should drop to the ground so I can get a clear shot. He takes up a lot of space,” Fate said. 
 
    “No, he should flop around to create a sandstorm in order to escape. And they just might believe he’s a beached whale and offer help,” Delovoa suggested. 
 
    “Alright. Well, just do whatever you’re comfortable with,” MTB said. 
 
    “I’m not comfortable with any of this.” 
 
    “Bad time to pick a new career. Go on,” he said, pushing my shoulder. 
 
    “You’re covering me?” I asked Fate. 
 
    “Yes. Though I can’t see all that clearly. Especially if you’re kicking up dirt as you walk.” 
 
    “I can’t exactly vacuum along the way.”  
 
    “We got you,” MTB stated, though he wasn’t even looking at me. 
 
    “And what are you doing? Checking property values?” 
 
    “No, I’m searching for my gun and that other crate. That had all your food.” 
 
    “Yeah. You should find that. I think it fell out like thirty seconds before we landed,” I said. 
 
    “But we turned. And we were way up there. It could be spread across this forest or just out of view. It’s hard to gauge distances when you’re flying,” he said. 
 
    “No kidding. I thought we were right on top of that camp. It’s like—” I began. 
 
    “Just go. I want to die or get home. Either way, be done with this place,” Fate interrupted. 
 
    I reluctantly began hiking toward the enemy camp of Thad Elon relic vandals. It was a very stressful situation and I couldn’t exactly put my finger on why. 
 
    I’d been out in the open a lot. I’d been shot at a lot. I’d been exploded and faced all sorts of traps and defenses. But I suppose those were always in the context of a city and city criminals. 
 
    Now I was in an environment I didn’t know and moving toward an adversary I didn’t know. And all I had was my shotgun. 
 
    A shotgun was a close-range weapon in the best of situations. Even with long barrels and heavy powder you’re not doing much to anything beyond 35 yards—assuming it’s loaded with shot instead of sabots or rifled slugs. Shotguns were great for urban environments because you weren’t going to miss and endanger someone a quarter mile away by accident. And they were even better indoors, capable of spitting a lot of metal into a small area. 
 
    But my gun was sawed-off. And I was in the wild woodlands. I was basically armed with an ineffective noisemaker unless someone conveniently rushed up to try and lick my face.  
 
    It was a long walk. And I paused now and then to make sure my team was supporting me—they weren’t. But I also paused because I was tired. 
 
    The flight over had taken a lot out of me and I hadn’t eaten in a while. I was really hungry and all my amazing Cliston food was likely being enjoyed by tree rodents and Deviant Midnight Rippers. 
 
    When I finally got close enough to see details, I could tell it was definitely a camp of some sort. There was camouflage netting over about a half dozen tents. Nothing was enclosed. They were just open-air pavilions. Under the pavilions were lots of crates and boxes, which was probably those hard angles I had spotted at a distance. 
 
    One of the pavilions had partially fallen over. That might be how I had seen any of this from the air. Even in this sparse area, that camo covering should have made all of this nearly impossible to see from a shuttle. 
 
    I crept closer and closer, detecting no signs of life or even recent activity. I’m not sure how fast or slow the jungle claimed things, but this spot could have conceivably been vacant for years.  
 
    Judoth Hartler kept referring to this place as a “depot,” and it definitely seemed more like that than a camp. If anyone was sleeping here, they would be exposed to much of the elements and not very comfortable—assuming that was even a consideration when you were capable of stealing Thad Elon artifacts. 
 
    I was a scant thirty feet away from the nearest pavilion when I heard a click, followed by a tinny, electronic hum. 
 
    An explosion sent me skyward!  
 
    I was once again soaring over the forest landscape. 
 
    I spun and tumbled in a somewhat lazy fashion. Before I lost consciousness, I briefly had the notion that even without wings or oversized engines, I was better at flying than Zo was. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess he’s alive.” I heard Delovoa say. His words showed no trace of joy or celebration. He sounded somewhat put upon. As if my survival was an unwelcome responsibility he had to bear. 
 
    “Hey, Hank. You did it,” MTB said. 
 
    “Did we score?” I asked.  
 
    For some reason I thought I was back playing Super Class glocken. 
 
    “Sort of. You cleared a path for us. But now we need you to check out those containers to see if they’re safe,” he replied. 
 
    I sat up with difficulty.  
 
    “You want me to find more bombs? I almost got killed!” 
 
    “You look fine—more or less,” Fate said. 
 
    No one seemed interested in my fragile condition. Delovoa was tinkering with some machines. Fate was scanning the horizon, her gun ready. And MTB was trying to murder me. 
 
    “I was flying through the air. I must have been thirty feet above the trees. You want me to do that again?” 
 
    “It was more like ten feet—above the ground,” MTB said. 
 
    “Five at the most,” Delovoa said absently. 
 
    “Look at this crater. It’s probably fifteen feet deep,” I said, though it was becoming clear to my rattled brain it was only about a foot lower than the surrounding ground, and that was mostly just loose topsoil. 
 
    “Is it possible his ability to calculate distances got scrambled?” Fate asked. 
 
    “He’s just stalling and complaining. Hank, that explosion would have killed us. Any of us,” MTB began. 
 
    “Not Zo,” I said defiantly. 
 
    “No, you’re right. Because Zo wouldn’t have set it off. Or seen the camp. Or been of any use at all out here. We know up to here is safe. Thank you. Now you have to check the boxes. I figure this was the main path up and there won’t be any more,” MTB said. 
 
    “How do you know? There could be bombs everywhere. Bombs on top of bombs.” 
 
    “Because on every side except this one is that stupid marshland. No one is going to be trekking through that. This is the only way in. It was pretty smart to plant the bomb here.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, they’re geniuses. Why don’t you go congratulate them,” I said. 
 
    “There is significant geothermal activity in this area. I assume that’s what dried out this long stretch,” Delovoa said, staring at the relic that the Adjunct Overwatch had given us to detect other relics. 
 
    “You mean we’re sitting on a volcano?” I asked. 
 
    “Remember when we found those hot springs the last time we were in the forest?” Fate asked. 
 
    I hadn’t thought about it until now. Yeah, we had outside hot water in the middle of a jungle. 
 
    “Hank, we need you to check those boxes, please. We can discuss geology later,” MTB said. 
 
    “Alright, alright. Excuse me for trying to shake off my coma,” I said, slowly getting to my feet. 
 
    “I think you were actually asleep,” Delovoa replied. 
 
    “What are you, like—” I began, about to ask if Delovoa was a medical expert. And then I remembered he was. “Just shut up.” 
 
    I gingerly tiptoed my way to the crates. 
 
    “What’s he doing? Did you hurt your legs?” Fate asked. 
 
    “I’m creeping. Hush up. Your talking might set them off,” I said. 
 
    “That’s kind of the objective,” she replied. 
 
    I came to the first pavilion and saw the netting was in a bad state. It was weather worn and tangled. What had been a complex forest camouflage was now actual forest. Leaves and branches had become tangled in it and their combined weight had torn out whole sections and caused others to droop. 
 
    There were two large containers underneath, with windswept dirt burying half of them. 
 
    I poked the top one and my finger practically punched through it was so decayed. I lifted the lid to reveal: nothing. It was empty, other than piles of debris left from the insides of the container disintegrating. 
 
    “Well?” MTB called out anxiously. 
 
    “Empty. And it’s rotting to pieces. I don’t think anyone has been here in ages,” I said. 
 
    “Check the others.” 
 
    “Hold on. I need to brace myself,” I said. 
 
    I checked the next. Then the next. Then the next. They were all pretty much the same. What had started as a nerve-wracking endeavor became frustrating. Had we come all this way, enduring a hellish flight and explosions, for this? 
 
    I came to the last two boxes and flung open a lid and saw two shiny, pristine items sitting inside. They were white in color, and some kind of…I don’t know. Technology?  
 
    Each was about a foot in diameter and sat in the frayed boxes without a single speck of dust or dirt on them. Like they had been placed here just moments ago—maybe while I was tumbling through the air. 
 
    “There’s something here,” I said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Might be bombs. Might be Thad Elon relics. Might be Thad Elon bombs.” 
 
    “Hold them up for us to see,” Delovoa called. 
 
    “I just said they could be bombs.” 
 
    “So you going to wait them out?” MTB asked. 
 
    I carefully reached in to take one, turning my head to the side and closing my eyes. I got my fingers around it and gently drew it out, holding it at arm’s length. 
 
    “That’s one!” Delovoa practically screamed. 
 
    “You sure? Hank, shake it around a bit and see if it explodes,” MTB said. 
 
    “No, don’t. That’s Thad Elon technology,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “How can you tell from here?” Fate asked. 
 
    “It’s obvious. You said there were others?” Delovoa asked, and he was clearly excited. All of us were taken aback, because Delovoa rarely got excited about anything. 
 
    “There’s another one,” I said.  
 
    I carefully placed the one I was holding on the ground and pulled out the next one in the same fashion. 
 
    “Yes! That’s one, too. Bring them here, quickly,” Delovoa cried. 
 
    “Just wait a minute. If those are Thad Elon relics, we don’t know what they might do. I don’t want to get disintegrated,” MTB said. 
 
    “Me neither, but isn’t this why we’re here?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Yes. Give them to me. Hurry,” Delovoa said. 
 
    Seeing the mad scientist, known for making wanton weapons of mass destruction, be enthusiastic about pieces of technology made us all incredibly anxious. 
 
    “Should I carry them one at a time or together?” 
 
    “Well, they were in the box together. Maybe you shouldn’t separate them,” MTB reasoned. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. They aren’t going to kill you. They are merely components.” 
 
    “Not that I doubt your knowledge, Delovoa, but how do you know what they are from here? Use the scanner,” Fate said. 
 
    “I have built countless instruments to assist in the evaluation of the Upper City. Nothing else looks like that. The best forgers can’t duplicate it,” he said. 
 
    I turned my head to look at the thing in my hands. Delovoa was right. The materials, all of them, were just slightly…different than anything I was used to. The colors, textures, and configuration were all alien. And I don’t mean alien like Dredel Led or Rettosian.  
 
    I’d seen countless items from other empires, and while some of it was indeed odd and off-putting, it was still from this galaxy. I couldn’t exactly say how or why this was different, but looking at it this close, it was clear even to my untrained eyes that these were unique. 
 
    I picked up the other one and held each in the palm of my hand with my arms wide. 
 
    “Put your hands together. They were together in the box,” MTB warned. 
 
    I brought my hands together so fast I almost dropped them. 
 
    I walked back toward the group and each step closer I came, both Fate and MTB took a step away. Only Delovoa remained with rapt attention. 
 
    When I reached him, he practically grabbed the devices. 
 
    “Look at that. Look at that! This is amazing. Wonderful,” the scientist said. 
 
    I was glad to be rid of the things, but it was a bit unsettling that they were now in Delovoa’s hands. It’s not that I believed he would disintegrate me on purpose or anything, it’s just that he might disintegrate us all by accident. 
 
    “So what do those things do?” MTB asked. 
 
    Delovoa was so engrossed in his examinations that he didn’t even hear the detective. 
 
    “We done? Can we go home now?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Wait. How do we know it’s safe to fly with those? What if they interfere with the shuttle?” I said. 
 
    “That’s…a really good point. Okay. What are we going to do?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Hey, guys? I think there might be a ship nearby,” Zo called on MTB’s open tele channel. 
 
    “What kind of ship?” MTB replied. 
 
    We only had a minute to ponder Zo’s words before we heard the roar of engines above us. 
 
    A large ship appeared overhead, swiveled into position, and began a rapid descent. Its landing gear was extended.  
 
    “Everyone, get into cover! Now,” MTB yelled. 
 
    But we were kind of out in the open.  
 
    The only spots available were under the pavilions, behind the boxes. So fear of booby traps notwithstanding, we all scampered behind the crates. 
 
    Delovoa clutched the relics protectively to his chest like a new mother. MTB crouched down on point, staring intently. Fate readied her weapon.  
 
    And I sat down. 
 
    “What are you doing?” MTB hissed at me. 
 
    “Those boxes can’t cover me, they’re too short. And they can’t cover you guys either—they’re crumbling and ancient,” I said. 
 
    “Give me your gun if you’re not going to use it,” he replied. 
 
    “It’s a sawed-off shotgun. What are you going to do with it?” I replied, but I tossed it to him. 
 
    He meant to pick it up and pivot back to his lookout stance, but he got stuck midturn. 
 
    “Thad Elon, Hank. This is like a boat anchor. How the hell do you use it?” he said.  
 
    “He doesn’t,” Fate replied. 
 
    He let go of the weapon and rubbed his sore wrist. 
 
    “Throw it back,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll snap my spine,” he complained. But he hefted the weapon and chucked it nearby. “Now everyone stay still and be quiet.” 
 
    “You believe they don’t know we’re here? They’re landing right next to our ship,” Delovoa replied. 
 
    And they did. The ship touched down and kicked up the same dirt storm that ours had. But this time we were outside and in the way. 
 
    “Should we make a break for it?” I asked. 
 
    “Where? Our ship is out there,” MTB said, sounding defeated. 
 
    We could hear electronics and hydraulics and whatever else from the shuttle as its motors shut down. 
 
    “We need to give them the relics,” I said. 
 
    “No!” Delovoa replied. 
 
    “We’re boxed in against some relic thieves. And Fate is the only one with a useable gun. Maybe she can shoot them, but any other conventional weapons are well out of range,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, and if that shuttle is equipped with heavy munitions, they can turn us to mulch,” MTB said. 
 
    “No shuttles are armed. This isn’t a war zone,” Delovoa stated defiantly. 
 
    There was the sound of another, smaller engine, and movement. But they were still quite far away. 
 
    When the dust and dirt finally began to settle, the other ship was sitting almost exactly next to ours. A pretty decent parking job in a jungle. 
 
    It had a ramp down on the side and what appeared to be a small, wheeled vehicle was sitting next to their shuttle. That was the other engine we’d heard. 
 
    “They going to rush us?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s too far. And that’s a big open space for anyone to try and cross,” MTB replied. 
 
    “I think I see people. By that little car,” Fate said. 
 
    MTB began to remove his binoculars. I had wondered why he didn’t have them out earlier, but he was smarter than me. All the crud kicked up from the shuttle would have coated the lenses. 
 
    Before he could put them to his eyes, we heard distant gunfire. The distance was so great that you couldn’t even be sure. And the shuttle still had all kinds of heat pings and pangs and servicing sounds that drowned out nearly everything. 
 
    But bullets were clearly hitting around us. 
 
    “They’re firing. Everyone get down,” MTB said. 
 
    “They’re not going to hit anything at this range,” I replied. 
 
    And it was true. If you were off by even a fraction of a degree at the start, by the time the bullet travelled this far, even if it was a perfect laser, it would be thirty feet off target. And in between us were all sorts of small crosswinds that would interfere even if they had perfect aim.  
 
    Long-distance shooting was a truly unique skill that few people in urban environments ever got a chance to develop. 
 
    “Fate, can you hit them?” MTB asked. 
 
    “I can’t really see them. But I can shoot back,” she said. 
 
    “Can you hit the shuttle? Or the car?” MTB asked. 
 
    “I can hit their shuttle, sure.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You damage their ship and they’re stuck here with nothing to do but kill us. We want them to leave. We want to make it inhospitable. That is, unless you want to invite them to form a new Plantation of Hatred and Desolation.” 
 
    “That’s true. Shoot near them. Definitely try and take out that vehicle if you can.” 
 
    Fate poked up behind some boxes. Anyone else would be resting their gun on something firm—like those crates. And any other shooter would be taking long moments. Maybe even minutes to calculate wind, distance, altitude and everything else. 
 
    But Fate got up, aimed, fired. Maybe two seconds total. Then crouched back down and began to reload. 
 
    “Did you hit them?” I asked. 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    Fate fired a few more times and MTB tried to peer with his binoculars, but no one wanted to be exposed for long in front of active shooters—despite their inaccuracy. 
 
    “They’re working on something,” MTB said. 
 
    “Working on what? Building a tree fort? Curing baldness?” I asked. 
 
    “Can’t tell. They’re behind that vehicle,” he said. 
 
    But it became clear what their jungle assignment was when a heavy machine gun opened up. 
 
    While it didn’t have an astounding rate of fire, judging by the noise, the caliber was exceedingly high. Even at this range, the weapon would be lethal to most of the group. They might not be able to see that they killed us, but it wouldn’t matter. They’d just keep spraying the area until there was nothing left. 
 
    “Down. Press flat!” MTB yelled. 
 
    Everyone lay face down in the dirt. But I could tell it was only a matter of time.  
 
    “No. That isn’t going to work,” I said. 
 
    I stood up and walked out of the pavilion. 
 
    “Hank, what are you doing?” Fate called. 
 
    A shot hit my left shin and one hit my left arm—which showed the accuracy even against a large-ish target standing in the clear. The bullets hurt, a lot, but they didn’t break the skin. They were simply too far away, with the projectiles losing probably 75% of their force at this range. And while that was more than enough to splinter boxes, bones, and robots, I could handle it for the time being. 
 
    Therefore, I got down on my knees, turned, and lay on my side.  
 
    “Come here. Use me as cover,” I said. 
 
    I had my back to them with my right arm behind my head to try and shield my neck and skull. I was as tall and wide as I could make myself. 
 
    “You’re crazy,” MTB said. 
 
    “No, he’s not. They won’t be able to puncture his epidermis with that rotating block-blowback 40. They’re expending half their joules in the offset-cycle,” Delovoa stated with authority. 
 
    MTB knew guns. I knew guns. But Delovoa designed guns. And despite the fact I was getting shot in my butt, I felt a lot better because of what he said—even though I didn’t understand it. 
 
    Everyone got into cover by me, with Fate and MTB behind my upper body and Delovoa lying prone by my legs. 
 
    “And who said you were just good for gravedigging?” MTB asked, as he squatted by my face. 
 
    “Is that…are you making fun of me?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Thanks for the cover. What do we do now?” he asked. 
 
    “They can’t have infinite bullets and we can’t fight at this distance or escape. I’m hoping we come to a stalemate and start talking. Then we can trade them the relics to get the hell out of here. Ow!” 
 
    “I’m not giving these up,” Delovoa replied. 
 
    “You can’t keep them. We either hand them to the Adjunct Overwatch or these guys. And these gentlemen have a machine gun,” Fate said. 
 
    “Delovoa, how long can that gun keep firing? They’ve been going nonstop,” MTB said.  
 
    “Depends. If it’s an inert-gas stabilizer, about five more minutes; if it’s a nitrogen or dielectric liquid sink, about three minutes; if it’s merely air cooled, then that weapon system has already suffered mechanical degradation and will fail shortly.”  
 
    Delovoa had no sooner said that then the gun went silent. 
 
    “There’s your answer,” he added. 
 
    “We don’t know if it’s broke or they’re reloading or what,” MTB said. 
 
    “Why would they keep shooting and break their gun?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Military weapons require training. And thankfully, no one shoots many machine guns around Belvaille,” I replied. I then took a moment to rub my sore back. 
 
    “Hey. Don’t squish us while you’re scratching your ass,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “Everyone stop teasing Hank. He just selflessly saved our lives with his belly,” Fate said. 
 
    “Damn. I think…what is that? They’ve got a tank coming out of the shuttle,” MTB said. 
 
    “Nah. They wouldn’t be able to fit one in that ship,” Zo said on the open tele.  
 
    We had forgotten all about our pilot who was out there next to them. 
 
    “Zo, how come you didn’t see these guys earlier? Don’t you have radar or something?” MTB asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t have radar. This isn’t a combat fighter. And see? That’s not a tank,” he said. 
 
    “Crap, it’s worse,” MTB stated. He was looking through his binoculars right over my head. 
 
    “What? What? I got my back to it,” I said. 
 
    “It’s Blokhead,” he said. 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I doubt he’s come to give relationship advice,” he replied. 
 
    “Should I go talk to him? Or are they going to start shooting again?” I asked.  
 
    “What makes you think he’ll want to talk? So far they have not proven to be a hospitable group of technology thieves,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “I know Blokhead. He loves talking. If nothing else, so he can insult me,” I replied. 
 
    “He’s coming this way,” MTB said. 
 
    “You sure? Is he actually moving?” Fate asked uncertainly. 
 
    “Yeah. He just doesn’t get around very fast,” MTB stated. 
 
    “Wow. I think there’s someone on Belvaille that walks slower than you, Hank,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I answered. It was annoying how Blokhead was always being described as more Hank than Hank. 
 
    I struggled to get to my feet. 
 
    “Whoa, look out, I think he’s going to fall!” Delovoa yelled. 
 
    “Relax,” I said, straightening myself out. 
 
    “You okay, Hank?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Give the guy a break, he just got shot in the back ten times,” MTB said. 
 
    “It’s not that. I just stood up too fast. Give me a minute to get my circulation going,” I said. 
 
    “Is this really who we want to send to take on that walking fortification?” Delovoa asked. 
 
    “He’s not going to fight. But you all better get behind the boxes, anyway,” I said. 
 
    “You said yourself that those things can’t stop any bullets. They’re falling apart,” Fate replied. 
 
    “No, but they can block line of sight to make you harder to aim at. That is, if Blokhead doesn’t like what I have to say.” 
 
    I began walking to meet the Dead of Nova Ammonium cyborg. 
 
    “Don’t antagonize him,” MTB cautioned. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s his natural state of being.” 
 
    It took about ten minutes for us to meet up. We each wanted to only go halfway, so if I got a bit ahead, I would slow down, and he did the same. Both of our respective groups were tense. However, I think they understood and appreciated our little game of brinksmanship. 
 
    “Hurry up, you fat slobs,” one of his teammates yelled at us using a megaphone. 
 
    We came to a halt about five feet apart.  
 
    “What’s up, Hank?” Blokhead asked casually. 
 
    “Nothing much. How about you?”  
 
    “Same. Just slapping the old time cube to make the nutrient dues.”  
 
    I got the sense that was some folksy expression and I didn’t want Blokhead to rant about how I was an out-of-touch rich guy again. 
 
    “Yup. That’s how it goes,” I replied. 
 
    “Hah! I just invented that phrase to see if you would fall for it. What the hell is a time cube, you big phony?” 
 
    “Sorry that I’m not picking apart your wording. A minute ago I was getting shot to pieces by your friends while I was lying in the dirt,” I replied. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s with all this soil out here? Is it like this all over the planet?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I assume so. That’s one thing I found out about the wilderness: it’s super dirty. But you should know, this is your camp, isn’t it?” 
 
    “My camp? Do I seem like the nature naturalist type to you? This is your guys’ little base. We’re just here for the relics,” Blokhead stated. 
 
    “This isn’t our depot. I wouldn’t be caught dead in the woods—more than twice, anyway. How did you guys ever manage to steal parts of the Upper City? And why?” 
 
    “You think they’d let someone like me up there? You probably go there every day just to take a dump.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to the Upper City. Not once. Cliston goes a lot.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fine,” he said. 
 
    “Why is it you’re okay with Cliston going to the Upper City but not me—assuming I ever went, which I don’t.” 
 
    “Are you trying to compare yourself to Cliston?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Of course not.” 
 
    “Good. Because I’d punch your neck off just for that.” 
 
    “You don’t need to stick up for him. He’s my butler. And friend. And landlord and such.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do. You don’t own Cliston. He’s a person. And he adds a lot of class to this town. In fact, that’s probably why they want to drag him to the Upper City. But he’s regular enough that he chooses to live down here.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s awesome. But if this isn’t your camp, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Following you to steal your relics—though we didn’t know it was you, Hank.” 
 
    “Then how did you follow?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not telling you all my secrets, man.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with relics, anyway?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said dismissively. 
 
    “You don’t know? I think maybe that’s something you should be sure about beforehand.” 
 
    “What are you doing with them?”  
 
    “Giving them to the…party that hired us,” I replied. 
 
    “That’s what we’re doing. I’m just rented muscle. I think they want to sell them.” 
 
    “Sell? How is anyone going to sell Thad Elon relics?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Tell you the truth, I think a lot of people down here have never been off Belvaille. Or if they have, it was long ago. They’ll get thrown in jail for a billion years if they try and yank relics out of this system. But that’s their problem,” he said. 
 
    “Hey. Um. What if we’re working for the same person? This could be a lot of unneeded hassle,” I said. 
 
    Blokhead was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Damn, you’re right.” 
 
    “So who are you working for?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not telling. Who are you working for?” 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe we can hint? Like without breaking our contracts. Is your employer an alien?” 
 
    “What’s ‘alien’ mean? Everyone’s an alien,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah. Uh. Are they like, working for a government—any government?” 
 
    He was quiet as he thought how to answer. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh. Then we’re probably not working for the same group,’ I said. 
 
    “You’re working for the government?” 
 
    “A government. Er, someone—some group—in any government.” 
 
    “Like Thad Elon?” 
 
    “He’s…what? Thad Elon isn’t some records clerk.” 
 
    “You’re working for a records clerk?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I was just using that as an example—an example of what he isn’t.” 
 
    “He’s not a pile of wet noodles, neither. Why didn’t you say that? What’s a records clerk need relics for?” 
 
    “We’re getting tangled up. I willfully divulge that a records clerk isn’t involved. That much I can tell you.” 
 
    “Divulge? You’re weird, man. Why are you even out here? I thought you were doing that Thad Elon festival. Hasn’t that already started?” 
 
    “I got nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “That’s not what everyone tells me.” 
 
    “Who you going to believe? And why did you go shooting at us if your purpose was to get relics? They could have been destroyed.” 
 
    “So you do have relics. The guys wanted to show we meant business.” 
 
    “Firing bullets at someone isn’t how you show. That makes it a life-or-death situation,” I replied. 
 
    “Not at this range. No one would get hurt. Unless you’re some species that’s made out of brittle ceramic.” 
 
    “Yeah. Okay. But not everyone is going to know that, right? If someone starts shooting, there’s generally an opinion that their goal is to kill you. Besides, you whipped out a machine gun. And that can hurt people at that range.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me. I was still on the ship.” 
 
    “Why? Did you need to confer with your boss?” I asked, trying to get some hints. 
 
    “Confer. I don’t ‘confer’ with people. I don’t sit down at brunch and sup refreshments with them in the Upper City, neither.” 
 
    “No, you just time cube them.” 
 
    “Heh, yeah. But I was on the shuttle because I need to be secured and fastened when we fly. Takes a while to undo it all,” he said. 
 
    “I had to lie flat with cargo netting all over. And I couldn’t move or I’d fall out. Worst trip I ever took.” 
 
    “I’m not sure why everyone is so hot about these shuttles. Like they’re some great thing. They’re death traps. And the whole planet is empty.” 
 
    “I agree. Horrible experience. I mean, I wish I had a car, but I can do without ever again being in a shuttle, flying through choppy atmosphere,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re stupid. But back to business. Sorry I got to lay this on you. You know how it is: sometimes you win and sometimes there’s other times. But my group has the advantage,” he said. 
 
    “How so? We got the relics. Or I think they’re relics.” 
 
    “We have your ship. We got a big honking machine gun. And there’s no way out of there unless you can hack through…whatever all this stuff is.” 
 
    “Trees. But that machine gun is probably melted by now. Guys fired continuously like maniacs.” 
 
    “Some of these jerks are new. But you shot back with something big and put a round right through the engine of our car. I think they got scared. That and they wanted to shoot Hank. By the way, who else is with you?” 
 
    “If you knew I was here, how come you don’t know anyone else?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “We didn’t know you were here ahead of time. But we can see you, man. The others in your team are regular sized.” 
 
    “I’m not saying who I’m with. That’s tactical information.” 
 
    “Hank, we’re going to know sooner or later. Or do you expect we’re going to stand here for the rest of our lives?” 
 
    “MTB, Delovoa, and Fate are with me,” I said. 
 
    “Fate? I don’t know him. Or by ‘fate’ do you mean metaphysically? ’Cuz that would be pretty arrogant—but I wouldn’t put it past you.” 
 
    “No, he—she’s—a Dredel Led,” I replied, not wanting to get into the fact she was a robot but a different kind of robot. 
 
    “Damn, man. You got all kinds of friends. Dredel Leds, cops, and lunatics.” 
 
    “Delovoa isn’t that crazy,” I said defensively. And once I stated it, I realized how poor a defense it was. 
 
    “No, he’s not. He sells good gear at reasonable prices. I think organic people got to worry about him stealing their livers or whatnot, but he never hassled me.” 
 
    “Do you even have a liver?” I asked. 
 
    “No. But this is a real nut-kicker, ’cuz I like Delovoa—mostly. And I don’t want no cops bugging me all the time. So how we going to sort this out?” 
 
    “So you’re saying if you didn’t like the people I was running with, you were just going to kill us all?” I asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t kill you. I wouldn’t even know how—probably take more money than I’d earn in ten lifetimes. But about the other people, yeah, maybe. The rest of my crew wanted to off you guys and pick up the relics. But I said it was easier to talk. Besides, it’s not like we’d ice you. So then we’re back to where we was and have to talk anyway—except now we done killed your co-workers.” 
 
    “You got anything you can offer us besides a way out of here?” I asked. 
 
    “I would try and see if I could cut you in for a slice of what they sell the relics for, but you and me both know they ain’t never going to sell them. Not without bringing an army down on their faces.” 
 
    “Once I get out of these woods, I don’t want to have anything to do with relics.” 
 
    “Me neither. But we’re here, so let’s sort it. And don’t come up with no fancy-guy plan that we can’t afford. All of us are just hired goons.” 
 
    “Then how you plan on making a plan if I’m only talking to the third-string thugs?” I asked. 
 
    “I can use a tele if I have to. But even if we let you go, we’ve got to make it so you don’t just follow after us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you got way more connections in the city—you got a police detective with you! You could just get the cops or Navy or damn Boranjame to throw us in jail and then take back the relics.” 
 
    “This isn’t sounding very good for us,” I said. 
 
    “Sure. Because we got the advantage.” 
 
    “You keep saying that, but we could just smash up the relics and no one would get anything.” 
 
    “That ain’t much of a threat. I’m not sure most people would know the difference between a broken Thad Elon relic or a fixed one.” 
 
    “Yeah. But looking at them, I could just tell they were something unusual.” 
 
    “But could you tell if they was fixed or busted?” 
 
    “Me? No. They could be fancy radios or toilet seats for all I know. But we were promised a lot of money on delivery,” I said. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “2.34 million credits split between us. I’m not actually sure if I get a bigger cut or not. I started this mission, so I think that would be reasonable. Don’t you agree? Oh, and Cliston gets a share.” 
 
    “Why did you rope Cliston into your shady deals?” 
 
    “I didn’t. The rest of the gang wanted Cliston to have some. He made us a killer dinner and snacks and fixed stuff. Polished MTB’s guns.” 
 
    “Makes sense. You know, Cliston was the first person who was nice to me in this city. He was maybe the first person who was nice to me in centuries. I think it’s partly because of him that I decided to leave the Dead of Nova Ammonium 6% and stay in Belvaille.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s very…personal.” 
 
    “Not really. Anyway, I can’t get anything like 2.34 million. That’s crazy Hank-level money. What’s the low end you’ll accept to walk away?” 
 
    “How about you call and we go back and forth like a normal trade negotiation?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I don’t want to spend the next three days walking to the ship relaying messages.” 
 
    “You don’t carry a tele?” 
 
    “You see any pockets on me?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s not difficult to make clothes. A belt or something. Or are you totally set on being only metal?” 
 
    “I don’t want to carry a purse or backpack. I got no sense of touch. Not really. So I’m not good at carrying junk because I end up losing it or breaking it and I don’t notice until a few days later.” 
 
    “I’m kind of similar sometimes. But you could borrow my tele to make the call.” 
 
    “Right. So then you get to see my employer. No, thanks. Hey, I just thought of something: If this isn’t your camp, how did you know to fly into the far-left corner of nowhere to find it?” 
 
    “That’s classified,” I replied. 
 
    “Yeah, right. So there’s another group out there and they might be on their way?” 
 
    “Maybe. But judging by the state of their camp, they haven’t been here in a long, long while.” 
 
    “But they left behind some actual Thad Elon relics?” he asked skeptically. 
 
    “Could be these were the lousy ones they didn’t want—or spares. But I think you need to offer us something better, Blokhead. Otherwise, we might as well just shoot it out and see who wins. And if your shuttle gets blasted and mine gets blasted, we all lose,” I bluffed. 
 
    “You want to make this difficult, don’t you?” 
 
    “It was difficult getting out here. And I’ll admit you got the advantage, but it’s not a huge one. We all want to go home and get out of this stinking forest.” 
 
    “Does it actually stink?” 
 
    “Yes, it does. It’s even worse around this spot, because of all that mucky water,” I said. 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t think of that. So is it like a moldy smell?” 
 
    “Dude, it’s mossy—which is like a whole level above mold. And yeah, it stinks. Ask your guys.” 
 
    “I believe you. I have to call my employer. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to go for any Hank millions, but I’ll see what I can do. You stay here.” 
 
    “Why? You think I’m going to swipe something from your camp?” 
 
    “No. But you’ll be spying on all our stuff. Besides, I don’t think the rest of my team likes you very much.” 
 
    “What did I ever do to them?” I asked. 
 
    “I think it’s on account of you always acting so much better than everyone.” 
 
    “When have I done that? I think I’m pretty much worse than everyone.” 
 
    “That’s kind of saying the same thing—at least on Belvaille. But just wait here.” 
 
    I stood around in the jungle between two gangs fighting over Thad Elon relics. Typical day. 
 
    While I’m sure my side was very concerned about what was going on, I didn’t call them. Or yell to them. Or fidget. Or do anything that might be construed as suspicious, dangerous, or worthy of a resumption of machine gun antics.  
 
    Blokhead was indeed slow, so it was a long wait. But at least he was between me and them for much of that time. Either coming or going. And if they wanted to shoot at me, they’d have to shoot past him. 
 
    When he finally made his way back, I couldn’t tell if he had good news or bad, because he was just a huge chunk of machinery. I had a lot of time to imagine the worst as he clanked over. 
 
    “You won’t believe it,” he began. Then he paused. 
 
    “Do you really need me to push this conversation along? Just lay it out, guy,” I said. 
 
    “They agreed—mostly—to your outrageous fee. Two million Hank credits.” 
 
    “It’s not my money.” 
 
    “It is now. Check your tele. But, like, don’t call no one or try anything funny.” 
 
    I dialed around to check on my finances. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    “What’s taking you so long? Are you so wealthy you never have to look at your bank statements?” 
 
    “No, I’m so poor I rarely bother. Holy hell. A deposit of two million.” 
 
    “Hank credits.” 
 
    “Alright. So you bought yourself some maybe-relics.” 
 
    “Now you’re saying maybe?” 
 
    “I told you I don’t know what they are. Delovoa says they’re relics. They look like relics—not that I’ve spent a bunch of time looking at any before.” 
 
    “Okay, now we need all your teles.” 
 
    “You’re going to take our phones?” I asked. 
 
    “We got to make sure you don’t call ahead. And we have to disable your ship.” 
 
    “You can’t strand us here. Two million doesn’t buy anything in a swamp,” I objected. 
 
    “I talked to our pilot and there’s a way to temporarily ground you. Kind of like rebooting the system. But, you know, a shuttle.” 
 
    “Alright, I guess. So what now? Want me to bring over the relics and teles?” 
 
    “No, wave your crew over. We want to do this in person so you don’t try any fast ones. And we got to do the shuttle thing.” 
 
    It took a lot of gesturing for them to understand what I meant. I wasn’t allowed to call in case I slipped in some hidden codes. Which was actually a pretty clever idea—so clever it never occurred to me. 
 
    “So are you Fate?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “Yes. That’s me.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you. Are you buddies with Cliston?” 
 
    “I’d like to think we’re friends. We’re at least friendly. He helped fix my shoulder,” she said. 
 
    “He’s like that. Great guy. Tell him hi for me.” 
 
    “Uh. Sure. But Hank lives with him, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, he does. Hey, if you’re not doing something later, you want to hang out sometime? You know, back in Belvaille,” Blokhead said. 
 
    “Um. I…what do you mean?”  
 
    “Are you hitting on my teammate? After you shot at her with a machine gun?” I asked. 
 
    “That wasn’t me that done the shooting.” 
 
    “She’s a Dredel Led. You’re a…Colmarian cyborg or something,” I added. 
 
    “So? We can’t hang out? You afraid I’ll get rust on her? Quit trying to be the boss of everything and let the lady answer for herself,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Fate replied cautiously. 
 
    “Cool. Let me see the relics,” Blokhead said. 
 
    Delovoa wouldn’t raise them and it took MTB to pry them out of the little scientist’s hands. However, he didn’t hold out the detector that the Adjunct Overwatch gave us, just the ones we found out here. 
 
    “Huh. Those are unusual. Got any idea what they do?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “I have several competing theories,” Delovoa began. 
 
    “No, we don’t. Not really. Could be junk or parts or anything,” MTB said. 
 
    “Well, they’re worth two million. So that’s some pretty valuable junk. Toss your teles on the ground here,” Blokhead ordered. 
 
    “Why?” Fate asked, overly protective of her first tele. 
 
    “We can get new ones. It’s just a simple form to fill out,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe simple for you.” 
 
    “We’ll help you file and process them,” MTB said. 
 
    “I’m not giving up my tele,” Fate replied. 
 
    It hadn’t dawned on me that this would be a sticking point. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “I finally got accepted enough to get a tele. Do you know how long I’ve waited? Do you have any idea how many thousands of years I’ve been unable to communicate beyond yelling out the window?” she asked. 
 
    “Thousands of years? I like older women,” Blokhead said admiringly.  
 
    “Isn’t there some way you can let us keep them?” Fate asked, turning on the charm. 
 
    “Tell you what, cycle your teles into full reset and restore,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that do?” she asked. 
 
    “It wipes everything,” MTB explained. 
 
    “I’m not erasing my tele. I have so many cute smiley faces stored on here,” she said. 
 
    “It syncs back up. It just takes a bunch of hours,” I explained. 
 
    “What’s it syncing with?” Fate asked cautiously. 
 
    “No one knows. Teles are more Thad Elon technology. They can call someone across the galaxy which should be impossible,” MTB said. 
 
    “You won’t lose anything. It will come back. It just depends on how much data you have,” I said. 
 
    Fate was slowly beginning to relent. 
 
    “And the orientation of the nearest Portals,” Delovoa added. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Fate asked, quickly pulling her tele back. 
 
    “I’ve done it before. It’s for them rare instances something goes wrong with a tele. Maybe once in a hundred years,” Blokhead said. 
 
    The cyborg watched us all cycle resets. It wasn’t easy to do and I think I had only done it once. Of course, my tele was destroyed more often than it needed minor data repairs. 
 
    “Great. I guess, I’ll call you when you get restored,” he told Fate. 
 
    “Yeah, alright.” 
 
    “Come on and meet the gang. Which one of you is the pilot?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    And I had the sudden realization that they didn’t know about Zo. How could they? So we had an extra crew member hidden away and I wasn’t about to let go of that tactical edge. 
 
    “She is. Fate is. Fate the Dredel Led is our pilot. Pilot of the shuttle,” I said quickly. 
 
    “Alright. You don’t need to brag about it. Let’s get this done and over with so we can go about our lives. Hank probably has some fashion shows to judge,” he said. 
 
    “Fashion shows?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Forget him,” I said. 
 
    “What are we doing, exactly? I should know, since I’m the pilot,” she said. 
 
    “He needs you to disable the ship temporarily so we don’t…do something or other,” I explained. 
 
    “Chase us down and cause a stink. But our pilot will talk you through it. This is Yobbor. He brought us here in that rented heap,” Blokhead said. 
 
    We were met by a short alien with three long arms and stubby legs. He walked around by kind of swinging on the ground between his arms. Well, it looked like he was swinging, because his lower body would go back and forth violently, but his arms were more or less walking like any regular biped. It’s just that between the three of them and their length, his lower body was kind of flung around, which made it seem more dramatic than it really was. 
 
    “Hey. How did you manage to fly that ship with four A4 engines? That thing must be trying to jump into outer space at every nozzle rotation.” 
 
    “You know how it is. A little bit of this. A little bit of that. I find it’s all about finesse and not so much about brute force,” Fate explained. 
 
    “Why would it be about brute force?” Yobbor asked, confused. 
 
    “It’s not. That’s what I’m telling you,” she said. 
 
    “Let’s go do what we need to do. This forest stinks,” I said. 
 
    “It does?” Yobbor asked, and I noticed he only had eyes and a mouth on his head. 
 
    “Am I the only one with a nose around here?” I asked. 
 
    We walked over to our shuttle. Despite the ships appearing to be parked close together when viewed from a distance, it took five minutes to reach it. They weren’t all that nearby and we weren’t all that fast when it came to walking. 
 
    “You just have to cork the main intake and put the flight control on standby. And then we’ll have to deal with your air traffic radio, depending on what you have installed,” Yobbor said. 
 
    “Sure. Just tell me again when we’re inside the ship. Tell me loudly—I think I got some dirt in my ears,” Fate replied. 
 
    “I hate that,” Blokhead said, trying to prove he had something in common with Fate. 
 
    “It’s not that complicated,” their pilot replied. 
 
    “I know. Just tell me again over there. I need to use my processor cycles to deal with this ground. I’m not used to it,” she said.  
 
    Fate didn’t know why I wanted to pretend she was the pilot, but she was quick enough to realize we would need Zo’s cooperation. So she’d get Yobbor to repeat and then Zo would actually perform the tasks. 
 
    We reached the ship and Fate and Yobbor climbed in with me and Blokhead waiting outside. 
 
    “Please explain to our pilot, who is the Dredel Led Fate, what you want her to do to our shuttle so we can temporarily disable it,” I stated loudly. 
 
    “What’s his problem?” Yobbor asked of my truncated speech. 
 
    “That’s just the way Hank talks. He probably learned it from hanging out with Thad Elon,” Blokhead explained. 
 
    “Yeah, what are you doing here, anyway?” the pilot asked me. 
 
    “For the last time, I’m not involved with the Thad Elon festival,” I said. 
 
    “No. I heard you were burying people if they didn’t give you money. Seemed like a pretty good scam. Better than hanging out in this wasteland,” he clarified. 
 
    “I was burying people and then taking their money. But they were already dead so they didn’t need it.” 
 
    “You were screwing over and murdering tourists?” Blokhead asked, surprised. 
 
    “No, no. I didn’t kill them. It’s a religious thing.” 
 
    “People giving you money is a religion?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “No. Burying. Me and the money came after the fact. I was kind of just robbing corpses.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with that,” Blokhead said. 
 
    “But how is burying a corpse religious? That seems stupid,” the pilot said. 
 
    “Don’t make fun of other people’s cultures and customs,” I replied. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s got a point,” Blokhead echoed. 
 
    “Whatever. Here, just cork the line like I said,” Yobbor demanded. 
 
    “Okay. I’m going to do the things you want me to do now,” Fate replied, and she began flipping random switches and pressing buttons. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “The circuitry is rewired in this ship. None of the labels match. I’m corking the main intake. And I’m putting flight controls on standby,” she enunciated clearly. 
 
    “But why are you…holy crap, it worked. This ship is a mess!” Yobbor said, seeing from the controls that whatever he wanted done had been accomplished, since Zo had executed the instructions from inside the shuttle. 
 
    “I know the ship is a mess. We flipped over a bunch of times on the trip here,” Fate replied. 
 
    “I’m not even sure how this thing is flying. How did you pull out of a flip with those radians and air drag?” Yobbor asked. 
 
    “I don’t really like to talk about flying,” she said. 
 
    “Why don’t you like to talk about flying?” he asked. 
 
    “Why do you care? Leave her alone. Is everything done that needs to be done?” Blokhead asked.  
 
    “I guess. It won’t take them too long to fix it, though,” he replied. 
 
    “How long we talking? 
 
    “This ship is all backwards, but I’m guessing three hours to recycle and purge?” the pilot asked Fate. 
 
    “Sounds about right. Little of this. Little of that,” she declared. 
 
    “Is there anything more we can do?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “Not without damaging the ship. Honestly, though, it isn’t all that airworthy to begin with,” Yobbor said. 
 
    I was distracted from our endeavors by some commotion at the other shuttle. I knew we shouldn’t have split up. 
 
    “You guys hear that? Sounds like some trouble over there. Let’s go back. Delovoa probably tried to borrow someone’s kidneys,” I said. 
 
    “Hah,” the cyborg chuckled. 
 
    “I’m actually pretty serious. Let’s not ruin this wonderful partnership and brotherhood that we’ve developed over the past two million credits,” I said.  
 
    We walked back to the other ship and it looked bad. There were five angry crooks facing off against MTB and Delovoa. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Blokhead called out. 
 
    “This guy is a cop,” one of his crew shouted. 
 
    I noticed they had their guns drawn and even had their beefy machine gun ready.  
 
    “I’m a detective,” MTB replied.  
 
    “He’s probably detecting at us right now. He’ll get back and file a police report on everything we done.” 
 
    “What’s in a police report?” I asked. 
 
    “Delovoa, what is happening?” Fate asked. 
 
    “They want to kill us!” The scientist cried. He was desperately clutching the relic detector relic that Judoth Hartler gave us. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa. We’ve made a deal. They already been paid—by our employer,” Blokhead explained. 
 
    “Yeah, but that boss guy doesn’t have to deal with them later. You know Hank is just going to come find us,” one said. 
 
    “So you want to shoot me now? You already did,” I replied. 
 
    “Let’s leave them out here. We don’t got to kill them. Just shoot up their ship. They won’t make it back,” one of his guys said. 
 
    “Hey! I don’t break no deals,” Blokhead replied angrily. 
 
    “We’s criminals! These what we do. They made stupid agreement, now they pay for. We got them relics. Waste them ship and le’s go,” one said. 
 
    “But this is a done deal. We’re all fine. Their shuttle is disabled. Everything is finished and complete. And if we kill Hank, Cliston will be mad at us. And Fate seems nice,” Blokhead stated. 
 
    “I really like Cliston. I ate one of his brownies a few years ago when he had an open house symposium on nutrition,” one of his crew said. 
 
    “What did it taste like?” I asked. I was always curious—and a bit jealous—of other people’s encounters with my butler. 
 
    “It was a scintillating experience!” 
 
    We stared at the man. 
 
    “And yeah, I never use the word ‘scintillating.’ I looked it up just so I could have a better way of describing it.” 
 
    “Delovoa made my gun,” another crew member stated. 
 
    “Oh? How’s it working?” Delovoa replied anxiously. 
 
    “Fine. Great. But I have noticed that the chamber has been getting a little hot lately. Like it’s trying to melt or something.” 
 
    “I can fix that,” Delovoa said. 
 
    The man moved forward and held out his submachine gun to Delovoa. But the scientist backed away, not daring to accept a firearm during the tense standoff. 
 
    “Uh, not now. I meant when I return to my workshop,” he said. 
 
    “See? We can’t go breaking deals and pissing off scientists and Clistons,” Blokhead said. 
 
    “This dumb. You ain’t leader. And you ain’t got no worries cuz you big metal junk. I ain’t want no Thad Elon Hank coming on me,” a thug stated. 
 
    “Why would I? We got our money. We have no reason to mess with you. We all want to go home,” I said. 
 
    “They witness. And he cop.” 
 
    “I’m not on the job. And I can’t file a police report on you because I’m doing exactly the same things you are,” MTB stated. 
 
    “Hank. Would you ever break a deal like this?” Blokhead asked me. 
 
    “No way. Then no one will ever trust you again. Hell, you can’t even trust each other if you do that,” I replied. 
 
    “See? Even a prissy snob like Hank wouldn’t do what you’re asking. We got to have some ethics, man. This city is built on relationships,” Blokhead stated. 
 
    “No, it built on ‘you kill them for’ they kills you.’ You ain’t boss. And I ain’t leave no cop witness,” came the angry reply.  
 
    The man then moved forward with his pistol drawn, clearly intending to deal with MTB. 
 
    I heard a high-pitched motor wind up and shift gears. There was a brief, loud splat. 
 
    Suddenly, all of us were covered in blood and gore. 
 
    Blokhead stood there with an asteroid mining drill spinning down on his upper arm. The device was so powerful that even with his gigantic frame, Blokhead had difficulty counteracting the massive rotational torque that the drill produced. His whole body was rattling dangerously. 
 
    We all watched in silence as the drill slowed and then stopped. 
 
    “Great. Now I’m covered in double-crosser guts, six hours from the nearest car wash. Does anyone else feel we should go back on our words?” Blokhead asked with menace. 
 
    No one took up the offer. 
 
    “Alright. If we got the relics, let’s go. We rented this shuttle by the hour and it cuts into our take the longer we stand around,” Blokhead said. 
 
    “Is that a relic, too?” one of the thugs asked. 
 
    He was pointing to the device that Delovoa was taking great pains to try and hide—which made it really obvious. 
 
    “This? No. But you can have it if you like,” Delovoa said. 
 
    It was one thing to tell the Adjunct Overwatch we failed in our mission to find relics. That was believable. But we wouldn’t be able to explain how we lost the relic he gave us. So I was about to object, but Fate motioned for me to hold off. 
 
    “What’s it do?” the thug asked. 
 
    “I use it to get in shape. It emits a tight beam of beta particles,” Delovoa said. 
 
    “So it’s like a health thing? It looks fancy.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s something I’m trying out. I can’t go to the gym regularly—I just don’t have the willpower or desire. And if I take a steroid or mutagen, that wears off. But if I can develop tumors in the right spots, that will be permanent and look just like a well-defined musculature. I call it: Delovoa’s Bod in a Box.” 
 
    “So you’re trying to get cancer?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “Not the rampant, unsightly kind that you mean. Just some well-placed, attractive tumors.” 
 
    Everyone backed away. 
 
    “You had that with us in the shuttle,” MTB said, getting in on the act. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later. We good, Blokhead?” I asked. I knew Delovoa loved the theater, but I also knew he was generally a bad actor. So I was trying to end this before it went further. 
 
    “Yeah. Do you guys got any big towels on your ship? If this blood gets stuck in my pistons, I’m going to be squeaking for a month.” 
 
    “Cliston packed some. But they fell out of the shuttle when we were bucking all around.” 
 
    “See? They had a rough flight too. Their shuttle is even worse than ours,” Yobbor the pilot said.  
 
    Blokhead’s pilot was apparently getting the same kind of grief that we had given Zo. Which was what happened when you took a bunch of ground-dwelling criminals on an international flight for the first time. 
 
    “Why would Cliston pack you towels?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “He packed all sorts of stuff. Including a lot of food. And it’s lost out in that mess,” I said, pointing. 
 
    “That could be worth more than any stupid relics. You guys up for trying to find it?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “Hey. It’s not yours,” I said. 
 
    “If it went overboard, it’s technically salvage. Free for anyone.” 
 
    “I think that’s how it works,” MTB agreed. 
 
    “What would you know? Is that some Colmarian jungle law?” 
 
    “Let’s go home. I need to start repairing the shuttle. Since I’m the pilot,” Fate said. 
 
    “Wait. You need to let us leave first. So wait here. And lovely meeting you, Fate,” Blokhead said. 
 
    They all began to leave, except for one guy. He was standing there staring at the wet stain of the man who had been killed by an asteroid drill. 
 
    “Are we not going to talk about how Blokhead just murdered Fyor-Ree?” the man demanded. 
 
    “His name was Fury? No wonder he was a problem,” I said. 
 
    “Fyor-Ree. And he was really funny,” he replied. 
 
    “Hey. Not in front of the opposing team. We’ll discuss it on the shuttle. We got a long trip,” Blokhead warned. 
 
    “But he was on our side. That guy has a cancer ray. That’s a robot. And he’s a cop. And you killed Fyor-Ree instead of them?” 
 
    It was clear that the guy wanted some kind of payback. He had a gun. He was facing us. But his comrades were done with this and were currently arguing about how they could get the broken car back on the ship. 
 
    Blokhead saw the guy lingering so he called out. 
 
    “Hey Hank?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do you think you could bury Fyor-Ree? Like that religious thing you were talking about?” 
 
    “Um. I suppose. I don’t have a shovel or nothing. But this ground is pretty soft and there isn’t much of him left.” 
 
    “It’s probably going to take us an hour or so to get situated anyway,” he said. 
 
    “Okay. I can do it,” I said. “You want me to say any words or anything over the body when I’m done?” I asked the remaining guy. 
 
    “Tell him he was funny. And-and he shouldn’t have died because of a cop or robot.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    With nothing better to do, I went by the spot next to the largest remains of Fyor-Ree and began digging with my hands. 
 
    “You need any help?” MTB asked. 
 
    “Nah. You guys just hang back so there isn’t any more trouble. And keep your tumor-beam out of sight, Delovoa.” 
 
    Fate stood around watching for a moment. 
 
    “Should I get Zo to start fixing things?” she whispered to me. 
 
    “You know, we spent all this effort to keep him secret, but I’m not sure why. Maybe in case things went really bad. But we should let them go and wait a good long while to follow. We’re not in any rush—other than being low on food and in a forest filled with dangerous animals as the sun goes down,” I said. 
 
    “Right. Wow, Hank, you’re super good at digging.” 
 
    “I know. Waste of a career opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    Blokhead and company took off without any issues. Despite them making a fuss about the death of Fury, no one came by to say farewell or put any money in the grave. Which made it feel like they just wanted to see me dig a hole and scoop in their former colleague. 
 
    We went over to Zo when they were gone and he confirmed that it would only take thirty minutes to undo their sabotage. But that was because he didn’t fully comply with the instructions and merely presented a message that it was done while only taking half the steps. 
 
    “Smart thinking, Zo,” I said. 
 
    “What about me? It was my brilliant maneuver that kept them from removing our government relic,” Delovoa stated. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I mumbled. 
 
    “So what are you going to tell the Adjunct Overwatch?” MTB asked me. 
 
    “Nothing. You’re going to tell him something. You’re the celebrated police detective.” 
 
    “Celebrated where? But as a member of the police, he can fire me. He can’t do nothing to you.” 
 
    “We did get two million credits, though?” Fate asked. 
 
    “Yes. Already deposited,” I said. 
 
    “That’s really unusual,” MTB commented. 
 
    “I know. But I’m not going to be mad about it,” I said. 
 
    “What’s unusual? The amount?” Fate asked. 
 
    “No, the fact they gave it before we did anything. Kind of while we were negotiating. We could have accepted it and then tried to kill their team and keep the relics. Which kind of makes me think they’re hired by some, like, businesspeople. People with money to get stuff done and who aren’t thinking of all the ways they could be violently screwed over,” I explained. 
 
    “Would make sense. Maybe some ultra-rich collector,” MTB said. 
 
    “Nah. Rich people have their own systems. I just worked with Mish Walker,” I began. 
 
    “That’s the one on Tip Topper Lane?” MTB asked. 
 
    “I heard parts of that street are really nice,” Fate said. 
 
    “Yeah. She had a spikey fence and more basements than I could count.” 
 
    “So, like, two?” MTB asked. 
 
    “Give him some credit. Probably four,” she said. 
 
    “And he probably urinated in them,” Zo added, trying to get in on the teasing but not really sure how. 
 
    “Anyway, it was a nightmare getting money from her. She clearly had the cash, but just didn’t get the whole concept of work. No, it wasn’t some rich elite. It was a business or maybe even a foreign government,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, man, I hope not. That would make us traitors,” MTB replied. 
 
    “Pish posh. As if the Colmarian government can keep track of, let alone persecute, traitors,” Delovoa, the renegade scientist, stated. 
 
    “I’ve just become an almost-citizen after 100,000 years of being an outlaw. Please tell me I didn’t just throw that away,” Fate said. 
 
    “It’s not like we had a choice. We barely got out of that situation as it was—they killed their own guy with a drill!” 
 
    “Yes. That was incredibly gruesome,” Fate replied. 
 
    “Pfft. Not at all. One time I was operating on an involuntary patient who—,” Delovoa began. 
 
    “That wasn’t an invitation to try and outdo them, weirdo,” she said. 
 
    “You really going to go on a date with Blokhead?” I asked. 
 
    “I am not thinking about that right now. But it’s not as if my hands are clean. Or that I get a lot of offers,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t be so glum. We got paid. And we do have a relic detector,” MTB stated. 
 
    “You want to try and sell that?” she asked. 
 
    “No. But we didn’t do more than search some boxes before they showed up. There could be more. So we don’t have to go back empty-handed and have Hank explain things to Judoth Hartler.” 
 
    “Dude, you’re going to talk to him. I’m a known felon whose word has no value.” 
 
    “You’re important enough you can create a city-wide Thad Elon festival just by blabbing that he’s scheduled to visit.” 
 
    “Every city has a Thad Elon festival—at least one. It’s not like they’re unique to Belvaille. And I didn’t say he was coming.” 
 
    “Is it bad that we didn’t get the relics for the Adjunct Overwatch?” Fate asked. 
 
    “It’s bad. Not sure how bad. It’s not like there was an expectation we’d find some warehouse of relics,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah. We were pretty skeptical we’d discover anything at all. But still, Hank is going to have to sweet-talk him so there’s no blowback,” MTB said. 
 
    “I’m not talking to him.” 
 
    “If it’s a big problem, we could give him the money. The two million,” Fate suggested. 
 
    “No,” MTB, Delovoa, and I replied. 
 
    “But while we’re waiting for Zo to get our life-endangering ride ready, we might as well kick around the boxes to see if there are any more parts. Even a few nuts and bolts might be enough to save Hank a scolding,” MTB said. 
 
    Everyone headed back to the little depot that had been shot to hell by a machine gun—not that it had been in a good state to begin with. 
 
    Delovoa began furiously tinkering with the relic. 
 
    “Be careful you don’t grow any tumors,” Fate teased. 
 
    “I believe I deserve a lot more credit for that clever invention,” he said. 
 
    “You’re getting a cut of 2 million credits,” MTB said. 
 
    “So, where do we stand on me getting a larger portion?” I asked. 
 
    “This device is not exactly easy to decipher. However, it does appear to indicate there is a large geothermal reservoir directly beneath us, yet relatively narrow. Some sort of fissure?” Delovoa mused. 
 
    “Hank, you think we could lighten the load on the way back? That might give us a smoother shuttle ride,” MTB said. 
 
    “I’m not sure it works like that. Besides, there’s not much to lighten. You already threw out your gun and we lost all my food. Unless one of us decides to walk,” I said. 
 
    “I’m seriously contemplating it. I’m not sure my nerves can take another freefall rollercoaster,” Fate replied. 
 
    “Do you have nerves?” I asked. 
 
    Our vibrant conversation was interrupted by the ground shaking. 
 
    We were immediately stunned into silence, having never experienced the phenomenon before. 
 
    “What’s happening?” MTB asked. 
 
    “Is it the geothermals?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s an earthquake. But I don’t understand how. It doesn’t make sense,” Delovoa replied. 
 
    “What did you do?” Fate accused. 
 
    Delovoa stood transfixed on the relic scanner as the ground tremors intensified. 
 
    “Run. Back to the ship!” Delovoa yelled. And he immediately turned and followed his own advice. 
 
    Seeing the dread scientist fleeing dreadfully was enough to encourage us all to move. 
 
    As slow as I was, I was slightly faster than Fate, who was having great difficulty moving on the soft ground that was churning in liquid waves. We helped each other along as best as we could. 
 
    Delovoa had climbed into the ship and MTB wasn’t far behind. 
 
    As Fate and I got closer, we saw the engines were on and kicking up dust. 
 
    Then the whole shuttle wobbled 45 degrees before righting itself. It looked like a toy on a table instead of the twenty-five-ton monstrosity that it was.  
 
    It was hard to get a sense of how much the ground was moving—because I busy running on it. But seeing the shuttle practically roll over in less than a second really drove home how powerful and frightening this event was. 
 
    We all scampered on board the ship. Delovoa and MTB were strapped in and Fate was getting buckled down. I was lying on the floor with my arms and legs splayed out to brace myself. My head was sticking over the edge when we started rising. 
 
    “Get us out of here!” I yelled to Zo. 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding. We’re in the middle of a seismic cataract,” the pilot replied. “Hold on”. 
 
    I never thought being in the air would be a safer alternative to…anything. But taking off in this horrendous vehicle was a great relief. 
 
    As the ship spun through the air, climbing higher and higher, I could see the forest landing we just left. I thought there was a cloud of smoke over the region, but then I realized it was dirt and dust. 
 
    And then the trees folded away like playing cards. It was like the entire planet was splitting in half. 
 
    I saw what I thought was white-hot flame or lava or something. But as we rose, it became clearer.  
 
    Something was coming out of the ground. 
 
    “What is that?” Fate asked, looking over the side. 
 
    “It’s the telescopes,” I said. 
 
    “The what?” MTB asked. 
 
    “The telescopes. My old universe had telescopes just like that. They were sitting at the edge of my Belvaille. My Belvaille was a space station. You know, a huge, floating city,” I said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Fate asked. 
 
    “It means he’s doing it all over again,” I said. 
 
    “Who is?” Delovoa asked. 
 
    “Thad Elon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    Belvaille 
 
    The flight back to what passes for civilization on Belvaille was slightly less traumatic than the first one. In part because Zo had more experience flying this particular flavor of shuttle, and he also knew how critical we were of his previous efforts and he therefore flew extra carefully. 
 
    He also stopped several times. The first time was rather soon because we had taken off in such a hurry that none of us were properly situated. After that, we only stepped out to stretch our legs and whatever Fate had—metal legs, I suppose. 
 
    But it was dark at that point and it was not easy for Zo to find safe places to land. Besides, we all wanted to get home more than we wanted to be comfortable on the way. 
 
    We didn’t talk at all, other than to pass along necessary information—like, “Get your fat feet off of me.” We simply weren’t in the mood to converse and we had a long road ahead of us. 
 
    Leaving the city was no problem; returning was. You were allowed to exit Belvaille without so much as a sobriety check. But coming back you had to go through quarantine. And with so many species—and diseases—the one thing the Colmarian Confederation was good at was making a robust, standardized, quarantine procedure. 
 
    Despite not recovering any additional relics, we still had the scanner that Adjunct Overwatch Judoth Hartler had provided. And we were uncertain what would happen if we tried to bring it through regular entrances. Delovoa didn’t believe it would be detected, but entering the city through the port, we’d be searched. And the scanner simply looked unusual. Unusual enough that questions would be asked. 
 
    So we had to bypass quarantine. You’d think such a thing would be simple. But a city—an entire planet—could be eradicated if an errant virus got through a Colmarian quarantine. As such, it was really difficult to sneak into a city. 
 
    Belvaille was full of criminals who knew how to skirt rules and laws and I had never heard of anyone even attempting to circumvent quarantine. It just wasn’t done.  
 
    If you wanted to bring in a bunch of illegal narcotics to a region, you merely bribed people. Simple. But your drugs still had to be checked and scanned. Everyone understood that. Because it was possible to inadvertently make a Colmarian sub-species extinct because of some errant spores or mildew.  
 
    Quarantines didn’t just scan, they relentlessly sterilized and purified. It was the only way so many species from different planets and environments could hope to co-exist. 
 
    MTB had put together an unbelievably complicated system to evade quarantine. He must have called in every favor he had—and a bunch he didn’t. 
 
    First, we were all unloaded from our shuttle as cargo. That is, we were in boxes. Midway, we got out and were made trash. We were thrown into huge garbage bins. We were diverted from that and sorted into the section for corpses and other dangerous biological material. We got out right before our incineration and donned employee garments.  
 
    At that point, we had to actually work in the airport. We did this for untold hours, donning different uniforms and giving ourselves promotions as we moved from area to area. We then entered the process for liquid hazardous waste. We were poured into a sewer. We walked that some ways, protective gear having been readied ahead of time.  
 
    We got out and had to wait in hiding until Zo came by and picked us up in an empty commuter bus that had been pre-approved and was sitting inside the terminal. 
 
    Despite MTB’s incredible official connections and knowledge of the system, Zo was the key. The gas cloud could shrink himself down and float around at will. You couldn’t keep a Keilvin Kamigan out of an area unless you kept everything out of an area—which was simply impossible in this universe. 
 
    Any one of these tricks and ploys could have backfired. If I was recognized and interrogated, it would have all collapsed. If MTB had a sneezing fit while supposedly a corpse, it would have failed. If Fate was determined not to be liquid bilernium-48 but instead a robot, she would have been caught.  
 
    If any step had been unsuccessful, we would have been in a serious predicament. Even if they didn’t locate our relic, at that point, we’d have been caught trying to avoid quarantine.  
 
    And then we’d be dealing with the Colmarian Navy, Colmarian Immigration and Naturalization and Transportation, and the Colmarian Justice System. All of which meant we’d probably die of old age in prison before they ever got around to figuring out what we did and if it was wrong or we should get commendations. 
 
    But the airport—on the incoming side—was quite official and thorough. This was not run by typical Belvaille morons. Everyone was so busy and concentrating on their specific areas that the few cracks we exploited made us invisible. No one had time to look at us, they were occupied. 
 
    I had wondered how Blokhead’s team could possibly sneak their two relics past all this. But while I was working in disguise as a Secondary Haul-Musher Level 4a, I figured it out. 
 
    I was basically pushing big carts of waste. I didn’t know where and why and to what purpose—such was the life of a Colmarian cog in the machine. I just knew that I was waiting for MTB to make contact so we could spring to new assignments. 
 
    But I looked down as I maneuvered my cart of refuse and I noticed a familiar metal joint: Blokhead was lying there. In fact, I saw signs of the rest of his crew as well. 
 
    I couldn’t speak here, there were too many people around. But I had to maneuver the trolley into a narrow gap that was quite hot and uncomfortable and then we’d be alone. 
 
    “See?” I said, looking around to make sure no one could overhear. “If you had double-crossed us, I’d be in a position to rat you out now.” 
 
    “Then I’d rat you out and we’d be in the same fix,” he replied, not moving. 
 
    “Yeah, well, tell your friend, anyway. If he’s in there with you or somewhere else in the food chain.” 
 
    “No, he’s here. He really is dead. We had a big argument as soon as we left your camp.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my camp. But you killed two of your teammates?” I asked, shocked. 
 
    “They mostly killed each other—though I helped.” 
 
    “So just you and the pilot survived that mess?” 
 
    “He’s dead, too. Freaked out as soon as we landed. Wanted to turn in the relics. That’s what everyone was fighting about. They wanted to steal them.” 
 
    Blokhead was casual. Blasé. As he lay recumbent, surrounded by hazardous waste, including the bodies of his former colleagues. 
 
    I had, of course, heard of stuff like this in the past. Crooks were notoriously notorious. I was mostly immune from those kinds of shenanigans because I was hard to kill and an old-timer. So I usually dealt with other professionals who were keen on living. 
 
    If you wanted to make a career out of crime, you couldn’t screw over everyone and everything. Sooner or later, an angry sod would put a hole in your head while you were eating breakfast.  
 
    And that’s what confused me about people behaving like that. Since you were a criminal, you knew, firsthand, that criminals were dangerous. So why go around making enemies of them? It didn’t take much for it to come back and haunt you.  
 
    All it took was a gun and a bullet.  
 
    That type of criminal—that is, criminals that were criminal to other criminals—were usually weeded out pretty fast. And in a city like Belvaille, an Open Cultural Site where law enforcement was scant, a gang might decide to kill you just because they didn’t want someone with your reputation around. It was disruptive. It got people gossiping, and maybe contemplating their own ways they could screw people. 
 
    And this instance was a perfect example. They had started with one guy saying he wanted to double-cross us. And now they’re all dead except for the guy they couldn’t actually murder. 
 
    But Blokhead’s story didn’t sound entirely legit to me. 
 
    “You guys had a firefight in a shuttle? Flying…up there?” I asked. 
 
    “Pretty much. But hurry up and dump me. I need to make my connection. It’s a strict timetable for me to get out of here.” 
 
    It wasn’t my job to do the actual dump. I just moved and hooked up the carts at this particular junction. But I did my bit and went back to get the next one. I didn’t have time to think about Blokhead’s troubles as I still had a bunch of my own. 
 
    It took nearly two whole work shifts to get out of the airport. That’s what we had to wait for: all the coming and going and switching over. 
 
    When it was done, we were all exhausted. Not only because of our escapades in the jungle, but from MTB’s insane means of avoiding quarantine checks. I wanted to remember all the steps for future use, but my brain was mush. 
 
    We were all done. 
 
    I’m not sure if Fate slept, exactly. I knew she went into low-power modes, but I hadn’t actually seen her recharge. But she shut down as we rode the bus out. Delovoa was unconscious. MTB had tried to take off his incriminating fake employee uniform and only got one boot off before he passed out.  
 
    Only Zo was chipper and attentive. Because he didn’t sleep and he ate radiation.  
 
    “Took you guys long enough,” the gas cloud said. 
 
    It was only my hunger that kept me awake. Otherwise, I would have been out as well. In fact, if MTB wasn’t so smelly, I might have resorted to cannibalism. Actually, was it truly cannibalism since he was a different species? I didn’t think so. 
 
    And that’s how hungry I was. I was getting in philosophical debates with myself on whether or not I could consume my friends. 
 
    As the bus finally exited the airport, I saw a huge banner erected. It said: 
 
    Welcome, Thad Elon, to the First Annual Belvaille Thad Elon Festival 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked. 
 
    “You should know. The festival has started,” Zo replied. 
 
    “But do they expect Thad Elon to be coming in on some commercial flight? Getting his baggage checked and waiting in line with all the shlubs?” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s talked to him. How does he get around?”  
 
    “Um. I don’t know. Maybe commercial flights. But he’s not coming. I wish people would stop saying he is.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a grump. Most people don’t really think he’s going to drop by. The festival is just an excuse to party.” 
 
    “Do they really need an excuse?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure. Whatever little nudge to make you forget you got a mortgage you can’t pay or you’re on a diet or you’re a recovering alcoholic. The festival is good for business and we need it.” 
 
    It was weird how Zo could know so much about modern living, while simultaneously know so little. I suppose it came down to what people talked about. He knew a lot about the economy and romantic frustrations. But he didn’t know crap about gravity or heartburn, because no one gabbed with their cabbie about those things on a car ride across town. 
 
    While we were driving, I took the time to split up the money between us—though it took me a while to figure it out on my tele. Our devices had long ago resynched and all my data was back as if nothing happened.  
 
    I didn’t often divvy up two million credits. I decided not to give myself a bigger share even though I deserved one. And I kicked a share over to Cliston as we agreed. 
 
    Delovoa was the first to be dropped off and he stumbled out of the bus. He didn’t even put up a fight when we told him to leave behind the relic detector. Then Fate left.  
 
    When MTB’s stop came up, I said I would talk to Judoth Hartler. I didn’t feel like arguing and I got the sense that MTB was never going to speak to him.  
 
    I’m not sure why, but I think it crossed one too many lines. The detective was not above dirty politics—hell, MTB once got kicked off the force for being a dirty cop. But he couldn’t admit he was doing it or talk about it. It was a strange self-delusion. 
 
    MTB lying to the Adjunct Overwatch about how we didn’t find any relics on this—already illegal—venture, was just too much for the detective. He couldn’t do it.  
 
    So I would do it. I wasn’t great at lying. But, somewhat ironically, I was probably the best at it in this little group of criminals.  
 
    Fate was never programmed to lie. She could only do it in specific instances, like when complimenting people. Zo didn’t know what half the stuff in the universe was, so he was lousy at making up falsehoods where you had to think fast. MTB was too strict to lie skillfully. And I’m not sure Delovoa knew what was true and what wasn’t—and he probably didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    The whole last leg of our journey, none of us had spoken about the amazing thing we witnessed in the forest.  
 
    We had seen enormous telescopes emerge from the ground, centered in an area we innocently assumed to be nothing more than a smuggling operation. The geothermal activity we thought we detected was more than likely that slumbering installation beneath our feet. Activity so powerful it had evaporated the swamp in that region and turned it into a dusty wasteland.  
 
    Those telescopes were relics that were almost certainly created by Thad Elon. And their purpose was almost certainly to facilitate the annihilation of our universe. 
 
    We hadn’t uttered one word regarding any of that. And I’m not sure we would. It was just too big a concept for a cop, cabbie, robot, engineer, and gravedigger to spend time debating. 
 
    There was nothing we could do about it. If the telescopes were designed for ending reality, what did that mean to us? Were we going to stymie the plans of the immortal man-god by…scribbling graffiti on the walls? 
 
    We had come out to the jungle in an effort to get paid. That’s it. Purely selfish, financial goals. 
 
    And we expected to possibly find some parts that had been smuggled down from the Upper City. That concept alone was almost too big for us to comprehend and muster the courage to confront. 
 
    Now there was a whole other Upper City but out in the forest. And we had watched it activate. Hell, it might even have come alive based on our fumbling activities. 
 
    And none of us wanted to think about that—about any aspect of it.  
 
    Fate wanted to get some new pets for her home and repair her bathroom. MTB wanted to pay off his medical expenses and sock away some cash to maybe buy a condo or townhouse. Delovoa wanted to craft some more dangerous items. Zo wanted whatever Zo wanted—probably a new cab or, hopefully, flying lessons. And I wanted to have enough money so that I didn’t have to work placing dead people under soil—which really was kind of a weird thing to do. 
 
    Ours were real, tangible, obtainable goals that were in line with our personal realities. God-telescope arrays were not. 
 
    So the telescopes were banished from our thoughts and we didn’t mention them. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did when I got home was sleep. 
 
    I didn’t greet Cliston at the door. I didn’t shower. I didn’t brush my teeth. I didn’t scrape off the mud, gunk, smashed bullets, or anything. I didn’t even use the bathroom. I was absolutely exhausted and I did nothing but sleep. 
 
    Right after I ate, I immediately went to sleep. 
 
    I wasn’t planning on doing anything except enjoying a deep slumber. For a week, maybe. Just lie in a self-imposed coma in my bed and not be disturbed. 
 
    Other than to eat.  
 
    Now and then.  
 
    Come on, I had access to Cliston’s cooking. Even his crumbs were delicious and life-affirming. 
 
    So I ate and slept and slept and ate. 
 
    Messages came in from Judoth Hartler, and part of me knew we were getting very close to the one-week deadline. I had to return the relic scanner to him. I had to report on our activities. I had to explain to the Adjunct Overwatch what he got for his money—assuming he was still going to pay us anything and not have us arrested for Lazy Delinquency. 
 
    I wanted to simply write him a note. Mail him the scanner. But there was a very real, certainly likely, possibility I’d have to verbally talk with him. To lie and tell him we didn’t find any relics. 
 
    For a second, I briefly thought that I could throw him off by mentioning the telescopes. 
 
    Just a simple, “Sorry buddy, there wasn’t nothing out there. Not a single relic fragment. That camp was abandoned long ago. Might not have ever been in use. Probably just a silly rumor or a caper that was never pulled off. Sucks. Oh yeah, I almost forgot: We might have noticed some earth-shattering communication devices erupt from the ground about a tenth the size of this entire city. Is that of any interest?” 
 
    No way.  
 
    I just couldn’t bring myself to seriously dwell on the telescopes. There was just too much wrapped up in them.  
 
    Like what if my old Belvaille, the space station, had been the same as this Upper City? What if I had seen Thad Elon so much because I had been living my whole life on the weapon he used to destroy the universe? 
 
    Gax, the Boranjame, sent me here. To this Belvaille. Did I really expect him to send me to some idyllic place far removed from danger? Nothing but unicorn kittens and beautiful, naked ladies playing glocken? Oh, and 100 Clistons cooking nonstop?  
 
    Nope. Don’t think about it. 
 
    Just sleep.  
 
    And eat. 
 
    When I finally regained a non-ingesting consciousness, I found I had several more messages from Judoth Hartler. They were polite things, full of small talk. But I knew that if I dallied a few hours too many then I’d find myself arrested again. 
 
    And this time, he wouldn’t send MTB. Hell, he might be concerned about his own extra-legal activities and my knowledge of them and do his best to remove any ability for me to turn him in. 
 
    So I sent back a note and said I’d drop by later today. 
 
    “While you were away, a number of groups came by inquiring if you were available to attend Thad Elon Festival activities, sir,” Cliston told me, handing me the eighth course in this fifteen-course breakfast. 
 
    “Stupid festival. Is that really happening?” 
 
    “It seems to be, sir.” 
 
    “How did people manage to get here from across the galaxy in such a short time to attend this bogus event?” 
 
    “I am uncertain that much travel was involved, sir. It might be merely a local occasion. However, I have noticed that there does not appear to be a set date for it to expire. Perhaps it is intended to go on for as long as required.” 
 
    “That’s pretty smart. A nonstop festival. I guess we could become some religious town. Or party town. Or a place where you go when you want a festival.” 
 
    “I believe Belvaille already fits those descriptions, sir.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    A bit later, after my nap, someone came to the door. I was immediately on edge, waiting for soldiers to come bursting in and demand relics and/or detailed descriptions of how I caused telescopes to spring from the ground. 
 
    “Sir, a Reverend Master Dongong wishes to have a word with you. Should I tell him you’re occupied?” 
 
    “Does he look like an assassin or bill collector?” 
 
    “I would not be the best judge of such matters, sir. He does not appear to be carrying any obvious weapons or adding machines, however.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll meet him in the drawing room. Which one is the drawing room, again?” 
 
    “While you were on your trip, I took the liberty of making the drawing room the parlor.” 
 
    “Okay. Is that… Where should we talk?” 
 
    “The sitting room would be best.” 
 
    “Just point the way, Cliston.” 
 
    “Should I prepare refreshments, sir?” 
 
    “No. We’re not going to feed someone who could be here to kill me.” 
 
    “Very good, sir.” 
 
    I sat in the sitting room. Reverend Master Dongong was introduced and he was a gnarly man of thick build in a flowery set of robes that didn’t match his scarred face. 
 
    “Heya Hank. Thanks for seeing me,” he said. 
 
    He plopped down in one of the offered chairs like a man not used to wearing robes. He got a bit tangled and had to get sorted before we could begin. 
 
    “No problem. What’s this about?” 
 
    “We is hosting a symposium in your park and was wondering if you’d like to be a guest speaker.” 
 
    “You mean the parking lot of this building?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “No, the park that has your statue. The big round thing.” 
 
    “Why are you having it there? Nothing but birds flying around pooping on stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was easiest to get the permit. Seems people is keep getting knifed there. Dubious Milkweed Rapper. Serial killer, apparently.” 
 
    “Deviant Midnight Ripper.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s you?” the man asked. 
 
    “No. I just heard of him. I didn’t know he was messing up my park—not that it’s my park, and not that it was good to begin with. What’s the symposium on?” 
 
    “You know, Thad Elon. Religion. Like how to be a good person and whatnot.” 
 
    “Ugh. I don’t know anything about that crap—or stuff,” I amended, remembering I was talking to a priest of some sort. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s okay. You can just sit there and nod. We offer an honorarium.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “We can pay you,” he clarified. 
 
    “Why do you call it an honorarium?” 
 
    “Because it sounds less dirty. And it isn’t much money. We’re charging fifteen credits a head. And we have refreshment stands.” 
 
    “Is this because of the festival?” 
 
    “Yeah. I figure it’s a good time to get the word out.” 
 
    “Hey, I know you! You’re that, uh, protection racket guy, right? Shake down all the places running construction jobs.” 
 
    “Offsite Security Facilitator,” he replied, sounding offended at my description. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Ain’t no one building right now. Not even repairs.” 
 
    “So you became a priest?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s just temporary. We’re hoping the festival is going to bring in some tourists from nearby systems. We can use the money.” 
 
    “But what do you want me for? I don’t know nothing about religion.” 
 
    “You died, man. That’s a big deal to people who think about spirits and stuff. Just sit there and look, you know, wise. Or spooky. Or even angry. Just not, like, bored.” 
 
    “So you’re selling tickets to a park so people can see me?” 
 
    “Nah. We got a bunch of people and attractions. Lots of holy wine. And drugs. Selling relics and stuff.” 
 
    “Relics? What kind of relics?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “You know, fingernails and hair clippings supposedly from Thad Elon. And small panels and bolts that we say came from the Upper City.” 
 
    “You expect people to believe you got junk that came from Upper Belvaille? It won’t look the same.” 
 
    “People can’t really see it from down here. It’s blocking all the light. No one knows what it looks like up close—except maybe you.” 
 
    “I’ve never been up there! Cliston has. A bunch of times.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not going to bother Cliston,” the fake priest replied anxiously. 
 
    “But you’re okay with bothering me?” 
 
    “Well…this is kind of the work you do, right?” 
 
    “I suppose it is,” I replied sourly. “When is this event?” 
 
    “Starts tomorrow. We got it booked for five days, but it depends on the amount of people we get and how much money we can take from them. You can drop by any day you like.” 
 
    “Alright. Well. I’ll think it over. How much is this honorarium?” 
 
    “Depends on how much we make. Kind of a gamble right now. We ain’t sure if anyone will show up. But it’s a festival. People like them, right?” 
 
    “I guess. Not sure how much they like religious ones, though.” 
 
    “If this don’t work out, becoming a priest has at least helped me a lot on my taxes,” the man said. 
 
    “What exactly do you mean by taxes?” I asked sincerely. 
 
    “Hah, yeah. Well, I’ll get out of your way. Thanks for giving me a minute.” 
 
    “This way, Reverend Master Dongong,” Cliston said, appearing out of nowhere. 
 
    “Oh. And I would like to convey my deep thanks for disrupting your day, Cliston. I fully understand how busy you are,” the priest said, sounding as if he really meant it. 
 
    This guy was a make-believe religious leader trying to rip off pilgrims and here he was apologizing to my butler because he forced Cliston to open our front door. 
 
      
 
    I went to visit Adjunct Overwatch Judoth Hartler in his office. 
 
    His official office, surrounded by official officials. Guards everywhere. Security everywhere.  
 
    And I had to bring with me the scanner. The scanner that might be from the Upper City. The scanner that might have been borrowed without permission. The fact that this didn’t occur to Judoth Hartler made me think he really wasn’t Intelligence Services. He wasn’t some superspy like Garm hinted. 
 
    No, the checkpoints wouldn’t detect the unique qualities of the scanner. But I get searched and frisked if I try and use a restroom on Belvaille. Everyone knows I’m a crook and up to no good. And if they checked the box I was carrying, they’d see it contained a really weird piece of technology. 
 
    So I had a brainstorm and decided to use Cliston’s good name to try and counteract my bad name. I really hated using Cliston like that, but I also really hated going to jail. So I begged him for a little help in hiding the scanner. 
 
    “We need to open that,” one of the guards told me at a checkpoint. 
 
    “It’s a present for the Adjunct Overwatch,” I said. 
 
    Another guard took the box from me. 
 
    “Sir, all containers larger than eighteen cubic millimeters must be opened and searched by staff according to Subsection 43b.a of the Colmarian Non-Resident, Non-Military, Non-Agricultural, Office Handbook,” he said, rattling off the manual with a monotone voice. 
 
    “Yeah, but this gift isn’t from me. It’s from Cliston. He wrapped this himself,” I said. 
 
    This checkpoint was near the front of the building. I had just entered. There were several lines waiting to pass, with guards blandly going about their business. 
 
    But everything stopped when I said that. 
 
    The guard who had taken the elaborately wrapped gift held the box at arm’s length and seemed horrified he was even daring to touch it. 
 
    “You said that’s from Cliston? Cliston the Dredel Led?” the guard asked. 
 
    “Yeah. How many Clistons are there? I mean, I’m sure there are a bunch. But I don’t know them,” I said. 
 
    “Look at the wrapping paper,” a woman in another line gasped. 
 
    “That guard is getting skin oil all over it,” another added. 
 
    The guard in question quickly put down the gloriously wrapped present. 
 
    “Don’t drop it!” the guard by me cautioned. “What’s…can I ask what’s in the present?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s from Cliston to Judoth Hartler. You can see right there on the card,” I said. 
 
    “Read the card,” the guard by me said. 
 
    “I’m not touching it,” the other said. 
 
    So…this wasn’t exactly what I planned. There was now a small crowd of people standing around and staring at the object I wanted everyone to avoid. 
 
    “Look at the colors. They’re changing!” 
 
    “I think they’re responding to our moods.” 
 
    This was what Cliston did. If it was something like wrapping presents, there was no one or no thing as good as he was in the galaxy. And if you’ve ever seen a wrapped gift you admired, turn that up 10,000% and you get an inkling of what Cliston does. 
 
    It was a soft power. He didn’t dominate anyone. He couldn’t blast down buildings. He couldn’t outsmart a criminal mastermind. He couldn’t punch his way out of a plastic bag.  
 
    But damn Cliston could wrap a gift. Or, in this case, an illegal relic scanner. 
 
    “You can open Judoth Hartler’s gift. If you want, I suppose. Cliston will probably understand,” I said dourly. 
 
    People were taking pictures of it. 
 
    “No photos or recordings of the building,” a guard barked on instinct. “Well…I guess you can take pictures of that. But nothing else.” 
 
    So people were recording me as I lifted the gift and passed through the security checkpoint. They even backed away from the present like they were unworthy to be near it. 
 
    “Should he be allowed to carry that?” one person commented. 
 
    “Hey. I’m delivering it. Cliston gave it to me. Do you think you should carry it?” I asked, holding out the present to the person. 
 
    “No, no. I was just saying please be careful,” he replied, turning away. 
 
    There were several more checkpoints as I made my way up to the head of government. But they had communicated ahead of time what my cargo was and not only did I get through fine, but I was waved on ahead of anyone else. Like they didn’t want Cliston’s present to be kept waiting. 
 
    A lot of guards stopped to take pictures. But for most, it was just too beautiful and confounding to see in person. 
 
    Cliston had wrapped me gifts before, which is how I knew to tap into this skill of his. I was a grubby crook. I was selfish. And Cliston’s wrapping methods were glorious enough that I felt I didn’t deserve to open the presents. On several occasions, he had to do it for me. 
 
    This was one of the subtle downsides of being around Cliston. Yes, he elevated you. Elevated everything. But he could make you feel very small because you couldn’t possibly attain—or even live up to—his level of dignity. 
 
    When I finally reached Judoth Hartler’s office, he made me wait outside. 
 
    The whole floor basically shut down as everyone stood there, a discreet twenty feet away, and stared at Cliston’s package. They even kept their voices at respectable whispers, as if they didn’t want to wake it up. 
 
    I had to sit on the floor, of course, because the chairs were too small and flimsy. I was wearing a nice suit that Cliston had picked out, but it was already rumpled, crumpled, and torn from my everyday movements. 
 
    So I looked like a banker who had been living on the streets for a few weeks and had somehow stumbled upon a present that fell from heaven. 
 
    When I was finally called into the office, the always-smiling Judoth Hartler was not smiling. 
 
    “What did you get?” he asked. 
 
    “Sorry, it was a bust. Didn’t recover anything. That camp—it wasn’t a depot—was falling apart. Clearly no one had been there for a long time.” 
 
    “That’s not—what is that?” he asked, finally seeing the present. 
 
    “This is how I smuggled in the…you know…thing you gave us.” 
 
    “That’s not what I gave you. What’s surrounding it? Did you find that at the depot?” 
 
    “No, no. This is just a container made by Cliston. It’s got a card, see?”  
 
    “Is it safe to touch? Can I touch it?” 
 
    “Sure, man. It’s just a present. I mean, not a present. Just clever wrapping. You know what’s inside it. I needed a way to get past your security.” 
 
    “I see. And you have nothing else to report? Nothing was there at all?” 
 
    “There were tents. But they had fallen apart. Boxes that were empty and rotten. It might have been a camp at some point. But it’s old,” I said. 
 
    “And that’s it?” 
 
    Part of me wanted to say something about the telescopes, but how? Why? It was a whole other mess and I wanted nothing to do with it. 
 
    “Well, there’s one thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    “We got a shuttle from here. This airport. It was rehabbed by city employees. And we seriously almost died. It was terrible. They had cleared it for flight and we sent them back to fix it over three days. And even then it was a mechanical nightmare.” 
 
    “What are you trying to convey?” 
 
    “I’m conveying that the people you have responsible for air traffic don’t know how to fly. If they’re the ones fixing, maintaining, and clearing ships, then we’re in danger of shuttles crashing.” 
 
    “I see. And that is the scanner?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to just open it?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course. Cliston addressed it to you,” I said, pointing at the card. 
 
    “Could you open it?” 
 
    I chuckled at his hesitation. So typical. 
 
    “Sure. If you want me to.” 
 
    I was about to rip into the package, but I stopped. 
 
    “But really, it’s not mine. I wouldn’t feel right.” 
 
    “Cliston is your butler, correct? I don’t even know him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call him my butler. At least not when you put it like that. We’re acquaintances. We’re on friendly terms. I’ll just put it over here. You can open it later. When you’re alone,” I said, placing the gift on a chair in the corner. 
 
    But it didn’t look right on that frumpy chair. It wasn’t centered. I took it off and put it on the floor. But the chair was still there. And the wall coloring was very drab by comparison—it caused a clash that made my mind recoil. 
 
    I picked up the gift and placed it in the center of the room. Or what I thought was the center. 
 
    “A foot or two to the left. No, your left,” Judoth Hartler said, trying to get the package situated. 
 
    We both stood there looking at the box. 
 
    “That carpet isn’t clean. Or not clean enough. And you can’t see the underside of the gift like that. And it feels like we’re looming over it because it’s on the ground,” the Adjunct Overwatch said. 
 
    “That’s the best I can do. I’m not Cliston. As for the assignment, there’s nothing else, I’m afraid. But there is the matter of compensation. We spent a lot of time and money getting out there,” I explained. 
 
    Even though we got two million from Blokhead’s employer, I obviously couldn’t say that to Judoth Hartler. If I didn’t mention money, he would know something was up. 
 
    “You want to be paid?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course. That was the agreement.” 
 
    “We didn’t have any agreement.” 
 
    “Yeah. Right. But the non-agreement we didn’t agree on had a fee attached. While we didn’t find anything useful—” I began. 
 
    “It’s difficult for me to understand how you expect to be paid.” 
 
    “Man, you sound like Mish Walker,” I muttered. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    And I remembered that Judoth Hartler actually came from Mish Walker’s home planet. He was the “class traitor” who had taken off his mask so he could become a Colmarian government employee—an odd choice out of all the career options in the galaxy.  
 
    It’s conceivable Judoth could know of Mish Walker. While that was long, long ago and of no significance, I didn’t want to put any bad associations in his head. 
 
    “Nothing. Just someone else I had worked for a while ago. We at least need to cover our expenses and time. And I did point out there is nothing of value out there. So you can stop hunting the people that don’t exist. And I did show the huge flaw in our spaceport maintenance crew,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed. I will have to think on this matter,” he said. 
 
    Judoth Hartler smiled. But it seemed forced. It was laced with distrust.  
 
    Which looked particularly ugly in contrast to Cliston’s gift wrapping. 
 
    “You know, I’m just going to put this in here, out of sight. It’s distracting,” he said. 
 
    He stormed over, scooped up the present, and put it inside a closet. 
 
    “What if it can’t breathe?” I asked, alarmed. Though upon saying it, I knew it was a ridiculous concept. 
 
    “Forget that. I feel like you’re withholding information.” 
 
    “I’m not. I just want to get paid.” 
 
    “I’ll have to see what I can do. Move funds around,” he said. 
 
    “You knew this was coming. You knew I’d be here. Why didn’t you have it ready? I could have walked in here with an armful of relics.” 
 
    “But you didn’t. And you’re lying to me.” 
 
    “What? Me?” 
 
    “You can see it from space.” 
 
    “See what?” I asked. 
 
    “Those radio arrays you caused to appear out of nowhere! Did you think no one would notice that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. I wasn’t sent to do no radios,” I said. 
 
    Judoth Hartler stared at me. His thin-lipped smile was pressed so hard I thought his face might fold in on itself. 
 
    “Very well. As I stated, I am not prepared to compensate at this moment. I will need to decide on an appropriate value,” he replied. 
 
    “Okay. But it’s not just me. There’s other people in the team that need money.” 
 
    “Was Cliston with you?” he asked. 
 
    “No. He doesn’t do stuff like that. He just packed me lunch. And cleaned MTB’s guns. And fixed Fate’s shoulder. I suppose he did a bunch of things. But he didn’t go running around the wilderness. He’d probably go crazy trying to get rid of all the dirt.” 
 
    “But he placed that amazing packaging on the scanner. He must have known some of what you did. Was he aware of your activities outside the city?” 
 
    It seemed like Judoth Hartler was trying to see if Cliston approved of my actions or he could back up my claim that I was ignorant of the telescopes. 
 
    “I don’t bring Cliston into my work life. This was a very rare situation where I asked him to conceal that scanner because there was no way I was going to get it inside this building. It would get discovered, then I’d have people asking me questions about where I got it. And you probably didn’t want me to tell them that you gave it to me.” 
 
    “Yes. That was very clever.” 
 
    “Thanks. And that’s all I have to give you. So when you can, please provide the payment you agreed to. You said that they weren’t even your funds. It’s just some made-up department probably created by the previous Adjunct Overwatch.” 
 
    “Indeed. Well then, give my warmest regards to Cliston. And thank him most sincerely for his wonderful wrapping.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    While I had been waiting inside the government offices to speak to the Adjunct Overwatch, the sun had set. As I left the building and walked the streets, I could see obvious signs that the Thad Elon festival was in full fest. 
 
    From what I could tell, that just meant a lot of drunk people everywhere, slurring the name of Thad Elon now and then. 
 
    But damn, that meeting with Judoth Hartler hadn’t gone well. No wonder MTB didn’t want to talk to him. The cop had probably figured this would happen, so he got me to do it. 
 
    Of course the Adjunct Overwatch knew about the telescopes. We had a million ships in orbit around the planet. It’s probably not difficult to spot a long strip of white metal suddenly appearing within a continent of jungle greens and browns.  
 
    But what was I going to tell him? I knew what the telescopes were. I probably knew better than anyone in the galaxy—that hadn’t also built them. However, that information wouldn’t help me get paid or put me in the clear with the Adjunct Overwatch. It would just cause more trouble. 
 
    And I didn’t need any more trouble. 
 
    As if on cue, I got a call from Blokhead. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t bother answering a call from him. But I was kind of curious to see if he was still stuck at the airport, trying to sneak past quarantine. Maybe in disguise as some really uncomfortable furniture. 
 
    “My employer wants to meet with you about the forest relics,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about relics, or bosses, or forests.” 
 
    “Sure, smart guy. He already paid you the remainder of your Hank-credit contract. 340 big ones.” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. 
 
    I searched around for my finances. Sure enough, there was an anonymous deposit of 340,000 credits. That’s 2.34 million this guy had given me, sight unseen. In advance. Who did that? 
 
    I had to admit, it was really effective, though. 
 
    “Okay. So I can’t meet like right now.” 
 
    “No, dummy. Tomorrow. I’ll come pick you up. You should be used to people waiting on you.” 
 
    “You know where I live?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You got the unit number?” 
 
    “I’m staying outside. I don’t feel like trying to fight my way through Friendly Meadow Condominiums,” he said. 
 
    I thought maybe I should keep this money as my fee. As the extra reward for kicking this in motion and for having to speak to Judoth Hartler. But I felt bad about it and I wasn’t sure if I would get killed when I met his boss, so I might as well spread the love now. 
 
    I gave an equal share to all the original participants without explanation. 
 
    Later that evening, I went out and got some dinner. Cliston had been cooking for me without a break, and I didn’t want to ask any more of him. Especially after begging him to wrap the relic scanner so I could smuggle it into a government building. 
 
    I decided to go by Tip Topper Lane. I kind of wanted to see Mish Walker. Maybe learn how to pronounce her name correctly or polish Dolo’s face. 
 
    When I got there, the mansion was dark. I’d never seen all the lights off. I walked over to the front gate and saw a computerized “for sale” listing. 
 
    They had moved. That fast. 
 
    Just picked up a mansion full of lower-caste untouchables and shipped off…somewhere. Dolo had hinted as much, but I never believed they’d accomplish it so quickly. Wasn’t it about a week ago that they were here? 
 
    How was it even possible to empty a house that large that quickly? Especially with all those basements. 
 
    Lifestyles of the idle rich, I suppose. 
 
    As I inspected the front gate, I saw the sign had numerous personalized messages for people. One was for me! My name was right there. 
 
    I clicked it and had to use my tele to authenticate. So strange. How did she know I would show up to get this message? Why didn’t she just call me? 
 
    A small hologram was projected of Mish Walker. Even digitized she looked good. Her hat perfectly fit the frame, so she had a special chapeau just for recording holograms. And this was a cheap little projector. So there were lots of blues and reds and whites. Yet she had on an outfit that complimented the grainy film. 
 
    “Hello, Hank,” she purred. “As you may realize, my business activities have been concluded on Belvaille and so I have relocated. But I feel that some of our interactions have left a strong, persistent impression.” 
 
    I held my breath, gazing at her flickering image. 
 
    “As you can see, I am attempting to sell this home, as I have no more use for it. I have been informed that you damaged the gate as well as caused some structural issues to some of the interior walls. This is compromising my ability to unload this property. I’m enclosing a fee and the name of the builders you can contact to remedy this situation. Thanks for understanding. I wish you the best.” 
 
    And the hologram cut out. 
 
    She was billing me!  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. And she knew I’d come here and see this message. 
 
    I stood in shock for minutes, mulling this over. 
 
    Then I spent the next hour knocking down the whole front gate. 
 
      
 
    The next day, I kept a low profile. Not only because the Thad Elon festival was obnoxious and I didn’t want to be a part of it, but because I wanted to be fresh for meeting Blokhead’s paymaster. Anyone who could fork over 2.34 million credits to an unknown idiot such as myself deserved to be encountered at my best. 
 
    And I wasn’t merely being paranoid. A number of people were trying to contact me about the festival. Not officials, or anything. But crooks. Like I had a lot of bookkeepers leaving me messages about what handicap should be placed on the odds for Thad Elon showing up. 
 
    That was a perfect Belvaille response. We were having a religious festival and the inhabitants wanted to gamble on whether or not the Great Architect was going to make a personal appearance. Thad Elon was the closest thing we had to a galaxy-wide lord and savior, and all he did on Belvaille was spur drinking, wagering, and prostitution. 
 
    But I also had work to do. 
 
    I spent the day paying off debts. I actually had quite a lot of debt.  
 
    It was understood that the more powerful a person was, the less likely they were to pay you back. But you kind of wanted that because even if they didn’t give you your money, they owed you a favor.  
 
    When Garm was Adjunct Overwatch, everyone wanted to loan her money. They wanted to loan her cars, loan her ships, loan her anything at all she wanted to borrow. Because having the head of government owe you a favor, no matter how small, was incredibly valuable.  
 
    I didn’t have the leverage of an Adjunct Overwatch, but it was also really hard to break my legs if I refused to pay back a loan.  
 
    However, I couldn’t keep doing that without repercussions. And even though it was really hard to threaten me or forcibly collect, it was expected that if someone lent me money, then I owed them work in return. And that kind of favor ended up being a lot more effort than paying them back.  
 
    So I went around and settled up with all the loan sharks using the money I collected from Blokhead’s employer.  
 
    They didn’t want the money. They wanted the favors. But I was interested in getting them off my back so that I was in the clear. I despised being in debt. It made me feel incomplete. 
 
    As threatened, Blokhead called me from outside my apartment building later in the evening. 
 
    He was standing across the street—such was the reputation of Friendly Meadow Condominiums. 
 
    When I came out to meet him, I had to ask. 
 
    “Where is your tele? How do you use it with those…hands?” 
 
    “I don’t need no fingers. I had the call pre-programmed. I knew how long it would take to get here. What are you wearing, a tuxedo?” he asked. 
 
    “No, it’s just a suit.” 
 
    “You got on a business suit? That’s your stand-around gang clothes? You think we’re going to a leveraged merger? You really are a rich son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Cliston picked out this wardrobe. I don’t dress myself. I don’t know how. He said this highlighted my cunning street smarts as well as my tough physique. It conveys a deeper appreciation of the verisimilitudes of harsh Belvaille existence. Those are his exact words—more or less.” 
 
    Blokhead was quiet for a while. 
 
    “Okay. I can see that. Hey, do you think Cliston could make me a wardrobe? I got cunning street smarts, too.” 
 
    “You don’t wear clothes.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    I knew Cliston could do just about anything that came to culture and refinement. While most people knew of his insane cooking abilities, he could also be a tailor, decorator, barber, fashion designer, make-up artist, and probably a thousand other things I couldn’t dream of or comprehend.  
 
    But I was really reluctant to encourage such activities, even though they brought in a lot of money. Because the more occupied he was, the less Cliston I got for myself. 
 
    “He’s super busy,” I said. 
 
    “I can only imagine. He’s probably got people knocking on his door every hour of the day.” 
 
    “Technically, it’s our door.” 
 
    “Yeah? How many people consider you a galactic authority? On any subject whatsoever?” 
 
    “Some. Maybe.” 
 
    “Right. Did you get your money? Your absurd Hank credits?” 
 
    “It’s not just me. I had to split it with my crew.” 
 
    “So? You have any idea how much I got paid for that mess with the relics?” he asked. 
 
    I really wanted to know. Because competitive information was hard to come by and crooks tended to lie about compensation. But I could tell from his attitude that it was going to be yet another thing he teased and beat me up about. 
 
    “You probably had way less expenses,” I said. 
 
    “I got 18,230.” 
 
    “Credits?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Solar systems. What do you think?” 
 
    “Wow. That’s…a stupidly low amount. You’re actually driving down the wages of all of us by taking that.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know? But I’m not personal friends with Thad Elon. I can’t just snap my fingers and have millions of credits.” 
 
    “You don’t have fingers. And I’m not friends with Thad Elon.” 
 
    “Tell them that,” he said, waving his chunky arm at the street, which was empty.  
 
    Cars didn’t like to go down this block because of my condo building. Some of the residents even put up signs to that effect. Like, “Enter at your own risk.” And, “Drive here without permission you die.” The signs seemed to be pretty effective. Of course, some of the more protective residents actually backed up the threats now and then. 
 
    “So where is your boss at?” I said, tired of Blokhead insulting me. 
 
    “He’s not my boss. I never met him. He’s just paying me. Let’s go, I’ll take you to the meet.” 
 
    “We’re walking?” I asked. 
 
    “Man, I heard you were lazy. I weigh more than you—” 
 
    “We don’t know that for certain,” I said. 
 
    “And I got no problem walking. And I’m made of mechanical parts that break down.” 
 
    “You think I’m not? I got bad knees. Bad back. Sore shoulder. My jaw has been clicking.” 
 
    “I just had to do an overhaul of my gyroscopes. I couldn’t stand up straight,” he said, trying to outdo me in everything. 
 
    “My feet are killing me.” 
 
    “Try wearing shoes.” 
 
    “They don’t work. They fall apart too fast unless I tiptoe,” I said. 
 
    “Who you kidding? You can’t tiptoe. Your head would probably explode.” 
 
    “That doesn’t even make sense.” 
 
    “Neither does you bragging about how you’re fancy-footing around town.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I have never used the phrase ‘fancy-footing’ in my life. Let’s just go.” 
 
    “Then quit talking and come on,” he said. 
 
    Blokhead and I were probably the two biggest guys in Lower Belvaille.  
 
    But it was a wide galaxy and there were far, far larger specimens out there. Therezians made us look like ants. Gandrine were space-faring rock creatures and could probably flatten us both. 
 
    But we were kind of at the very edge of big while also being able to live semi-harmoniously amongst squishy people. The laws of physics had a lot to say about size and already we were unwieldy, uncoordinated, and put a serious hurt on custom dinner-room tiling.  
 
    As two big guys, we couldn’t actually both fit on the sidewalk at the same time. Furthermore, we were in the same line of work and didn’t get along, so we didn’t want to walk behind one another. 
 
    So we walked side by side in the street.  
 
    That was fine on my block, but once we left the safety of my unsafe building, we began disrupting traffic. The drunken Thad Elon festival had to party around us. All because we were too macho to be single file on a sidewalk. 
 
    It felt ridiculous. Petty. Like we were insecure teenage boys and a cute girl was twirling her hair nearby. Or whatever Blokhead found attractive before he became a cyborg. I’m not sure what species he was or even his original gender. 
 
    “Did Fate mention me after we left?” he asked. 
 
    “Like in what context?” 
 
    “Any context.” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Then why did you ask what context if it didn’t matter?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Surprised at the question is all.” 
 
    “You don’t think she likes me?” he asked. 
 
    “I honestly have no clue.” 
 
    “She was the cutest one out of the whole bunch.” 
 
    “None of your teammates was attractive? Is that why you killed them all?” 
 
    “Don’t be a prick. They shot up each other arguing about how to cheat on our contract. I was concerned the shuttle would crash.” 
 
    “Did you tell them how much your boss was paying us to leave?” I asked. 
 
    “They probably overheard.” 
 
    “Well that’s why they were interested in double-crossing if they were only making eighteen grand a piece. They hear we got two million and then they start re-evaluating their business model.” 
 
    “Eh, I don’t know about all that. I think they just didn’t like you and MTB. They saw you were outgunned and thought they could take you out.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I had an extra crew member you didn’t know about,” I said, stopping in the street to talk. 
 
    “What? Hidden up your ass?” 
 
    “No. Zo was in the shuttle. Inside the machinery. You didn’t know about him.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So that was a strategic advantage,” I said. 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “In that you didn’t know how many of us there really were.” 
 
    “Zo is a Keilvin Kamigan.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “So what did you think he was going to do? If you had one or ten thousand hidden Keilvin Kamigans it still wouldn’t matter. What could he accomplish, make it a little harder to see? Oh, no.” 
 
    “I heard that maybe they can be vampires.” 
 
    “Stupid. Why have you stopped? We got a long way to go,” he said. 
 
    “Why are we in the middle of the road?” 
 
    “None of these people care.” 
 
    I looked at the traffic jam we were causing and I could see that the drivers very much cared. However, there were two guys taking up half the road. One was a cyborg famous for being a former member of a suicidal mercenary gang that personally held off the Colmarian Navy. The other was a gang fixer famous for being killed by a Boranjame and then unkilled. 
 
    The commuters we were interrupting were trying to go to or from work or otherwise run errands. As annoying as our antics were, regular workday drivers weren’t about to lodge a complaint. 
 
    We kept walking and walking and I stopped again. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to check my tele,” I said, out of breath. 
 
    “If you’re tired, we can take a break. I can ask around if anyone will rub your feet or pour you some warm milk.” 
 
    “Some people have teles they have to respond to. It will only be like ten minutes or so. Hmm. That’s very interesting,” I said, pretending to read a note. 
 
    “It’s incredible you ever manage to get anything done. Do you only perform jobs that are downhill from you?” 
 
    “Hey, there’s Mintsy’s Grocery. They have a really good meat cabbage roll. And drink specials. You want to hop in for a bit?” I asked. 
 
    “This is the third time you’ve questioned me about a restaurant. I haven’t grown a mouth since the last two times. Like I said, if you want to rest, we can rest. Big sissy.” 
 
    “No, let’s go. How much further is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Far,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, Hank,” someone called out. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, not immediately recognizing who it was. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just walking in the middle of the road,” I said. 
 
    “Okay. Cool.” 
 
    We kept going for what felt like hours. I invented more excuses why we should slow or take breaks, but there were only so many times I could fake reading my tele or adjust my clothes. 
 
    At some point, I noticed we were being followed. Not like a car chase. We were going maybe one mile per hour. But a bunch of people had started walking behind us in the road. 
 
    They didn’t seem to be especially concerned with what we were doing, they were just using the lane we created to get around. 
 
    After a while, that small group became hundreds of people all meandering along, drinking, laughing, talking, while in the road. 
 
    “Is this parade for the Thad Elon festival?” a woman called out. 
 
    “It’s not a parade,” I said. 
 
    But then a marching band began playing behind me. I couldn’t see exactly where they were, and they didn’t sound very good, but it was definitely marching music of some kind. 
 
    “You’re not on the beat. Left foot…now, and back. Man, you got no rhythm,” Blokhead said. He actually was moving along to the beat, though at maybe one twentieth the tempo. 
 
    “It’s not a parade,” I told him. 
 
    “It won’t be if you keep messing it up.” 
 
    This went on as we slowly made our way to the meeting. The crowd kept getting bigger. We moved slowly enough that anyone who wanted to was able to talk to us. But we didn’t have anything to say.  
 
    So we ended up being the front end of a really, really long block party that was marginally connected to the Thad Elon festival. Police even came out and blocked off adjoining streets as we made our way along.  
 
    If anything, this was further proof that people had an innate need to follow. We were two sour and surly murderers stomping up the street. We just moved so glacially that everyone thought we were standing around having a conversation. And if we were here, presumably we knew what we were doing and it was permitted. 
 
    At first it was kind of annoying to have a mob in tow. It was hard to be tough and intimidating and try and put my rival in his place when everyone was casually walking around drinking and cheering and patting us on the back while drunk musicians played marching tunes. 
 
    But then I stopped being so uptight and found it actually lightened the mood. And I was able to use the partiers as an excuse to take the occasional break on this cross-planet marathon.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if Blokhead was trying to kill me from foot exhaustion, he wanted to prove a point, or he really enjoyed clanking down the street. But I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of breaking down—or at least I wasn’t going to admit I was breaking down. But my feet were really tired. I hadn’t walked this far…ever. It’s a wonder Blokhead bothered to fly out to the jungle in a shuttle when he seemed to love hiking so much. 
 
    At one point, we crossed through the little parkette that held my statue. I had wondered if this was another dig by Blokhead, but he didn’t seem to know about it. 
 
    “It’s just a big sphere?” he asked, when I tried to show it off. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s an abstract metaphor.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Only the artist truly knows,” I replied cryptically. 
 
    “I’m not sure an artist made that. It looks like a giant ball bearing. We had similar things on some of the biggest drills we used. It’s to prevent friction.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the metaphor.” 
 
    “You keep asteroid drills from overheating?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never tried.” 
 
    “Hank?” a man questioned. 
 
    It was that bogus priest guy who stopped by my apartment. 
 
    “Oh, hey. This is Reverend…uh, Dongdong? And this is Blokhead,” I said. 
 
    “Reverend Master Dongong. We weren’t expecting you so soon,” he replied. 
 
    I noticed there were about twenty people in the little clearing by my statue. They looked like a sorry bunch. Anyone who could be taken in by this huckster had to be a rube. 
 
    Dongong had a microphone and he addressed the little audience. 
 
    “And this is Hard Luck Hank, just like the plaque says! Would you like to say a few words or are you still recovering from your transcendental reincarnation?” 
 
    He put the mic in my face. 
 
    “I’m actually just passing through. I have work to do. But I may be back later in the week,” I replied. 
 
    “Are you working on things for Thad Elon?” he asked expectantly, and then pushed the mic back at me with a wink. 
 
    “Um. Sure,” I replied. 
 
    The small group all seemed impressed by that and applauded. 
 
    “This is dumb. Come on,” Blokhead said. 
 
    “Safe travels, Hank. We look forward to learning of your endeavors.” 
 
    As we continued on, our parade followed us through the park and somewhat disrupted Reverend Master Dongong’s charade. His speaker system couldn’t compete with the throng of partiers and they had to wait until we passed. 
 
    “What was that about?” Blokhead asked me. 
 
    “Nothing. I have a lot of jobs. I work as much as I can to make ends meet,” I said. 
 
    “Right. You just cleared 2.34 million. I haven’t made that much in my entire life, combined.” 
 
    “Maybe you can be my next butler,” I taunted. 
 
    Blokhead stopped and slowly, methodically turned to face me. We were in an intersection and so we blocked traffic in four directions. 
 
    “First off, you insult me again and there’s going to be a problem. Specifically, a problem with you breathing past your broken teeth. Second, you disrespect Cliston again, and you’re going to have a problem…breathing past your broken teeth.” 
 
    “What’s with the teeth? And how is that insulting Cliston?” 
 
    “You’re trying to say I could do what he does. Which is demeaning to his accomplishments.” 
 
    “I’m not making fun of Cliston. He’s my friend.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like it,” Blokhead replied, and he continued onward without any further threats to my dentistry. 
 
    The party that was following enjoyed it while we were going through enjoyable areas, but now we were headed out toward the sparser, more industrial areas of the city. The parade decided to loop back around on itself and after an hour or so we were alone. 
 
    “We’re a little early. That’s the spot on the end right,” he said, gesturing to a distant warehouse. 
 
    Many years ago, I had a movie producer ask me for details on where crime took place, considering I was an expert. 
 
    She was concerned that too many crime movies had a setting of warehouses. She said they only did that because they were shooting on sound stages, which were really easy to make look like warehouses—and there was ample room for all the technical equipment and people. 
 
    I replied that, if anything, warehouses were underrepresented in tele films. Crime, and meetings between criminals, largely took place on the streets. When it was a notch above that, it might be a club or bar. Anything else and it was a warehouse. 
 
    Warehouses were perfect for criminals. They could be rented by the month or even the week. They were big, open spaces that could contain anything, didn’t easily get damaged, and they were usually in out-of-the-way areas. And the landlords rarely cared what was going on, because it wasn’t a vital, hands-on business—it couldn’t be, because the payment was too low. They had to rent a bunch just to have a steady income and they couldn’t keep track of them all. 
 
    I knew crooks who tried to use other venues. Like they would lease a floor in a thriving office park. “No one will think to look for us here,” they’d proclaim. 
 
    Sure, they will. Because you got a few thousand office workers coming and going every day, and ten idiots packing guns who clearly don’t belong. It only takes a handful of those cubicle jockeys to call the cops for things to blow up. 
 
    And while the Belvaille police didn’t bother crime too much, they had a vested interest in protecting businesses. They weren’t going to let a handful of criminals thrive and thousands of legitimate office workers suffer. That was bad economics at the very least. And public servants wouldn’t last long if the public hated them. 
 
    There was an implicit agreement that criminals didn’t harass citizens—too much. MTB might look the other way at what I did. But if I started sticking up people in dark alleys, he’d tell me to quit it. 
 
    Warehouses were good for everyone. So it was not surprising that’s where Blokhead and I were headed. 
 
    “So what can you tell me about this guy?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I don’t know nothing. He’s got money.” 
 
    “That’s good enough.” 
 
    We entered the warehouse and there was a group waiting. They all immediately perked up and paid attention when we came in. 
 
    There was low lighting in the building. Must have been forty-foot ceilings and cheap bulbs way up there. It was drafty and cold. The floor was concrete with thick pillars all over. 
 
    There were a few partitioned mini-rooms to the sides that could be used for offices, but they were drab and unfurnished. Just makeshift walls and a door, with glass windows to keep an eye on your workers. 
 
    The group was standing in about the center of the warehouse where there were strewn some piles of leftover forklift pallets. Some of the men had been sitting, but all rose when we came in. 
 
    “Yo. This here the guy I telled youse about,” Blokhead said. I found it odd he adopted a grittier vocabulary for this presentation. 
 
    “Greetings. I am pleased you could come. I have another offer that might be of interest to you,” the central man replied. 
 
    As we drew near, I got a better look at everyone. The man who was clearly in charge and addressing me was in full-body life support. At first you think, oh, how scary, wrap-around mask and rubberized suit. But with as many species as our empire had, that wasn’t uncommon. 
 
    And, honestly, I really liked working with people in life-support getup. Because let’s face it, most criminals were ugly. Not all of us were hideous. Garm was the clear stand out of course. But there was also Pretty Boy Jeesh and Good-Looking Mateo. And on a scale of 1-10 they were maybe 5s. Which gave you an idea of our skewed demographics.  
 
    But more obviously, for someone to live long term in any place, it was highly recommended you could survive without much in the way of artificial protection. While our technology was really good in that arena and the devices were cheap, they still weren’t as comfortable as not having them. And if you had to wear a containment suit all the time, that became a drag. Furthermore, if stepping on a thumbtack ruptured your suit and caused your face to melt, well, no one wanted that kind of stress. 
 
    Anyone wearing a suit like that was a species from another region—one that couldn’t live on Belvaille. And that’s exactly what I expected. If he was interested in buying relics, he wasn’t from around here. And he certainly wasn’t going to stay around here. 
 
    He had a crew of six people with him and they were mostly unprotected as far as biologics. They had a few gizmos here and there to help out, but they weren’t likely to go into convulsions if a bit of pollen drifted their way.  
 
    I could tell his crew also weren’t from around here. It’s not as if I knew every malcontent on Belvaille. Or that I could even name all the species that were in the city. 
 
    But Belvaille had its own style. Its own fashion. While aliens wore their native garments in most cases, they put a Belvaille twist on them. We had a climate. It didn’t matter if you came from an ice planet, if you wore a tundra suit here, you’d overheat and die.  
 
    Ours was an incredibly cosmopolitan city with a huge assortment of races. People picked and chose the best bits and bobs from each culture. People were simply exposed to a variety of styles that other regions didn’t know about. However, we were also an incredibly dangerous city with a thriving criminal element. And that influenced fashion. 
 
    Businessmen often wore gun holsters or knife scabbards, even though they were empty. I’d seen bandoliers and grenade clips—the last one on a nurse who didn’t even know what it was.  
 
    They’d have those items massaged and tricked out so that they were appropriate to their line of work, but there was an undercurrent of violence permeating everything. People wanted to make themselves not appear as if they were easy prey. If they had to carry a briefcase for work, would it hurt anything to use an ammunition can instead? If it made a thief hesitate for even a few seconds, that was a big deal. 
 
    Life Support’s crew were all wearing casual clothes, but they were brand new. They had clearly been purchased here in the city. And they weren’t properly accessorized. They just bought whatever was on the shelf. 
 
    And all of those guys were alert. They were poised—with literally good posture. And they were serious without a hint of flair or flamboyance or ego. 
 
    From all that, I was sure that they worked in government. I didn’t know which government. But those were not cheap thugs. They were pretending to be cheap thugs, but if anyone was an expert on that subject, it was me, and I could see right through them. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. “What’s this regarding?” 
 
    “Regarding,” Blokhead scoffed. 
 
    “You recently performed a function for the Adjunct Overwatch of this locality,” Life Support continued. 
 
    “The what?” I feigned. 
 
    “You were working for Judoth Hartler?” Blokhead asked. “That’s why you wanted to know if I was hired by government.” 
 
    “The who?” I continued, the act not fooling anyone. 
 
    “There is the matter of the absconded elements from the elevated installation situated overhead,” Life Support stated. 
 
    That gibberish took me a while to unravel. I had never heard of the Upper City referred to that way. This guy was really not from around here. 
 
    I suppose I knew he wasn’t going to offer me a bunch of cash to trim his lawn or bury a loved one, but I specifically lied to Judoth Hartler because I wanted nothing more to do with the Colmarian government—or any government. 
 
    I could handle crooks. I could handle regular people. But governments were too big to handle let alone understand. Our government could inadvertently exterminate entire planets just because of a clerical error. 
 
    I didn’t know if this guy was Colmarian Confederation or another one, but either way, I wanted to leave. 
 
    “I don’t know nothing about any of that stuff,” I replied cautiously. “I think you have the wrong guy.” 
 
    “No, ’dis him. Hank. He was workering with the Adjunct Overwatch,” Blokhead said. 
 
    “I am not seeking to impugn your previous executor. The task for you is to merely set to right those constituents that have heretofore been evacuated surreptitiously,” Life Support said.  
 
    “So, uh…huh?” I asked. 
 
    “Who are you?” I heard a voice demand from behind me. 
 
    At first, I was glad for the distraction, but when I turned to see who it was, I watched Judoth Hartler enter the warehouse with about fifteen armed men. 
 
    Life Support’s crew all reached around the pallets and drew weapons from where they had been hidden. They even held their guns like professionals. 
 
    “Salutations. I am Garith Malorn Tre, Indigo Tradesman of the Fifth Constabulary of the Colmarian Confederation,” Life Support—Garith—stated. 
 
    “And what’s all that mean? I’m Judoth Hartler, Adjunct Overwatch of Belvaille. Your men need to lower their weapons immediately.” 
 
    “It means that I am the ranking representative for Colmarian Intelligence Services in this Sector,” Garith continued. 
 
    “Crap,” I whispered. Not because I believed all of what was being said, but because the potential for things going really bad just skyrocketed. 
 
    “I’ve been monitoring your activities. Did you honestly think I wouldn’t know about your little side deal?” Judoth sneered. 
 
    There was a brief lull in the aggressive conversation. 
 
    “Are you talking to me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    “I just got here. I don’t know this guy,” I said. 
 
    “You handed over my lawfully secured relics to someone you don’t even know?” Judoth asked. 
 
    “It is you who has acted antipodean to statute and directive,” Garith replied. 
 
    “You are under arrest,” Judoth Hartler proclaimed. And it was such a blanket statement, we weren’t sure who it was directed at. 
 
    “I’m just a messenger. I was about to leave,” Blokhead replied, though no one was paying attention to him. 
 
    “It is you, yourself, who is to be remanded as per the Fifth Constabulary’s Order on Malnutrition,” Garith replied to the Adjunct Overwatch. 
 
    Judoth’s men had their guns ready and Garith’s men had their guns ready. 
 
    “Hank. You know I am the ultimate authority on this planet. If you and your friend assist in capturing this pretender, all will be forgiven.” 
 
    “He’s not my friend,” I said. 
 
    “Hank and the entity known as ‘Blokhead,’ if you do not provide cooperation in our efforts, you will find yourself indicted for grand larceny, treason, and synaptic malfeasance,” Garith stated. 
 
    “Okay. One minute. We need to talk this over,” I said to the assembled group. 
 
    “Who, me?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you. Let’s go in there,” I said. 
 
    The two of us slowly moved into the little adjoining office and closed the door behind us. Looking through the windows, I predicted we were moments away from a bloodbath. 
 
    “Well, this sucks. Thanks for the invite,” I told him. 
 
    “Here’s what I figure: we hang back in here and watch. If my side wins, I’ll vouch for you and say what a great guy you are. If your side wins, you do the same for me. We got a deal?” Blokhead asked. 
 
    “No. That’s not going to work here. These aren’t the kind of guys that are going to let us sit on the sidelines. If we do nothing then we’re going to get a chance to become friends for real as we spend the next thousand years on some prison planet.” 
 
    “You got any guns with you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, this shotgun,” I said, showing him. 
 
    “You any good with that thing?” he asked skeptically, seeing the clunky design. 
 
    “Sure. If I can get close enough. And if they don’t have on body armor. And aren’t moving very fast.” 
 
    “So you’re not good with it.” 
 
    “Do you have any weapons?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t know this was going to be civil-service civil war. A minute ago, we were in a damn parade.” 
 
    “What about that big drill you killed your buddy with? That was impressive.” 
 
    “He wasn’t my buddy. Not sure if you noticed but that drill just about wrecked my chassis. I never used it before. It was a leftover from the olden days. I took it off before it rattled my brain to pieces.” 
 
    “Well, damn. What do you know about your guy? Be straight with me because we need to pick one,” I said. 
 
    “I was straight. I don’t know nothing about him. I suppose if we got to pick, we should choose your guy, right? He’s Adjunct Overwatch and he’s got way more shooters with him.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, trying to think. 
 
    “Hey, I got it.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “We go out there and start fighting. You and me against each other. Like, you’re saying I’m too good and taking all your business. And I’ll say you’re a fat, entitled slob who doesn’t deserve any of the great stuff he’s been given. Then we slug it out. We won’t hurt each other, obviously, but it will make it seem like we’re doing something.” 
 
    “You’re not hearing me, man. This isn’t a gang war. These aren’t gutter rats stealing candy. These are one, or two, government officials who are processing the theft of Thad Elon relics.” 
 
    “So? I don’t care about the dumb Upper City. I don’t know a thing about it,” Blokhead said. 
 
    “Well, I do. I know all about Thad Elon and his works,” I replied. 
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t have no connection to him.” 
 
    “I lied. We took a risk and got involved with something we should never have messed with and this is the result. But they aren’t going to let us be neutral.” 
 
    “Whoever you and I pick is going to win. We just need to pick the same,” he said. 
 
    “This has an implication beyond this one skirmish.” 
 
    “Implication. Skirmish. Can’t you stop being a prig for even a second? I think we should side with Judoth Hartler.” 
 
    I was quiet a moment. 
 
    “Hurry up, dummy. They’re about to blow each other away,” Blokhead added. 
 
    “Judoth Hartler has done nothing but lie to me. He’s used illegal funds. Illegal methods. He’s a former Jindary who took off his mask because he wanted more.” 
 
    “Huh? Is that some gossip you just heard on the street? Because I’m not risking my life based on that.” 
 
    “No. It’s from a woman I worked for on Tip Topper Lane.” 
 
    “Figures. Hank don’t work for no one except someone on the city’s wealthiest street—at least parts of it.” 
 
    “Judoth has been shifty and false with me every step.” 
 
    “So what? He’s a crook like everyone else. Like you and me.” 
 
    “We’re not Adjunct Overwatch. We’re not pretending to be legit. He’s messing with the Upper City—in some way. I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “And you trust the other guy more? You’ve only seen him for five minutes and heard him say three confusing sentences.” 
 
    “True. But I know Judoth Hartler isn’t trustworthy. Look at those guys with him. Those aren’t Belvaille cops. Those are goons. And look at Garith’s men. They’re experts. And I don’t mean Lower City experts.” 
 
    “I saw that. One guy pulled out a snub-nose rattler like he was born holding that gun. And not one of them has smiled or winked or even snuffled their nose.” 
 
    “I just think that—” I began. 
 
    But we were interrupted by shooting. The two sides were at it. There weren’t a lot of objects in the warehouse, but there was a surprising amount of cover. Steel support pillars were all around, and they had thick, concrete bases. It was a standard setup for a warehouse that had heavy vehicles moving heavy loads. You didn’t want a drunk lift operator bringing down the roof when he bumped into something. 
 
    “We got to pick. I’m going Indigo Garith,” I said. 
 
    “Okay. Sure. You go first. You got the gun, you’re a tiny bit faster than me, and I’m heavier than you.” 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure, but alright. Let’s hope this works out,” I said. 
 
    I rushed out of the little office and began heading toward Judoth Hartler’s side. It was a long haul because they had all retreated from each other and gotten behind cover. 
 
    “Hank, take them out. I’ll triple your pay,” the Adjunct Overwatch shouted. 
 
    That alone reassured me I was choosing right. Judoth Hartler was a government worker, not an entrepreneur. When I had rescued a royal Ank child and saved our entire empire from economic collapse, the Colmarian government had rewarded me by giving me a grand total of zero credits. 
 
    Sure, Garm was a crook when she was Adjunct Overwatch. But we all knew that. And she wouldn’t dream of messing with the Upper City. And if she wanted me to do something good, for the benefit of the Confederation, she wouldn’t bribe me with millions of credits stolen from city funds. 
 
    I didn’t know Life Support Garith. But I knew Judoth Hartler. 
 
    “All of you working for the Adjunct Overwatch—that man,” I clarified, pointing, just in case these fools didn’t know what was going on. “Put down your weapons and surrender.” 
 
    “I’ll burn you, you fat fool! I knew you sold me out,” Judoth yelled. Which wasn’t the wording you used if you felt someone was an unpatriotic traitor. 
 
    I turned to see how far away Blokhead was in backing me up. There was no way these guys were going to shoot past two bulletproof bullies. We could slowly coral them and force their submission. Or we could push them out of hiding if nothing else. 
 
    But Blokhead wasn’t right behind me. He had left the office where we talked, turned, and was heading to the side exit. It wasn’t a very fast getaway, but it was a getaway. He was leaving me here to sort out militant government factions on my own. Bastard. 
 
    I moved to the first pillar where two of the Adjunct Overwatch guys were crouching. So far, no one had shot at me.  
 
    But now I was looming over two petty crooks fighting for their lives. It was obvious they were rent-a-jerks. They dressed like Belvaille. They acted like Belvaille. And their wide-eyed panic proved that even their limited intellect recognized this was a sorry situation they found themselves in. 
 
    “Hey. Stop shooting,” I said. And I kicked one, but it wasn’t very hard because he was moving around taking potshots. 
 
    But no one heeded my wonderful advice.  
 
    I scanned the combat and despite vastly outnumbering the Indigo Department, the Belvaille thugs were getting massacred. There were bodies everywhere and more appearing by the second. 
 
    Garith Life Support himself had not moved.  
 
    He was in the exact same spot he was earlier like this was just a minor diversion. The fact he wasn’t shot to pieces was proof positive that he wasn’t wearing life support; that was some kind of crazy body armor. 
 
    “Dispatch them, so we may continue,” Garith told me. 
 
    I pointed my shotgun at the guys. 
 
    “Stop,” I warned them. 
 
    So of course they started shooting at me. I didn’t blame them. I was four feet away in a firefight and pulled a gun. But the poor guys were armed with cheap pistols. Actual junk that a pawn shop would be embarrassed to stock. If Judoth Hartler had armed them, he didn’t do them any favors. 
 
    But I had picked sides and now I had to follow through. I didn’t have anything against these guys, I didn’t know them, but I had a policy of shooting back when people shot me—otherwise it set a bad precedent. 
 
    Blam. Blam. 
 
    I unloaded two rounds of double-barrel buckshot. Not even I could miss at this range. The first guy was killed. The second had tried to scramble away and I hit him mostly in the side. But the Indigo crew finished him off when he popped out of cover. He was shot twice in the head instantly. That’s how good that other team was. 
 
    But this was miserable.  
 
    I wasn’t a death squad. I sought to avoid crap like this. 
 
    These fools clearly hadn’t been expecting a fight of this magnitude and as their numbers dwindled against the superior firepower, tactics, skill, and protections of the Indigo side, a desperate fear gripped them.  
 
    Some tried to run and were cut down before they got two steps. Most were cringing and cowering. A few threw out their weapons and stood with their hands raised—only to be killed. 
 
    Time slows down in a fight like this. It can feel like an eternity. Like you’re making a thousand decisions—more than you had in decades of living. But I knew from experience it was an illusion.  
 
    The whole battle probably took less than two minutes. 
 
    The body of the second man by me hadn’t even fully slumped to the ground when the shooting began to slow down, because there was no one left to shoot. 
 
    “Hank. I’ll give you anything you want. I have a buyer. More money than you could possibly spend,” Judoth Hartler exclaimed, though he obviously didn’t know my spending habits. 
 
    The Indigo team held their fire. There was no way that they missed taking out the Adjunct Overwatch. Judoth Hartler had been in front when this whole mess started, so he had the furthest to go to reach cover.  
 
    They had allowed him to survive.  
 
    Garith’s team were alert, but reserved. They were reloading. Restocking. Moving to better angles. But they were waiting for me. 
 
    Damn. Why did I ever mess with the Upper City? 
 
    I moved a bit closer to Judoth Hartler. I had one shot left in my revolver shotgun and no reloads.  
 
    But I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to murder an Adjunct Overwatch based on the confusing word of a random guy in body armor.  
 
    “Arrest him,” I said. “He can’t resist. He should be tried.” 
 
    “We are wasting precious time of which we have little remaining. There exists activities for you to accomplish, yet I require you to appreciate the implications of your actions,” Garith warned. 
 
    Already I was being treated like a toady.  
 
    I could try and leave. Pull a Blokhead. But I knew this wasn’t a typical warehouse fight. This wasn’t about Judoth Hartler. It wasn’t even about me.  
 
    This issue was big enough that it pulled in an insanely competent governmental organization. 
 
    We all thought of the Colmarian Confederation as garbage—because it was. I’m not sure how many citizens we had, probably no one knew. Trillions? Quadrillions? Imagine if you could select the best .001% of all those people. Just some series of tests, like any government has, to see your placement. Find out if you’re good enough to push paper around. 
 
    And if you pass enough tests, you take more. And more. And more. And then you end up here, gunning down guys who couldn’t possibly beat you—didn’t even have a chance. Because out of septillions of candidates, you were one of the top. 
 
    Those crazy-skilled guys were expecting me to kill Judoth Hartler. They had a hundred—a thousand—opportunities to do it themselves. But they were waiting on me. And if I didn’t do it…well, they were really skilled and I’d find out what was in store for me. 
 
    I walked closer and watched Judoth Hartler firing with wild abandon. He still hadn’t climbed out of the adrenaline fog, but I think it was slowly dawning on him that this was hopeless. 
 
    “Judoth, give up. You can’t win,” I said. 
 
    He replied by firing at me several times, and missing with each shot. Which showed how panicked he was. 
 
    “Think of the people back on your home world. Think of Horp-Washe,” I said. 
 
    And he stopped. He stared at me with his mouth open.  
 
    Looking at him now, sweat-streaked face, his scant gray hair matted flat, I could maybe make out the faint scars where a metal mask might once have been secured to his face. A caste marker that forever limited who he was and what he could be.  
 
    “If you go down like this, you’ll prove them all right. They’ll say, ‘We told you he was rotten.’ You’ll undo what you tried to fix. The castes will be stronger than ever,” I said. 
 
    He blinked his eyes rapidly in thought.  
 
    He stood up straight, forgoing his cover. His body was exposed. He had made a decision. 
 
    He took several steps toward me and began firing.  
 
    Judoth Hartler did not seem crazy. He did not even seem particularly upset. If anything, he was calm. Resigned. 
 
    “Judoth…” I began, covering my face instinctively. 
 
    The Adjunct Overwatch was out of ammunition. He threw his gun at me. 
 
    I looked over to Garith and his troops, but they were still waiting.  
 
    And I just felt like crap. I felt that no matter what I did, I was screwed. 
 
    Judoth searched around and got one of his fallen men’s handguns. He had to unjam it before he could begin shooting at me again, and it jammed after one shot. 
 
    But he knew what he was doing. He knew where this was going. Everyone did.  
 
    I just didn’t want to do it. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. 
 
    And I shot Judoth Hartler from about ten feet away, killing the small man instantly. 
 
    Garith’s soldiers sprang into action and began searching, sorting, and handling the dead. They were just…good. In about five minutes, the corpses were ready to be removed by a truck that had already been backed into place. Like hauling away fifteen corpses was a typical afternoon’s work. 
 
    Garith approached me while I sulked. I could see that the outer layers of his “life support” had been shot up. So this was just a costume to throw you off. 
 
    The amount of preparation and paranoia that these people displayed was incredible. A couple groups like this, with this level of expertise, were probably the only things keeping our empire together. 
 
    “You must return the constituents to their original location within twenty-nine hours and fourteen minutes,” Garith said. 
 
    “Please explain that.” 
 
    One of the soldiers came over with a medium-sized briefcase and handed it to me. 
 
    I didn’t want to open it. But I only had twenty-nine hours to do something. And I guessed at the end of that duration, if I did nothing, I would not be given an award for tardiness. 
 
    Inside were the two relics we found at the campsite, and the scanner that Judoth Hartler had given us. 
 
    “Crap,” I muttered. “So I need to put them back in the jungle?” 
 
    “You must return them to the elevated installation from whence they came.” 
 
    “The Upper City? How? Can you get me access?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I chuckled. It was just too much. 
 
    “So you going to charge me with larceny? Because that’s way preferrable to me trying to break into the Upper City. I’ll never get near it,” I said. 
 
    “If you fail to proceed, you will be killed. As well as any of your associates, acquaintances, or friends who are familiar with the appropriated materials. We cannot allow this breech to be known.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s not much of a pep talk. You forgot to say you were also going to kill my family,” I replied. 
 
    “You do not have family.” 
 
    “Wow. Again. And you want me to do this within hours?” 
 
    “The communications installation you uncovered southeast of this location has accelerated events and put all entities on alert.” 
 
    “Yeah. No kidding. Look, guy, I can’t get to the Upper City. Get me a pass on the shuttle and I’ll put those things wherever you want.” 
 
    “You cannot utilize official routes. The nations of the galaxy deploy security liaisons on the ground and at the debarkation point of said shuttle craft.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t exactly drop down from space.” 
 
    “No. The constituents would be destroyed upon reentry.” 
 
    “Right. And I can’t walk there,” I said. 
 
    “It requires specific engineering to reach the installation.” 
 
    “I know. And you’re saying I can’t get clearance.” 
 
    “Shuttle SC 0298-71-4220.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “That is the designation of the conveyance you used to transit the forest locale. The shuttle has engines capable of attaining the installation.” 
 
    “You want me to try and fly to the Upper City on a private shuttle? Without permission? They’ll shoot us down. There’s anti-aircraft guns all over the city now.” 
 
    “Yes. That is a concern.” 
 
    “Concern? I’ll be dead.” 
 
    “It is our estimation that such a vessel will be able to claim malfunction. It now possesses a record of being mechanically unsuitable. You will then be able to drop onto the installation before the shuttle is disabled.” 
 
    “You want me to parachute onto the Upper City? That’s insane.” 
 
    “No. A parachute would be detected, resulting in seizure. You must drop.” 
 
    I stared at him. But he sure sounded serious.  
 
    “Every ship that has ever tried to reach the Upper City without authorization has been destroyed. All of them.” 
 
    “The installation has defenses. But they will not engage you.” 
 
    “How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Because I do,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll be scanned and killed. As soon as I take off, they’ll know I’m in it and they won’t hesitate to shoot us down if we go even a bit off course.”  
 
    “You, Hank, cannot be scanned. They will not detect anyone on the shuttle other than the Keilvin Kamigan pilot. And if the vessel is consumed, he will be unharmed.” 
 
    “How do you know I can’t be scanned?” I said.  
 
    It was true. It was incredibly difficult to scan me on account of my mutation. Even when I was in the hospital, all their robust medical gear couldn’t tell what was going on under my skin. Even if they put an actual scanner inside me, it couldn’t do anything. They just hooked me up to feeding tubes and let my body heal itself. 
 
    “Time is elapsing. The consequences of failure cannot be overstated.” 
 
    This was scary stuff. In a lot of ways.  
 
    This guy knew everything—even though he said it in a weird way. Like he knew every step, including having that shuttle be outfitted with absurd engines. As if that was a complicated ploy—which was done years ago—to reach the day when an unscannable Ontakian could replace stolen artifacts that hadn’t been stolen yet. 
 
    And my rational mind told me to refuse. Get the hell away from all this. It was crazy on top of crazy. 
 
    But my gut told me I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    I had just killed the Adjunct Overwatch. 
 
    Me.  
 
    They had gotten me to do that and they didn’t seem fazed. It was absolutely expected. I could see it on the faces of the soldiers. 
 
    There was one test I felt I could do to cement how legitimate this was or wasn’t: 
 
    “Is there any payment?” I asked. 
 
    And Garith tilted his helmet as if he didn’t understand. 
 
    “Like if I pull this off, do I get paid? Is there a reward?” I clarified. 
 
    “You and your associates shall not be executed.” 
 
    Okay. That proved these were really government people. 
 
    “So what do I need to do?” I asked. 
 
    “I have already elucidated the requirements,” he said. And then he began to leave.  
 
    They all did. I was stunned.  
 
    Not only had they perfectly gunned down all the enemies, but they’d sorted and loaded up the corpses faster than 100 expert gravediggers on amphetamines. The same soldiers did it all. They didn’t have underlings do it or lower-caste members. They did everything themselves, including drive the truck.  
 
    And now they were on their way out. 
 
    “But how? Where do I put the relics?” I asked.  
 
    “Once you alight, you will be contacted by our representatives. Time is critical.” 
 
    “How do I know your people from other people? From other empires out to arrest me?” I called after him. 
 
    “You will know.” 
 
    “Hey! If I do this, will you leave me and my friends alone?” 
 
    Garith paused. 
 
    “You have my word,” he said.  
 
    And his word was either totally rock solid, or totally false. There was no in between.  
 
    I just didn’t know which it was. 
 
    And just like that, they were gone. The truck filled with corpses and soldiers drove away. 
 
    Other than the bullet holes, there was no indication there had been a fight here. They had picked up the spent casings and even put something down to soak up the blood. 
 
    It was surreal.  
 
    I was ready to pass this off as a hallucination. None of this was possible. 
 
    But I was holding a suitcase with three relics inside. 
 
    That’s also how I knew they were the upper echelons of expertise in our government. They were confident they could leave a box of relics with me. There wasn’t even a second of hesitation. I didn’t have to sign for it or anything.  
 
    And that’s also how I knew how much trouble I was in. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    Doomed Flight 
 
    I didn’t have long to put together this suicide mission. And let’s be clear: that’s what it was.  
 
    When I hinted that I wanted more money for the Adjunct Overwatch job, it was because I was responsible for bringing it to all my friends. And now they were all in danger of governmental erasure and the Adjunct Overwatch was dead—by my hand.  
 
    Word hadn’t gotten out of Judoth Hartler’s death yet, it hadn’t even been a full day—and the government goons who had taken the body were keeping it under wraps. But there was a sense in the city that something, somewhere had happened. And it was all bad. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Indigo Garith would keep his word and leave everyone alone. I wasn’t sure I could even return the relics to the unreachable Upper City. But I was pretty sure that I was either going to die in the attempt or be imprisoned. Or both. 
 
    I left instructions with Cliston on what to do should I perish. He needed to try and find some way to keep birds from pooping on my statue, or have it removed. I wasn’t going to be remembered by future generations as a big, crap-covered bronze ball. After that, if he could invent a dessert caramel in my honor, I would be grateful. 
 
    I had to pull in all my favors and partial favors and friends and people I was friendly with in order to plan my suicide. 
 
    I liked to think of myself as a straight shooter. Not in the literal sense. I was a terrible marksman. But I was straight with people. I explained things how they really were and let them decide. Usually they didn’t have much choice, but I think they appreciated that I was at least honest about it. 
 
    But this was the one instance where I didn’t tell anyone anything. I only said that I needed their help and if I told them more, then they could potentially be in as much trouble as I was.  
 
    Oh, and I was expecting to die. 
 
    Normally, that kind of stuff doesn’t go over well. You know: “I need you to do this very difficult thing and I can’t tell you why.” Amongst criminals, that was a good sign that you should walk away very swiftly. 
 
    To my amazement, everyone, and I mean every single person I spoke with, immediately responded and gave their utmost. There wasn’t any backtalk or sarcasm or hesitation. I’m not sure if it was because they could see how serious I was or because I had never kept people in the dark before. 
 
    But it reminded me of the fable of The Girl Who Cried Flood. I had heard that expression many times, but didn’t actually know where it came from. I had kidnapped a guy a long time ago and we sat around talking—not much else to do when you kidnap someone. Anyway, he explained the origin of that expression. 
 
    Once upon a thing, a girl lived by a big dam. You know, one of those big buildings that keeps back water. And there was a city underneath the dam. Or maybe it was a village. I’m not sure. 
 
    Anyway, this girl would always go into the borough and be like, “There’s a huge hole in the dam and it’s going to flood the town!” 
 
    So everyone would rush up there. They’d check it out, and spend a bunch of money and time and probably pay a bunch of taxes trying to fix it, only there was no hole. She was making it up. 
 
    Maybe she was trying to con them out of repairs. You know, inflating the dangers and then making money off tools or workmen—typical scam stuff. Or maybe she operated a rival dam. Like upstream or something. So she was trying to sabotage the competitor so she could get more of the water for herself. Or she could have been trying to buy out the dam for cheap and would lower the cost if everyone thought it was full of holes. 
 
    Actually, it’s called “Girl Who Cried.” And I think girl generally means young. So I’m not sure why she did it, but she did. 
 
    So after doing this for years and years, everyone stopped believing her. She’d be like, “The hamlet is going to flood!” And everyone would ignore her. 
 
    But then one day she was up at the dam, grocery shopping, and sure enough, there was a huge hole in it. Big enough that it would flood the whole district down there. 
 
    So she runs back and is like, “Hey, you’re never going to guess, but there’s a big-ass hole in the dam. Everyone needs to get out because this place is going to flood.” 
 
    But they’ve heard this a million times and know she’s just trying to swindle them. So they all stay put and the town floods and everyone dies. 
 
    Actually, that’s a bad moral. Because it kind of implies that you should believe everyone always, even when they have a big history of lying. 
 
    Maybe what happened was that there was a holiday. So everyone was on vacation. So when she runs down to tell people to leave, they were all off skiing and she’s the only one in the city when it floods and she dies. 
 
    Actually, that’s a sucky moral, too. Because that means she shouldn’t have bothered telling anyone and she would have lived. 
 
    I think maybe I don’t remember the story that well. I guess the whole point is: you don’t do that. You know?  
 
    You just say stuff like it is and don’t lie.  
 
    I mean, sure, we all lie. You inflate the costs of stuff and say this is good quality when it’s not and that shirt doesn’t make you look like a squished spider. But you don’t lie about big stuff.  
 
    So then when you really say the village is going to flood, people believe you. 
 
    I told everyone I needed their help because I was about to die and if I told them more then they were going to die. And that was a good-enough explanation. 
 
    The one person who knew was Zo. I couldn’t do any of this without my Keilvin Kamigan. He would have to take a huge risk. 
 
    Well, not a risk in the physical sense. Not even a risk financially. I guess it was more a…reputational risk? So not much of a risk, really.  
 
    But for everyone else, it was a big risk. 
 
    It was frankly amazing how quickly it all came together. I couldn’t get these disparate criminals motivated in a month under normal circumstances. But within about sixteen hours, I was ready to go to my death. 
 
    I first went to the airport. The people side. It was a lot easier to get in over there and I didn’t have to fill out a million forms. 
 
    I found Harran. The sometime Deviant Midnight Ripper who did some kind of scheduling managerial work at the facility. It took a while to get into the back of the employee section, but I eventually arrived at his little office. 
 
    “Hello, Pale Demon,” he said. 
 
    “It’s Hank, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, of course. Sorry, I’ve been really busy. My brain is sizzling.” 
 
    “The Plantation of Hatred and Desolation was a stupid and backward camp of rejects,” I said loudly. 
 
    “Hmm. You’re probably correct.” 
 
    “You had nothing but erotica in your so-called library, and it was bad. Bad writing. Bad characterizations. And not even sexy.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I think most of the writing was shallow and lacked the stamp of personal style. That kind of writing takes many years to cultivate and strong guidance. But we were writing on wood pulp using fungus ink after a hard day of physical labor. Before people got a chance to develop their writing skills, they would usually die from some wilderness mishap.” 
 
    I was trying to get Harran mad at me. Trying to get into a fight. Not many people were actually going to start a fistfight with me, certainly not little Harran. But I wanted to get him angry and cause a scene so people would remember this. 
 
    We were surrounded by office workers and people coming and going in this section of the spaceport, but so far no one was paying attention. Because Harran wasn’t getting upset. It was just me talking loudly and getting his measured replies. 
 
    “I know you’re the Deviant Midnight Ripper serial killer,” I declared. 
 
    “You were right. That’s a silly name that belongs to a feral cat. I don’t use it.” 
 
    “Your mother was a whore,” I said desperately, pulling out a middle school taunt. 
 
    “I actually grew up in an orphanage and didn’t know my parents. People think of orphanages as some horrible, dark places, but I have exceedingly fond memories of it.” 
 
    “That’s an ugly sweater.” 
 
    “Hah, thanks. This is ‘ugly sweater’ week. We try and keep things lighthearted at work. I wasn’t sure if I had missed the mark,” he said. 
 
    “Your eyes are too far apart. And…and you look like an elderly fish!” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been thinking of corrective surgery. But as you stated, I’m getting a bit on in years and my ability to heal from major medical procedures is limited. And who am I trying to impress?” 
 
    I was growing exasperated that Harran wouldn’t grow exasperated. I looked around for something to pick on or insult or something. 
 
    “So are you looking to fly out somewhere or did you just come by for a visit?” he asked. 
 
    “How dare you! How is that any of your business?” 
 
    “Oh, pardon me. I didn’t mean to cause offense by prying.” 
 
    “Too late! I’ll teach you to pry!” 
 
    I picked up a nearby chair and threw it at one of the windows on an adjacent office. But it bounced off boringly. People who had been walking in the hallway merely stepped around the ricocheting chair without so much as a glance or missed step. 
 
    “That’s safety glass. Quite durable. Did you mean to drop that chair or would you like another one?” Harran asked. 
 
    “My name is Hank!” 
 
    “Yes. I’m terribly sorry for calling you by the wrong  sobriquet.” 
 
    “I am leaving the airport and never returning! I am Hank!” 
 
    “It was good of you to stop by. Nice seeing you,” he replied. 
 
    “Screw you! I’m never coming back to this port. Do you hear me? I am Hank and I’m leaving!” 
 
    “Okay. Be well.” 
 
    I got a few brief glances as I went through my histrionics, but I think people were simply too busy to pay me much notice. These were folks that worked at a bustling, intergalacitc spaceport and were used to every type of alien and culture. I might just be another strange species that was particularly vocal. 
 
    I kicked a few more chairs and stormed off. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t actually leave the airport. I used part of MTB’s supersecret methods of quarantine avoidance to get from the employee side of the public port to the private, ship side. It was not a fast, nor a safe journey.  
 
    One trick I leveraged was the trash strike. Beforehand, I had made use of my contacts in the garbage industry. And by contacts I mean the fact they knew who I was because Judoth Hartler had put in “my” recommendations and increased their work hours. I told them of plans to extend their workweek even longer and cut their pay. And that it was all going to start at the spaceport today—barring no interruptions. 
 
    So, of course, they were furious. Furious at me. Furious at the port. And none of them showed up for work. And those that were here, left.  
 
    That allowed me to pass around in the garbage areas without as much notice. Yes, if I survived, the sanitation engineers of the city were going to totally despise me. But I didn’t expect to survive, so it didn’t matter. 
 
    Even with the garbage workers striking, I needed a lot more help behind the scenes. 
 
    To that end, I relied upon Blokhead. 
 
    You think I’d be crazy to trust that cyborg after he not only murdered his previous teammates but also left me to deal with the government mess I now found myself in. But it only took me reminding him of that for him to do whatever I wanted.  
 
    I didn’t even have to threaten him. In fact, it probably would have worked less if I did threaten him. 
 
    Blokhead was honestly ashamed that I, the super-aristocratic Hank, had stood there and taken the shots that he ran away from—well, shambled incredibly slowly from. 
 
    I had only seen part of the methods that Blokhead used to escape from quarantine. I learned he could also disassemble himself. Sure, you think, he’s a machine. But he could also put himself back together. Again, not conceptually difficult. 
 
    Blokhead was massive and unbelievably frightening. But his wrist wasn’t. Or his knee. Those things weren’t even recognizable as being parts of a murderous cyborg. 
 
    So Blokhead had himself express delivered into the bowels of the airport. Piecemeal. And then he just reassembled himself. 
 
    From his vantage point inside the airport, he was able to maneuver me along in my trip. But without MTB’s meticulous planning, which we had used on the way in, there were some gaps I couldn’t pass. Security was too tight.  
 
    And at that moment, Blokhead simply made himself noticed. 
 
    He didn’t go around throwing chairs or spaceships, he just walked about in areas he wasn’t supposed to be in. There were huge layers of security specifically put in place to keep him—and me—out.  
 
    And yet, there he was. 
 
    Tier after tier of Navy personnel and the security details from other empires converged on the cyborg. He didn’t do anything, he just lazily walked around and pretended he didn’t understand or speak or anything. 
 
    Not a difficult act considering when he was first discovered on Belvaille, everyone thought he was a dead Dead. He hadn’t moved for several weeks and it was assumed he was inoperable.  
 
    But I used that distraction to make the last leg of the trip and get into the shuttle with Zo. 
 
    Of course, Zo had no difficulty getting in at all and he made no efforts to hide. He simply asked. They couldn’t stop him if they’d wanted to. 
 
    We were in the same ship we had taken to the woods. The engines were practically still warm from that lengthy flight. Garm had used her pull to get us a pass out on short notice. 
 
    Furthermore, she had gotten an old colleague to rearrange the work schedules of one employee.  
 
    There were a lot of air and space traffic controllers at the port. They coordinated all the ships. Computers weren’t allowed to do it, and they couldn’t hope to interface with all the divergent empires even if it was left up to automation. 
 
    No, it was people talking while looking at radar and out the damn windows. Low-tech in the extreme. 
 
    Along with those controllers were mechanics and engineers and physicists and meteorologists and any other expert on travel between ground and space. Those other people mostly didn’t do anything except be ready to intervene in extreme cases. 
 
    If a ship started experiencing trouble on entering the atmosphere, an air traffic controller wasn’t going to know what to do and there wasn’t enough time to call up a professional. So the professionals sat around waiting for catastrophes. A good gig. I heard they got a lot of reading done.  
 
    The local ship mechanic on active duty was none other than our Chief Engineer of the Fourth Wing, Engines and Rehab. The guy who had overhauled the horrible shuttle we were now in. He must have found it strange he was momentarily assigned to the flight controllers, but it was easy enough to explain: cross-training; or sick leave; or shut up and do what you’re told. Any excuse worked. 
 
    Zo went through the pre-flight checks, communicating regularly with the controllers. More than regularly, in fact. 
 
    He was dropping subtle hints that even though our ship recently had issues, he wanted to try again and see if adjusting the systems would help. That wasn’t the kind of information you passed on to air traffic controllers. Not because it was private, but because those people didn’t have time to chitchat. 
 
    Give your status, destination, and then be silent so they can plot it. 
 
    We were sitting on the ground for over three hours waiting for a departure window. I was anxious as hell, not having much time to spare before Indigo Garith’s team started murderizing. But I think we might have partially been delayed because of Blokhead. 
 
    He pulled so much security away just by meandering along a runway, that it caused precautionary delays all over. If the cyborg had been on a rampage, it would have played out differently. But he made sure to be inoffensive and passive—but also unresponsive. 
 
    As part of the heightened security, our ship was scanned. A bunch. While it was on the ground, it was checked and rechecked. The ship itself was plugged in and basic details could be reviewed at the control tower.  
 
    They even sent someone around to monitor the external lines and electronics. And if that guy had taken the trouble of looking inside the open hull, he would have seen me lying on the floor. And while that might not have ruined everything, I wasn’t on the manifest and I had made a huge scene saying I was leaving the other side of the airport. 
 
    Not only that, but I had three relics with me. 
 
    However, we finally were allowed to take off. 
 
    And this is when it got really tricky. Garm had given us information that not even Indigo Garith seemed to know. 
 
    All those anti-aircraft weapon systems weren’t actually hooked up to any fire control. Meaning, they had to be manually aimed and triggered. 
 
    It was a big deal installing them in the first place. The many empires were scared of having anti-air capabilities underneath the airborne relic. What if they were taken over? What if they malfunctioned? 
 
    As such, the super-scary autocannon and missile batteries were only capable of firing at certain angles and certain directions based upon manual activation. 
 
    Which meant they could easily be avoided. 
 
    However, to avoid them, we’d have to fly in directions we weren’t allowed to fly. Toward the Upper City. 
 
    And if we did that for too long, they would scramble fighters from space or target us with weapons from space. 
 
    So Zo had to fly kind of away from the Upper City while kind of toward it, while occasionally complaining to the observant controllers that this ship wasn’t performing nearly as well as he hoped. 
 
    We had a long way to go. The Upper City was a mile up, which wasn’t far, but you couldn’t travel fast in this area, and just the base of it was a mile up. The city was enormous and we had to get around and then above it. 
 
    Fate was also putting in efforts to help. She was prank calling the airport. 
 
    She was programmed to be a people person. A sexbot. And while she hated doing it, she could also change her voice at will. The reason she didn’t like it was because it made her feel artificial. She had a voice and that’s the one she used. But she could change it—because that made her more successful in her original task. 
 
    And we knew all the weak points at the airport. Specifically, who to call and what to say. 
 
    “Hi, I’m a concerned citizen who lives over on 909th Overpass just outside the airport. I was out for my morning jog when I noticed a blue liquid was coming out of one of those big, square boxes you have on the east side. Just thought I’d pass that on.” 
 
    She made hundreds of calls like that. Everything from suspicious persons to noticing flames on the bottom of a ship that was coming in for a landing. 
 
    My experience with stuff like this was that if there’s an emergency, an organization threw everything they had at it. Like a company-wide burst of adrenaline. But if there’s a hundred emergencies, they become mundane. You just sorted them alphabetically and worked down the list. 
 
    You had to. Maybe there were some who could stay on edge and hyper about every little problem, but those people probably died from stress at age twenty. 
 
    Fate was concerned she would get found out and lose her first tele due to making false reports. But all her calls went through the central switchboard and it lost track of who was calling when it got forwarded. While teles could see who was calling, a place like an airport didn’t care about tracking calls. So they didn’t bother. 
 
    Fate was incredibly persuasive, charming, and clever. And she used those abilities to create panic all across the spaceport. 
 
    Fire departments descended in response to her calls and they weren’t allowed in because of a reported toxin release. Whole departments emptied out because they thought they were being evacuated, while others were told to go enjoy the Thad Elon festivities. It was as much bedlam as one person could create using a simple tele. 
 
    Between the trash strike, Blokhead’s wanderings, and Fate’s crank calls, the airport was experiencing vastly more problems than they usually did.  
 
    Still, the airport was gigantic. Only a tiny percentage of its employees and contractors were afflicted. However, the gossiping nature of an office caused even the unaffected personnel to grow numb to all the issues going on. And that was right about the time Zo and I lifted off. 
 
    “Flight XSC40 vector right 4 degrees maintain 3,000 until clear,” came the call on the radio. 
 
    “Affirm, Control. Experiencing crosswind and turbulence, over,” Zo replied. 
 
    “Hank, this guy is smashing my balls,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “He’s the one anal flight controller up there. Any time I go even a little off course he barks at me to go back. I think we should fly out somewhere and land and wait until a new controller comes in to work. He’s not going to let us fly near the Upper City.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for that. Don’t they have a million controllers up in that tower?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s been assigned to us. It’s random. So he’ll be following for as long as we’re on radar.” 
 
    “Can we request a different controller?” 
 
    “No. That would raise all kinds of warnings. They’d probably ground us immediately.” 
 
    “Are we close enough that we can start the ascent and get around?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. We make a move like that now and they’ll either open fire with those turrets or get some of the Navy ships in orbit to blast us. You’ll die for sure,” he said. 
 
    “How long until his shift is over?” 
 
    “Who knows? They’re all on different schedules so you don’t have like 200 controllers all getting up to go home at the same time, leaving ships flying in circles until the next group can get situated, drink their coffee, and urinate.” 
 
    “Most biological life doesn’t pee that often, Zo,” I said. 
 
    “What’s pee?” 
 
    “I think we have to try. There isn’t time to wait five hours for a shift change.” 
 
    “Hank. They’ll blow this shuttle to little bits. I have no ability to dodge incoming fire. It only takes them a few seconds to press a button. The first shot will kill you.” 
 
    “There wasn’t much of a chance, anyway. But they’re holding us all hostage. Just do like we planned and hope for the best,” I said. 
 
    “Alright. I want you to know, you haven’t been a terrible customer.” 
 
    “Thanks, Zo. Have you ever been in a ship that was exploded before?” 
 
    “Yeah. Three or four times. One of the reasons I became a cab driver. Way less space battles.” 
 
    Zo flipped on the emergency beacon. Red lights turned on inside the cabin. 
 
    “Distress! Distress! Declaring emergency!” Zo radioed. 
 
    “Go ahead, Flight,” the controller responded calmly. 
 
    “Distress. Controls unresponsive. Cannot adjust.” 
 
    “Can you clear? Confirm, Flight.” 
 
    “I’m trying. Signaling damped. Can’t adjust,” Zo said. 
 
    He then switched off the radio and spoke to me in the back. 
 
    “Okay, Hank. You’re going to want to brace yourself, but don’t break the ship.” 
 
    We then began spinning and bucking.  
 
    One moment I was weightless, feeling all my organs floating inside me, free of gravity, my inner ear screaming. The next moment, I was slammed with 10g of force, seconds away from blacking out as all my blood rushed to my left hip. 
 
    I found myself once again in fear-induced time dilation. And I became philosophical. 
 
    We had complained about Zo’s flying because we didn’t know any better. I had been in fast automobiles. Cars that were out of control. And the speed and turbulence was enough to just about fry your senses. 
 
    But this wasn’t a car, it wasn’t even a spaceship gliding through the frictionless ether, it was an airplane. 
 
    If you took a high-performance car and pushed it to its absolute limit, you would be experiencing almost as much as an airplane…if that pilot did absolutely nothing. Without ground friction, without roads, you were on a whole other scale of intensity. 
 
    Zo had told me that my weight was inconsequential to this ship. And as it twirled us and flung us through the thick atmosphere, spitting on the pathetic forces of gravity and wind resistance, it was obvious how powerful this vehicle was. 
 
    Every moment that an airplane wasn’t plummeting to its doom at racecar speeds was a triumph of technology and pilot skill. Because that is what it wanted to do every second of operation.  
 
    And at the moment, Zo was indulging it. 
 
    I wasn’t screaming or yelling. My body wasn’t working well enough for those actions. 
 
    I could vaguely hear radio chatter from the front. Beeping noises. Hurricane winds. And the melodic tones of steel, aluminum, and synthetic fibers all twisting and groaning. 
 
    Several explosions echoed nearby. I knew explosions. They had a distinctive pitch and eardrum resonance. I thought for sure our engines had blown out. 
 
    But it had been shots from an autocannon flak. 
 
    The operators had never used them. Never practiced with them. Regular autocannons were usually armor piercing or high explosive. You shot stuff with them like any regular gun. They were just way bigger. 
 
    Flak rounds were high explosive with extra shrapnel inside. But they also had a timer. Because it was really hard hitting something travelling as fast as an airplane. So you’d just spit out a ton of rounds, saturating the air, and have the timers detonate the shells and make the air dense with shrapnel. 
 
    Kind of like throwing a thousand hand grenades into the sky. 
 
    But the timers were complicated. It was based on the speed of the projectile, the air density, gravity, and altitude of the thing you wanted to kill. 
 
    And none of those values had been properly set because no one knew how to set them. The air traffic controllers knew exactly how high we were. Knew our heading. Knew our speed. If they could have conveyed that to the guy shooting, he could have just about shot me in the kneecaps from the ground. 
 
    But all they did was say, “Hey, blast that thing.” 
 
    And the five gun operators working that turret, who had never actually used it before, and had been playing cards or napping at the time, sprung into action and began flinging shells all around, making the skies of the port truly inhospitable. 
 
    It was hard to tell they were missing badly while I was inside the out-of-control shuttle. My brain was sloshing dangerously. My chest organs had all swapped places like some kind of children’s game, and I barely clung to consciousness. 
 
    But Zo gave me a moment’s respite as he motored up at a pretty consistent speed and angle. 
 
    “We’re past the AA guns’ angle of fire,” he said. 
 
    I could still hear them exploding behind me and I didn’t feel as confident as he apparently was. But a gas cloud could be confident. When this shuttle was destroyed—and it wasn’t a question of if, it was a question of when—he would barely notice.  
 
    I suppose that wasn’t totally fair. Of course he would notice. He merely wouldn’t be harmed. 
 
    “They’re calling in air support. You need to get ready. We’re coming up on the city,” Zo yelled. 
 
    I unstrapped most of my harnesses. We had devised a system that could keep me in place on the ground but also had enough slack that I could transition to a standing position. 
 
    Of course, I’d probably be hanging by my arms, my body flying outside the shuttle, but at least I’d be attached. 
 
    I couldn’t get my bearing. I couldn’t tell how or where or what was going on. Out of the sides I just saw blue, then forest ground, then white. It was like a really violent and visceral strobe light. 
 
    We started to level and there was a bit more control and then, woosh! 
 
    I saw a streak of something on one side and our whole ship flipped and spun and righted. I smacked into the ceiling, then the floor. 
 
    “Combat fighter! It’s early. Must have come from low orbit. That was a warning pass. We got ten seconds!” 
 
    Zo blasted the engines. I felt myself being dragged down, like I was falling through the steel plate they had welded to the deck. 
 
    I saw machinery out the left side. Huge, incomprehensible machinery. 
 
    And then we crested the Upper City. We rose above it. 
 
    And it was glorious. Beautiful. 
 
    An endless city of white.  
 
    Gleaming white with a smattering of blues and blacks. I had never seen the top of the Upper City. It had actual buildings. Skyscrapers. Maybe only handfuls of people had ever been above it before—and not died. 
 
    It was absolutely amazing. Breathtaking. It was the size of a country, extending as far as I could see in all directions. 
 
    “Bail out, now! Go!” 
 
    I tried to jump and failed. I was still connected to my harnesses. My brain had hiccupped due to my present traumas. 
 
    “What are you doing? Get out!” 
 
    I unbuckled the last of the straps and managed to turn and take a step out of the ship. 
 
    Boom!  
 
    The shuttle was destroyed. 
 
    A missile. Plasma cannon. Two missiles. Fruit salad. It didn’t matter what blew it up. I was projected at speeds that made my previous flight seem mundane. 
 
    I blacked out as I tumbled. 
 
    I wasn’t sure for how long, but I saw the city approaching far faster than it should be approaching. 
 
    Delovoa had also contributed to this misadventure. I knew I couldn’t parachute down. I couldn’t rocket pack down—the size of the rocket would be prohibitive and would be even more noticeable than a parachute. 
 
    But he gave me wrist and ankle bands connected to a belt power pack. It wasn’t anti-gravity. It was some kind of…proton thing. But it only had a few seconds of charge. So I had to wait until I was about to land or I’d just speed up again. 
 
    As I tumbled, I found myself unable to properly gauge distances. Terror and blood loss had that kind of effect on you. 
 
    I fumbled to even reach the controls and I managed to hit the button. 
 
    My ankles and wrists shot backwards.  
 
    But that wasn’t nearly enough to arrest my trajectory. And, honestly, it’s a really good thing it wasn’t. Because if my limbs had reversed with enough force to levitate me, my arms and legs would have been ripped off. 
 
    Another classic Delovoa invention. He was a treasure to society. 
 
    With my arms and legs splayed behind me, I smacked into a building with my chest and belly. 
 
    I slid down the side like a disgusting, bloody version of a water park ride. 
 
    I crumpled on the white metal ground in a broken heap. I was getting blood all over this pristine floor. 
 
    I was on Thad Elon’s flying Upper City. The great relic. Topside. Upper Belvaille. 
 
    And I was gone. 
 
    I wasn’t sure of all my injuries, but I knew they were insurmountable. I had taken a backfull of shrapnel from a shuttle that had been turned into confetti. I had been projected with tremendous force against an unyielding building constructed by none other than the Great Architect. I had fallen to the ground and broken the last of my unbroken bones. 
 
    It had been a good run. 
 
    I tried. Maybe not as much as I could have. Maybe not as much as I should have. I squandered a whole lot of opportunity and faith and talent. 
 
    At the start of my life, the oddsmakers probably gave me pretty high marks. I was a prodigy. A natural. Sure, I had a cloudy, troubled youth, but such things were a fire in the engines that pushed you to greatness. 
 
    But I was just so damn lazy. 
 
    All the gifts and mutations that could have pushed me to the top, to greatness, ended up crippling me. Because I never had to try. I could never hit rock bottom. 
 
    My oddsmakers kept handicapping me as time went on. I slumped year after year. If I was an athlete, I would have been traded and traded and sent down to lower and lower leagues. Until I was competing against inferior persons with inferior gifts who had greater convictions. And against them, I had barely managed to cling on. 
 
    But this was it. 
 
    Cliston had not contributed to my death as my other friends. He wasn’t a con man or foot soldier or supervillain. But I asked him to cook me something. Anything he wanted as a last meal. Something small enough I could take with me. A treat. A snack. 
 
    I was carrying three relics in a sealed backpack. And a Cliston morsel in a sealed container just above my tailbone. 
 
    I didn’t know what he made. I wanted it to be a surprise. I wanted to have it in the unlikely event I survived any portion of this. 
 
    But my body was too broken to even reach it. If I tried to eat it, my jaw would have fallen off and my innards probably would have poured out. 
 
    Just knowing it was there, however, was a comfort as I passed into darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    Upper Attic 
 
    I woke up with a feeling of tremendous pain in my…everything. 
 
    I groaned, rolled over, and looked up to see someone standing over me. 
 
    “That didn’t take long. You do heal quite quickly, don’t you?” the man said. 
 
    He was wearing some kind of uniform. But not a snazzy uniform. More like a janitor. Except a prestigious one. A snazzy janitor. 
 
    I tilted my head to get a better look at his face. 
 
    “Holy crap,” I muttered. 
 
    “Hello, Hank,” Thad Elon said. 
 
    I was still on the ground of the Upper City. I was lying in the sticky residue of my own blood. 
 
    My body was in tremendous pain, but it was working, which shouldn’t be possible. I knew for a fact I’d suffered catastrophic injuries. I was ejected from an exploding shuttle and smacked into a building and then fell dozens of stories to the ground. 
 
    I was tough, but I wasn’t that tough. 
 
    “You’re wondering how you’re alive?” Thad Elon asked.  
 
    It was unmistakably Thad Elon. I had nightmares about that face and his solid-black eyes. 
 
    “Among other things,” I said, amazed at my own ability to talk. 
 
    “This installation heals anyone present at the cellular level. It does quite a bit more than that, of course. Do you have something for me?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Did you bring anything?” 
 
    “I…have a dessert that Cliston made. I’m not sure it survived the fall, though. And he made it for me.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase that. Did you bring any of the so-called relics with you or did you leave them on the shuttle craft that was destroyed?” 
 
    “Oh. Um. No. They must have blown up,” I lied. 
 
    “I see. Let me just…” And he tried to reach underneath me, but he was just a guy. An immortal, universe-destroying guy. 
 
    He gave up. 
 
    “Those are some clever devices on your limbs. I take it they were an aborted attempt to arrest your fall?” he said, indicating Delovoa’s inventions. 
 
    “What? No,” I said. 
 
    Thad Elon took out what looked like a tele, dialed around a bit, and then I found myself flipped over and pressed to the ground, secured by those magnetic bracelets. 
 
    “There we are,” he said, and he took off the armored backpack that held the relics. 
 
    He then released me. 
 
    I scowled up at him, ready to commit violence, even though I knew it wouldn’t hurt him at all. 
 
    “Careful, Hank. You are on my installation now. Your very subatomic particles are mine to command.” 
 
    I relaxed. 
 
    Another figure walked over and joined us. 
 
    “Look, it’s Hank,” Thad Elon said to the other. 
 
    “Affirmative. I can smell him,” the other said. 
 
    “Indigo Garith!” I exclaimed. “That’s Thad Elon. You need to stop him. He’s going to blow up the universe with this city.” 
 
    The masked Garith took the backpack from Thad Elon. 
 
    “Indeed. You may choose to advise him on relocation 250 centimeters north or 750 centimeters west to avoid deformation,” Garith replied. Then he walked away. 
 
    “Right. You need to move,” Thad Elon said to me. 
 
    “Huh? Why? What if I don’t?” I replied, stubbornness being my only remaining weapon. 
 
    “Are you familiar with non-linear co-symmetry in the context of a quantum superposition?”  
 
    “Is that like…ghosts and stuff?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    A different Thad Elon strode past us wearing an identical uniform. He didn’t even pause as he spoke. 
 
    “He thinks you meant superstition.” 
 
    “Oh. No. The short answer is your molecules will be rearranged and scattered across the galaxy in a manner that cannot be predicted.” 
 
    I slowly got up so I could move. It was agony. But every little flex and twist and strain became easier and easier. Like all it took was my muscles to move for them to heal. As if I was shaking off a layer of dust instead of fusing broken bones. 
 
    I took a bunch of steps away, not sure which way was north or west. 
 
    “Is this far enough?” 
 
    “That is sufficient,” Thad Elon replied, approaching me. 
 
    “Does Garith work for you?” 
 
    “No. Garith is me. Another of what you call, ‘Thad Elon.’” 
 
    “Dammit. Was this all a plan to get me up here from the start?” 
 
    “No. We did not envision it would be you, Hank, that brought the components. I am beginning to wonder if the Boranjame were correct and that there is some sort of tenuous connection that exists between us.” 
 
    “Were you working with Judoth Hartler?” 
 
    “We had him placed in charge of the city in order for him to remove the necessary items. He had a personality that was aligned with our purposes.” 
 
    “So you hinted about the relic scanner and hoped he would steal it?” 
 
    “We gave it to him. No one else recognizes us except you and the Boranjame. Even if we told someone who we were they would more than likely recommend us being committed to an asylum.” 
 
    “But Blokhead knew about you?” 
 
    “This was our eighteenth attempt to get our various components situated. But you personally activated the ground-based telescopes and we had to accelerate our activities.” 
 
    “Why did you need me at all if Garith can just walk up here? If you can walk up here?” I asked, pissed that I was used—yet again—by Thad Elon. 
 
    “While we possess many abilities, we do not have planetary resources. We found it easiest to infiltrate and co-opt other empires to do much of our building. However, you people have enacted so many safeguards and securities around this installation, that we could not easily continue work on it without being discovered. So we have had to use proxies for a number of centuries.” 
 
    “How many of you are up here?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe there are twelve of us, at present.” 
 
    I was surprised. Somehow, I thought there would be much more. 
 
    “So that’s it? You’re done?” I asked, defeated. 
 
    “Done what, Hank?” 
 
    “You’re going to use this city to destroy the universe now?” 
 
    “Oh. No. We are a long way from completing that task. This universe has been incredibly stubborn. Knowing you and your proclivities, I suspect you will be dead for many thousands of years before we manage to end this particular universe. However, we may return in your lifetime.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do it, you know?” 
 
    “Do what, Hank?” 
 
    “Destroy the universe.” 
 
    “Yes. You often say that.” 
 
    “How many times have we met?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not recall. I have personally killed you in two other universes. Though of course, I bear you no ill will.” 
 
    “Uh. Thanks? But why do it?” 
 
    “This has been explained to you on numerous occasions. I am afraid you lack the ability to comprehend.” 
 
    “You’ve told me you can’t change. You can’t ever…you know, change.” 
 
    “That is correct. We are destined to ultimately destroy the multiverse and return it to its original state.” 
 
    “But you don’t have to.” 
 
    “I am afraid—and I use that word merely to be polite—that we do.” 
 
    “But you can change,” I said. 
 
    “And you presume to tell me things I do not know about the nature of myself? Do you have any idea how many billions of years old I am and how many other versions of me I have encountered?” 
 
    “I’ve met you, too. A bunch of you. And you were all different. Slightly different. But still different. There was one who wanted to start a galactic civil war because he had never seen one. There was one who coached glocken so he could mutate everyone because he thought that would be interesting,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. You have encountered numerous galactic originals—the first Thad Elons of a universe. They had not fully understood their place. You could call them young and inexperienced. Though that is a relative term, as they still existed for eons.” 
 
    “But don’t you see? That means you can change. You all have said you can’t grow or evolve or become anything different other than universe-destroyers. But you do change. I’ve seen it. I’ve met different versions of you. Hell, you even talk different. And they might not be big changes, but they’re still changes. You’re not doomed to doom us. You can choose.” 
 
    Thad Elon was silent for a long while, which was very unusual and more than a little off-putting. This was a being who had literally seen and heard and experienced everything. 
 
    “You may be right, Hank.” 
 
    “Really? You think so?” I asked, more surprised than anyone.  
 
    Thad Elon had never not outsmarted me. He had never shown any kind of acknowledgement to me other than be mildly insulting. He had told me at every turn that I was simply unimportant. An entire galaxy was unimportant to Thad Elon. He only concerned himself with universes. 
 
    So it was shocking for Thad Elon to state that I might have thought of something he hadn’t. 
 
    “Yes. But I do not believe it is of any consequence.” 
 
    “How can you say that? You can change. All of you,” I said. 
 
    “But we will not. If one or two of us decides to sit in a field somewhere, all the rest will continue our efforts. We will eventually succeed.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sitting in a field sound nice, though? Watch the sun set,” I encouraged. 
 
    “I have sat in fields and watched suns die. I have watched planets form from solar nebulae.” 
 
    “Okay. So, you’re bored. All Thad Elons are bored. There’s lots of stuff to do. Hobbies that don’t include destroying all matter.” 
 
    “This is our purpose, Hank. I appreciate you taking the effort. I have always appreciated your existence, even when I was required to destroy you. We resolve to return reality to its proper state and end this chaos.” 
 
    “What chaos? Life is good.” 
 
    “Is it? The leaders of your galaxy are up here at this moment. We allowed them access so that we could manipulate their empires. And they gladly came in order to experience the various benefits this installation provides. Their response was selfish, trivial, and predictable. That is the state of the universe. And it needs to be undone.” 
 
    “But…but…you can change. And if the least-changeable person can change, then we can change, too,” I said. 
 
    “That would be nice. But I have lived much longer than you can possibly imagine, Hank. I have not only seen the contrary, but we have scientifically proven it beyond any doubt.” 
 
    Thad Elon Garith approached again. 
 
    “Completion. Stage prepared.” 
 
    “Good,” Thad Elon replied to him. 
 
    “I do wish you luck, Hank. You have said we may all change, but I have encountered different versions of you across the universes—and they were all the same.” 
 
    “Brilliant and handsome?” I asked weakly. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    I detected the slightest grin on Thad Elon’s face. 
 
    And then everything vanished. 
 
      
 
    I found myself sitting in a park.  
 
    My park. On top of my poop-covered statue. 
 
    I heard lots of chatter and oohs and ahs. I was being filmed and photographed by the crowd as I slowly came to my senses. 
 
    “What’s going on? Hank? What…what are you doing up there?” an amplified voice called out. 
 
    I saw it was Reverend Master Dongong. His crowd of suckers had grown considerably and they were all amazed at my presence. 
 
    I made it slightly less amazing as I shifted positions slightly and slid off the statue. It was remarkably smooth on top. The artist—or mining drill in which it was a ball bearing—had not likely intended the statue for sitting. 
 
    I picked myself up, largely unhurt except for the last few shreds of dignity I still possessed. But that fact alone startled me. Not that I had dignity, but that I was unhurt. I was completely fine. Not even lingering pain or lacerations from my explosive shuttle adventure. 
 
    Dongong squatted next to me, microphone in hand. 
 
    “Everyone, this is Hard Luck Hank. The Man Who Died Unspeakably. You just witnessed his transcendental appearance!” 
 
    Dongong covered the mic so he could whisper to me. 
 
    “How the hell did you do that?” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. 
 
    “Please, Hank, what kind of transcendental wisdom do you have? Anything that…transcends?” he asked. And I could tell he was running out of patter already. And he had this spot rented for a week. 
 
    “I was just up there,” I said blankly. 
 
    He helped me to my feet. Well, he gave the appearance of helping, but there wasn’t much he could do. 
 
    “You were in the Upper City? Fantastic!” 
 
    The crowd was eating it up. I stared up at the city I was just on. Or was it ages ago? I was still a bit fuzzy. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Tell us what it was like. What were you doing? Spare no detail. Lots of people here, as you can see. Lots of people want to hear your story. Am I right, folks?” 
 
    And there was a sizeable amount of applause. 
 
    “I was just speaking to Thad Elon,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Oh. Um. Maybe that’s not…” Dongong began, clearly worried this could go bad in front of a throng of spiritual folks. 
 
    “What did he say? What did he look like?” the crowd shouted. 
 
    “Yes. Um. Please tell us, as humbly as you can, what Thad Elon might have relayed to you. I’m sure that the members of this paying crowd are very interested,” Dongong said delicately. 
 
    And then poof. 
 
    The Upper City was gone. 
 
    You couldn’t not notice it. A country over our heads just vanished. 
 
    “What did you do?” Dongong accused. 
 
    But I didn’t get a chance to answer as air rushed in to fill the bazillion cubic meters of empty space. We experienced an extremely quick burst of hurricane-force winds. And if no one noticed the missing floating relic a second ago, they sure did now. 
 
    Most people were knocked off their feet. Lots of windows were broken. And the whole event was quite noisy. 
 
    But more importantly, Thad Elon’s Upper City was very seriously gone. And the amount of panic that issued from the Thad Elon festival was quite substantial. 
 
    It was all I could do to get out of that park alive. Not because people were trying to kill me, but because they wanted answers. They were climbing all over me begging me to tell them what had gone wrong. 
 
    Was this His Judgement? Were we doomed? And did him being in the Upper City qualify as him visiting Belvaille in terms of gambling on his arrival? 
 
    As I tried to escape, we were interrupted by a series of crashes occurring all around us. It was a sound I could almost identify, but my mind refused to make the final connection. 
 
    Until a body landed about twenty feet away and showered us all with a mist of freezing, alien blood. And then everyone started screaming. 
 
    The former residents of the Upper City, the leaders of great empires, their diplomats, and technical experts, were falling from over a mile up. They were well past terminal velocity when they hit, going as fast as an unpropelled object could go in this gravity and atmosphere. 
 
    They died a horrible, messy death upon landing. 
 
    The Upper City going missing was very alarming. But the meteorite aliens made the event truly horrifying and Lower Belvaille—now the only Belvaille—was thrown into a state of pandemonium. Martial law would have been declared, but the Adjunct Overwatch was dead, and so there was no one to declare it. 
 
    I made my way home, taking the risk of staying at street level. Most smart people were getting into subways as quickly as possible, but I wanted to avoid crowds while I was unable to answer any of their very legitimate questions. 
 
    There were now recordings of me saying I had just come from the Upper City and spoken to Thad Elon moments before the city vanished. 
 
    I absently reached into my back container for the morsel that Cliston had prepared as my last meal. 
 
    And it was gone! 
 
    Bodies were falling from the sky around me, the Creator God had taken his city and left, and I had been cured of all my ailments and teleported. Yet I found the missing food the most surprising of all those things. 
 
    Had Thad Elon stolen Cliston’s cooking? Had it somehow been used to heal me? Maybe I was so injured it was absorbed through my skin. Or had Thad Elon spared me from splashing into the ground like all of these political leaders based on that delicious snack? 
 
    It was just like Thad Elon to leave me confounded and confused. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    Fairness Doctrine 
 
    “This is Rendrae, bringing you a very special online broadcast of The News: More Truthful Than the Truth. I’m coming to you live, from a secret location, and my guest is none other than Hank.” 
 
    “Hi, Rendrae. Hi, audience.” 
 
    “For those of you who don’t know Hank, he was once killed by His Most Ravenous Indignation, Gax, the Unforgiving. Everyone who witnessed or learned of the event was unable to talk of it. We could only say that Hank died unspeakably. But then Hank returned. And we could speak of it.” 
 
    “Strange times,” I said. 
 
    “And they’ve grown even stranger, dear fans! The Upper City, the relic of Thad Elon, vanished one week ago today. And with its disappearance, it jettisoned all the former residents onto the roofs and streets of Lower Belvaille, killing all of them after a frightening journey in freefall.” 
 
    “I believe a handful survived. Including a Gandrine diplomat who didn’t even realize the city was gone until the next day.” 
 
    “Yes. A few of the most durable species lived or floated or otherwise avoided destruction. Also, Gax himself had taken the opportunity beforehand to leave Upper Belvaille. Almost like he knew it was going to disappear.” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s living down here now. I think somewhere on Tip Topper Lane.” 
 
    “For our intergalactic viewers, that’s a very wealthy street in the city.” 
 
    “Parts of it.” 
 
    “Yes, parts. Lower Belvaille is a sprawling metropolis. However, are we even required to apply the designation of ‘Lower’ when there is now only one Belvaille? Or do you believe it shall return?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I have no memory of that.” 
 
    “We’ll get to that intriguing part. First, I would like to advise any persons who experience somnatic fatigue of the dorsal ventricles to try Hosper’s Medicated Inhalant. It’s made from the freshest Poolyorq straight from the source. Don’t put up with nasal fungus. Use Hosper’s Medicated Inhalant. Note: Hosper’s Medicated Inhalant is only for Cepholon Major Type III species in humid or tropical climates. Do not use if you’re allergic to Poolyorq. Contact your physician or shaman should you develop a rash or your dorsal ventricles become inflamed.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good product.” 
 
    Rendrae shot me a dirty look. 
 
    “You were on the Upper City when it vanished. Is that right, Hank?” 
 
    “Well, right before it vanished.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. And you were speaking with someone? Someone important?” 
 
    “I…I can’t remember, exactly. It’s Unspeakable. But I know it was Thad Elon.” 
 
    “Thad Elon, viewers! Thad Elon Himself. The Great Architect. You’re hearing it here first!” 
 
    “I’ve spoken to a number of officials and answered questions—” 
 
    “Tut, tut! This is the first broadcast,” Rendrae interrupted. “And what did Thad Elon say to you?” 
 
    “I can’t remember. What I can remember, I can’t speak of. It’s Unspeakable.” 
 
    Rendrae snorted in exasperation. 
 
    “We went over this, Hank. But Thad Elon did say some things you do remember, correct? Like your part in this?” 
 
    “Oh. He said I wasn’t important. Or he implied that. I was merely to pass on his message. But that no one should view me with any kind of…like religion. I was just there at the time.” 
 
    “Odd that he would choose you. Do you think it’s because of your past connection with His Most Ravenous Indignation, Gax, the Unforgiving? Or your previous death?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not religious at all. I can’t possibly speak for Thad Elon.” 
 
    “No, of course not. But you can conjecture. You can guess.” 
 
    “I can’t speak of it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s…annoying—but also intriguing. Intriguing, dear audience. Hank is prevented from speaking of his encounter with Thad Elon. His ways are unknowable.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Can you tell us anything about Thad Elon? What species was he? What was his hair color? Anything at all would be very fascinating to my viewers.” 
 
    “I don’t remember anything at all. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Fantastic. But he did give you something, correct?” 
 
    “He did. A small metal plate.” 
 
    “And it was engraved?” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “And do you remember what was written on it?” Rendrae prodded. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Well, I do. I even have a photo that was released by the Colmarian government. The plate reads: I have given you gifts so that you might enlighten yourselfs and spread harmony threwout the galaxy. But you have done nothing but fight and sqwonder my boons. Those living in Upper Belvaille have stayed here for selfish reasons and used my gifts selfishly. I cast them out. Those that perish totally deserve it. Those that live I give this second chance. But they are no better than the rest of you. You are all guilty and tainted and crappy. When you has proved to be worthy I shall return. Until then, stop being assholes. Signed, The Great Architect, Thad Elon.” 
 
    “I can’t even remember that,” I replied. 
 
    “It’s an intriguing message on so many levels. First, as a journalist, I have to get this out of the way: there are what appears to be some slight syntactic irregularities. At least, according to my mortal, fallible senses. What do you think about that?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “There are spelling mistakes and grammatical errors.” 
 
    “Oh. Is that…is that what you think?” 
 
    “Are you implying that we’ve been using the language incorrectly?” 
 
    “I’m just me, man. I can’t comment on the spelling of the galaxy.” 
 
    “I see. But this is proof, dear audience, of the primacy of the Colmarian language itself. Thad Elon chose to speak to us in Colmarian. Not in Rettosian. Not in Ank. Not in the thousands of other dialects out there. But in Colmarian. Modern Colmarian with only a few idiosyncrasies compared with everyday speech.”  
 
    “It is the most spoken language by far,” I agreed. 
 
    “I know it is. But still, some species cling to their backward tongues. I also find it strange that he signed the plaque by writing ‘Signed.’” 
 
    “That’s how people sign letters, right?” 
 
    “Not usually. At least, not amongst regular people.” 
 
    “Who knows how he does stuff?” I asked rhetorically. 
 
    “Yes. But we apparently do, now. He also referred to himself as The Great Architect. I thought that was an appellation that we had given him.” 
 
    “But he is a great architect, right? He made that big city and stuff.” 
 
    “Sure. Sure. But he called himself that. Don’t you see?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “He also referred—by name—to our city of Belvaille. That’s a tremendous endorsement. I’ve said for centuries that this is the best city in the galaxy. And now we have proof.” 
 
    “Wasn’t he talking about his Upper City, though?” 
 
    “But he placed it over us,” Rendrae argued. 
 
    “It was here first. Like millions of years ago or something. We built underneath it.” 
 
    “He still wrote of Belvaille. He engraved the word Belvaille onto a metal plate and gave it to you and sent you down here—to Belvaille—to pass it on,” Rendrae replied, irritated. 
 
    “Yeah. Though I don’t remember any of that.” 
 
    “Have you talked to anyone about the details you can’t recall? Do you think that was on purpose?” 
 
    “I’ve been checked out by doctors and psychologists. And they say I’m healthy, but I’ve lost any memories of the Upper City and Thad Elon completely. They say they were erased at the, like, brain level.” 
 
    “We often remember things later that we’ve forgotten. How can they medically know what specific memories were purged and if it will always be as such?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. I’m just telling you what they told me. They say they’re for sure gone. That’s just the medical facts. I wish I remembered. Then I could be like, ‘oh, this is, you know, the stuff.’” 
 
    “What stuff?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just whatever the stuff is,” I said. 
 
    “Moving on. While Upper Belvaille is gone, we have new relics on the planet. A set of enormous telescope arrays. Truly staggering in size and complexity. How do you reconcile Thad Elon removing the gift of the Upper City and yet providing us with those telescopes?” 
 
    “I don’t know nothing about them. Haven’t seen them.” 
 
    “There are reports that you were in the forest around when and where they were discovered. There are all kinds of flight records, which have of course been scrutinized in the wake of the relic appearance.” 
 
    “That’s…no, I was just camping. I totally enjoy the outdoors and nature.” 
 
    “Yes. Maybe we’ll touch back on that, later,” Rendrae said suspiciously. “What were you doing in the Upper City? It is my understanding that only the greatest scientific minds were permitted there and the leaders of foreign empires.” 
 
    “I was with the Adjunct Overwatch. I was acting as a consultant.” 
 
    “You were working for the government?” 
 
    “Consulting.” 
 
    “So Judoth Hartler died?” Rendrae asked. 
 
    “I assume so.” 
 
    “So then the post is vacant. Do you think you would be interested in running Belvaille?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “I wouldn’t take a government job for all the money in the galaxy.” 
 
    “You and me both.” 
 
    “Oh, I do remember one other thing. Thad Elon said our government was corrupt.” 
 
    “The Colmarian Confederation?” 
 
    “I…I mean, probably. But he meant our local government. The government of the city. And he said we should go back to the way things were before.” 
 
    “What does…how do you recall such a specific concept and nothing else?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Brains,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Are you trying to imply that our former Adjunct Overwatch, Garm, should be reinstated? Even after her systematic failings over centuries?” Rendrae asked, heated. 
 
    “I can’t speak for Thad Elon. I just remember that one bit.” 
 
    “That’s convenient.” 
 
    “Is it? It doesn’t feel convenient to have my memory erased and barely survive a catastrophe.” 
 
    “How did you ‘barely’ survive? I believe you were safely deposited within a park.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I fell off a statue,” I explained. 
 
    “Not only did Thad Elon kill all the corrupt politicians, but he killed a number of prominent scientists. Do you think he was suggesting we return to simpler ways? Or that we should not interfere and examine his relics?” 
 
    “Um. I hadn’t thought of that. I don’t…uh…I don’t think so. Like, science is good, right?” 
 
    “Thad Elon might disagree with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he might not. He makes science stuff.” 
 
    “Would you call his works merely science?” Rendrae probed. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call them anything. I was a gravedigger until some weeks ago. I don’t know much about protons and whatnot.” 
 
    “The long-term damages to the city do not appear severe. A number of buildings were damaged by falling politicians. But Lower Belvaille was not built to withstand not having a country above it. We now experience rain and other severe weather events. Direct sunlight has made all the vegetation that could normally survive, suddenly die. What changes do you think need to take place to allow Belvaille to continue?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me?” 
 
    “I just thought you might have some insights. You were in direct contact with the Great Architect,” Rendrae said. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything rubbed off on me. A whole lot of people were in direct contact and they ended up crashing through the roofs of car dealerships.” 
 
    “In any case, I’m glad you’ve been able to show, conclusively, Belvaille’s place in the galaxy. Thad Elon himself has blessed our city.” 
 
    “Didn’t he just kind of drop 10,000 bodies at us at high velocity?” 
 
    “Yes, because they were corrupt and undeserving. That has no bearing on Lower Belvaille,” Rendrae snapped. 
 
    “Yeah, but couldn’t he have dumped them in the ocean or something? Or out in space? He specifically threw them down at us.” 
 
    “I think you’re missing the point. He also gave our city another relic. The largest in the galaxy.” 
 
    “It’s kind of out in the woods. Not exactly in the city.” 
 
    “There’s no other city here! It’s Belvaille’s. That’s the name of the whole damn planet!” 
 
    “Okay. Alright,” I said. 
 
    “We’re about out of time. Do you think you’d like to come back and speak of this again?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Um. I believe our viewers would appreciate it. I can maybe offer an honorarium,” Rendrae added. 
 
    “I’ve said all that I can remember. I don’t have any extra knowledge. There’s smarter people to ask about this crap.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, it has been wonderful speaking to you.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
      
 
    Outside Rendrae’s “studio,” which was his cramped apartment, the city went on as usual. 
 
    The disappearance of the Upper City had caused all kinds of trauma, but the appearance of the telescopes had added drama. 
 
    As of now, no one could easily reach them. And even if they could, no one was sure they wanted to. The teams of scientists and world leaders who had buzzed around the last relic were all dead. And as enticing as the telescopes were, there was a definite wariness about utilizing them. 
 
    I didn’t expect the hesitation to last very long, however. There was just too much to be gained from them to leave them alone. 
 
    A dark luxury car pulled up next to me as I walked down the sidewalk. 
 
    “Get in,” Garm said. 
 
    “I feel like walking,” I replied. 
 
    “Who are you kidding?” 
 
    I got in the car and was amazed the suspension could handle me. Even the passenger seat seemed to be adjusted to fit my dimensions. 
 
    Garm drove off and there was only a faint scraping noise. 
 
    “So what did Thad Elon really say?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I can’t remember.” 
 
    “This car is secure. I have about a hundred protections against eavesdropping.” 
 
    “He said the usual crap.” 
 
    “I don’t regularly have lunch with Thad Elon. I wouldn’t know the usual.” 
 
    “We’re all going to die. He’s going to destroy the universe. This one. All of them,” I replied. 
 
    “How did you escape?” 
 
    “I didn’t. He put me in the park.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess because he could. Because it didn’t matter,” I said. 
 
    “If it doesn’t matter, why didn’t he kill you like all the others?” 
 
    “I don’t think he killed them. He just didn’t care. He took the city wherever it needed to go for the next step of his plan, and the sorry bastards living on it weren’t part of those schemes.” 
 
    “But neither were you. Or are you?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “So that’s it? We’re just going to blink out of existence?” 
 
    “He said it was going to be a long time. The universe is giving him trouble.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s good news out of all the horrible news.” 
 
    “I did meet one Thad Elon that seemed a bit different.” 
 
    “How many were there?” 
 
    “A dozen or so.” 
 
    “Just Thad Elons running around all over?” 
 
    “That’s nothing. My last universe had thousands at the end. Every time they destroy a universe, they are booted out to the next one in line. Or maybe it’s random where they go. But the fact there are multiple shows how many other universes they’ve wiped out.” 
 
    “So what was the different one like? Snappy dresser? Vegetarian?” 
 
    “The big deal with Thad Elon is they can’t change. That’s what they always say. It’s how they are immortal. To die, to be hurt, you have to change. They can’t. And I think that kind of drives them crazy.” 
 
    “And then they go around wiping out universes.” 
 
    “Yeah. But this one guy seemed to understand they could change.” 
 
    “Did he bleach his hair or something?” 
 
    “No. Just what he said.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “I don’t really remember.” 
 
    “How can you not remember what Thad Elon told you?” 
 
    “Because it’s stuff I can’t understand. I don’t understand Boranjame either. I’m a crook. I do crooked stuff. And I accidentally fall into these messes. Every time I try and figure out what those beings are up to, I regret it.” 
 
    “So Thad Elon really killed Judoth Hartler?” 
 
    “No. I did.” 
 
    “You? Why?” 
 
    “Because he was a crook. And he was being manipulated by Thad Elon. And I was being manipulated by Thad Elon.” 
 
    Garm drove in silence for a while. 
 
    “Why did you engrave the plaque?” 
 
    “Because I knew this would happen. I knew I’d be asked to answer for all this stuff so I made a message from a higher authority so I could claim ignorance.” 
 
    “Not an unbelievable claim. But they will analyze it and show it’s fake.” 
 
    “It’s real. I knew Delovoa handed back the relics without much of a fight. He had taken them apart and stolen some of the pieces. Including that little plate of metal.” 
 
    “Thad Elon plugged some broken relics in to his doomsday weapon?” 
 
    “I don’t know what Delovoa did or didn’t do. He said he just took inconsequential things like that bit of metal, but I’m not sure I believe that.” 
 
    “You could have at least gotten your etchings proofread.” 
 
    “Who am I going to trust with this?” 
 
    “Cliston,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t want to put this on him. I feel like I get him in too much trouble as it is. I never want him to feel like I’m disgracing his honor or good name.” 
 
    “Of course you’re disgracing him. Probably Thad Elon would be a disgrace next to him. But he knows who you are. Give him some credit.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Now the whole galaxy thinks the Great Architect is semi-literate and talks like a juvenile gangster.” 
 
    “There are worse crimes.” 
 
    “So all these relics and thefts were really Thad Elon?” 
 
    “Yeah. Plans on top of plans. Most of which didn’t work out.” 
 
    “He actually failed? That’s reassuring.” 
 
    “No, we failed as his proxies. Did you look up that name I gave you?” 
 
    “Yes. Garith Malorn Tre of the Fifth Constabulary. Very high-ranking intelligence.” 
 
    “How long has he been active?” 
 
    “Active? You mean employed? Long career. Something like 350 years if I remember. Why?” 
 
    “That was Thad Elon. While I should have known this, he’s infiltrated governments. He’s all over the place,” I said. 
 
    “Great. Maybe he can straighten out the Colmarian Confederation,” she said. 
 
    “Give him a break, he’s only immortal.” 
 
    “Okay. So what now, prophet? What’s next for Hank?” 
 
    “I got work to do.” 
 
    “Oh, no. Should I ask or is it going to kill me?” 
 
    “Ten thousand corpses splashed all over the city. Someone has to clean it up. And I’m an experienced gravedigger.”  
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