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Chapter 1



I came down to Florida to kill a benny named Ne Jilos.  

Thing is, I'm no killer, not that kind of criminal. The thought of violence makes me queasy. If it weren't for the pills I've been eating like candy to calm my nerves and boost my confidence, I'd be a quivering, gelatin mess dripping off this stool. Yet, here I am. Self-preservation overcoming my other natural tendencies. 

The Clockwork Club is crowded again. For a week I've been coming here because the benny has been coming here. Only place in Panama City it goes I got access to. No way I can break into its ship, docked out at Shell Island, so if I'm gonna pull this off, it's got to be here. Which presents its own set of problems. Like the crowd. Can't just open fire on the thing, hope for the best. Won't risk hitting someone other than the benny. Killing an alien, that's one thing, but a human, I can't do that.

No, I gotta go stealthy. Get the benny alone, get up close to her, guarantee the kill. Ain't gonna be pleasant, the plan I've worked out, but it'll get me in the right place to do the job. Then it's all down to luck and whether I can bring myself to pull the trigger. 

I take a sip of four-buck-a-bottle Chianti to stop myself from letting out a desperate laugh and spin around on my stool at the far end of the bar to face the clockwork wall. The wall and the show it puts on are what the Clockwork is famous for, what attracts the benny and the crowds night after night. But I don't give a fuck about the wall. It's just another hokey alien tourist-trap. 

My attention's on the benny. I watch her out of the corner of my eye, size her up one last time. Ne Jilos lies curled around her own table, best one in the place, back a bit from the wall where she has an unobstructed view of the whole thing. There's a circle of empty tables around her, a buffer. Six nights straight, I've seen the alien's bodyguards strong-arm the waiters to keep nosy, savage humans from getting too close to their boss. Might offend her sensibilities, take away from her enjoyment of the show. 

The show is the most complex and largest clockwork automaton in the Panhandle, running the length of the club's longest wall, two-thousand years of human civilization on display in easy to digest animated chunks, dozens of set-pieces combined into a vast, interwoven diorama in wood. Fifty feet long, twenty high, all hand-made, pre-domestication technology, not a nanchine or biodirector in it, pure mechanics. The bennys all get off on this kind of thing. Reminds them of simpler times, before their technology helped them take over a good portion of the Milky Way, Earth included.

To me, the wall is just an oversized cuckoo clock. Without the actual clock. But the benny is digging it, no doubt about that. Entranced, the benny is ignoring the spit-roasted baby porpoise laid out before her. Big, deep black eyes on either side of her blunt, flesh-covered beak stare at the intricate mechanical performance of hundreds of painted, wooden figurines winding in and out of a thousand holes in the sculpted wall, their interactions choreographed by gears and cogs, weights, counterbalances, a dance set to the music of Flock of Seagulls and A-ha. 

Personally, I like the part of the wall where figurine French nobility march along a rail to a tiny guillotine for the amusement of a crowd of peasants. The peasants whick-whick left and right at the waist each time a blue-blood gets their due. Kinda funny, the first couple of times I saw it.

Le Revolution is only a small part of the show. On other parts of the wall, other moments of history unfold, some more momentous than others. The view of history on display is decidedly Christian, Western, not surprising this far South. It starts off to the far left with Jesus' crucifixion and wobbly ascent to heaven on a track, then, as the eye travels right, it fast-forwards through history. Crusaders defend Jerusalem. Leo D paints Mona Lisa. Wooden soldiers engage in World War One trench warfare. Babe Ruth hits one out of the park and bites enthusiastically into a little chocolate him before leaving the mound.

It ends at the far right of the wall. 1978, eight years ago. A figurine Jimmy Carter stands on the White House lawn, arms outstretched towards a descending Trafaid globe, welcoming the aliens to the Earth he helped them conquer. The ship gets to the bottom of its track and a little benny pops out of a hatch, slides over to Carter for a friendly embrace. 

Not exactly how it really happened, but the symbolism shines through. The embrace seals the fate of the world, turns a President into a stooge Emperor, and brings Earth whining and whimpering into the Benoval Trafaid. That's how I take it, as a human. Bet the benny takes it entirely differently. Probably confirms her belief that they're welcome wherever they go, wherever they conquer. Never mind that the welcome is enforced at gunpoint.

It's an awfully big, overly capricious gun, too, and here I am trying to kill one of them. Insane doesn't begin to describe it.

I mean, look at the beast. She's massive, imposing... alien. Curled around the table, dwarfing it, strikes me as some kind of monster from the depths, a pre-historic walrus wrapped possessively around a mountain of food and drink. The club lights reflect diffused off the oil of her thick, green-so-dark-it's-practically-black fur, and for some reason it makes me think I'm staring into a forest and creatures of the night are staring back, waiting to pounce.

If that ain't bad enough, there's the tail. It's long and sinuous, and at the tip where fins should be, bony, multi-jointed fingers as long as my arm sprout instead. Four of them, two on each side. 

The way she holds her tail there in the air over her bulk, fingers curled like scythes, gives her entire appearance an unpleasant serpentine cast. Like some big old furry cobra, ready to strike, even when she's lounging, simply enjoying the show. Or a scorpion, with her tail up over her head waiting for prey to walk by. Neither image is encouraging. 

The thought brings on a fresh quiver. I take out an artificial confidence pill, chase it down with what's left of the night's third glass of Chianti. Running low on pills, two left out of sixty. Hopefully won't be a problem after tonight, anyway. Either the benny'll be dead and I can head back to Philly and get on with my life, or it'll be dead and I'll be in jail awaiting mandatory execution. Or better yet, it'll be alive and I'll be dead, by its hands, or the hands of its personal bodyguards. 

Lot of possibilities, and too many of them don't work out so well for me. Gonna need those two last pills sooner than I'd figured, I think. 

I signal the bartender for another Chianti. Bartender knows me well by now, running me a tab, which has to be up to a case already. Older woman, couple missing teeth, but friendly. Rags me about my clothes when she brings me my drinks, sometimes. 

It's Florida, right, so I came expecting everybody to be dressed like Don Johnson. Bought myself an eggshell sports jacket, slip-on shoes, suitcase full of pastel T-shirts. Wear the jacket with the sleeves rolled up, pair of sunglasses hanging from the chest pocket. 

Whole idea with the suit was to blend in, not attract attention to myself. I'd maybe have pulled it off, too, if this were Miami, and Television. But this is real life and the Panhandle. Everybody's wearing jeans and snap-button cowboy shirts. It's like Texas, only muggy.

So, what I look like is exactly what I didn't want to look like in the first place, a fucking hit man, some goombah in a no-budget Joe Don Baker flick. Was gonna change my wardrobe to fit in after the first embarrassing night but decided against it after a little thought. That might have raised more suspicions than it diverted, like I was trying to go inconspicuous all of a sudden. Better to stay Viced-up, play up the goombah angle, throw off suspicion by being obvious. Make blatant, awkward passes at any woman unlucky enough to sit near me, come off as a run-of-the-mill loser trying to look like a gangster to impress the ladies. Strategy's worked so far. Everybody thinks I'm hunting barflies, not aliens. 

Almost everyone. Think the bartender's figured out why I'm here. She's gotta know I'm up to something, but she can't know exactly what. Knows it’s dangerous, that it involves the benny, whatever I'm up to. She's seen how I get to the Club and plant myself at the end of the bar every night fifteen minutes or so before Ne Jilos arrives, seen me watching the benny a little too closely to be innocent curiosity, seen me going in and out of the non-human bathroom one too many times to be accidental anymore.

She hasn't said anything, but she shoots me worried, motherly pouts every time she catches me watching the benny. I know what she's worried about. The Trafaid doesn't take kindly to humans fucking with bennys, and here I am maybe gonna fuck with one in her club. Every time she pouts at me it reminds me, I'm putting every human in the Clockwork in danger by doing this. Goes bad—shit, even if it goes good—who knows how the Trafaid will retaliate? Could simply slam Panama City with a microwave beam from orbit, fry everyone and everything. Like they did to Hollywood in '81 after Carson went crazy during a live broadcast and made that little joke about benny breeding habits and what they do to their own dead.

I'm fucking with that level of response, all to save my own hide. Not a fair trade-off, but life ain't fair.

The bartender takes my empty glass and puts a full one down in front of me. Gives me another of those worried looks as she goes to wait on somebody else. I purse my lips, nod in silent agreement with her, and go over the plan in my mind for the millionth time.

Gonna work something like this, like I came up with the second night I sat watching the benny and realized she always takes good advantage of the intermission in the wall show. 

Quarter of eleven, the wall shuts down for fifteen minutes. During the break, Ne Jilos pulls herself to the non-human bathroom, and—this is where it gets interesting—she goes into the bathroom alone. One of her bodyguards escorts her to the door, sure, but he only peeks inside the bathroom to see that no one's in there, then waits outside patiently, sometimes a full ten minutes, whatever it takes his boss.

The non-human bathroom is a converted storeroom with a water-filled pit in the floor, a metal grate over it. Big suckers like a benny can curl up on the grate and do their thing, no problem. Shower spray comes on after they leave, and the whole thing flushes to the septic system, the Gulf, whatever.

The pit itself is ten feet wide. Five deep. The grate opens to let people clean the pit now and then, but from what I've seen, now and then has never come. From the smell they keep it heavily chlorinated, though that doesn't seem to have had much effect on whatever's growing in there.

That's where I'll be waiting, under the grate, in the depths of an alien crapper. With a waterproofed .22, explosive rounds, and a snorkel I lifted from a roadside tourist joint. Don't want to go swimming, but it's the only way to pull this off, really. 

Trick'll be not being noticed, first off. It's my smell I gotta worry about the most. The overpowering smell of the pit should help that if I can stay still, the shadows and the grate itself obscuring me from sight. Benny sense of smell's a lot better than their eyesight. That's what the guy who blackmailed me into this told me, anyway. He could've been full of shit.

After that, it's all up to having enough time to line up the kill shot as she crawls onto the grate, into the abdomen right behind her fore flippers where the rib cage and attendant thick muscle clusters taper off and the vulnerable internal organs can be mulched by a full clip (again, so claimed my blackmailer), preferably before the benny starts relieving herself. Bad enough having to get into that pit, let alone get pissed on, or worse.

All goes well, the benny'll die quick, quiet, and not end up lying over the hatch in the grate. Then it's up out of the pit and through the ventilation window in the back of the bathroom, the tamper-proof screen tampered with three days ago as I made my preparations.

'Course, she dies and ends up over the hatch, or even with any part of her body simply on the hatch, I'm screwed. Thing must weigh two tons. More.

Or if she dies slow, or loud. Brings that guard waiting outside in. Again, I'm screwed.

Lot of ways to get screwed here. But I got no choice. No more time, either.

Gotta be tonight. The thing's leaving Florida tomorrow for Europe. Can't put it off any longer. My fault.

All my fault. Fucked up, tried to scam the wrong person, now I'm paying the price. Shouldn't be doing this, shouldn't be down here trying to kill someone, even an alien. Especially an alien. Especially a benny. They kill you good for fucking with bennys.

Confidence pills aren't doing shit for me tonight. Must need more.

I shake the last two pills out of their tic tac box and pop them into my mouth. Down the entire glass of wine.

Three minutes 'till intermission. Three minutes 'till show time. About time to slip into the non-human bathroom, put this thing in motion, get it over with. 

I check the club, look to see that no one is paying me any special attention—especially the benny's two bodyguards. They're about the only ones here that can foul things up for me. Other than me, that is. 

One is local talent. Human—a bubba, gorilla-type muscle. He's the one usually escorts the benny to the bathroom. Right now he's leaning on a stool at the opposite end of the bar, almost as intrigued by the clockwork performance as the benny, and his attention's on the wall instead of watching for threats like me. Idiot.

The second bodyguard, sitting at one of the empty tables surrounding her boss, at least she's scanning the place. It's a casual scan. Seems more interested in eating. Only sweeps her bulbous head side to side when she's not forking ketchup-soaked rice into her slit of a mouth. 

She's the one I gotta worry about. She's big, twice my size. Thick muscles under her dull gray skin, and an arsenal of weaponry hanging off the three sets of halter-bra things cinching her midriff. If she spots me sneaking into the bathroom, it's all over. Have to time this right. A distraction might have been helpful. Should have slipped the bartender a twenty to send over a drink, block the bodyguard's view of the bathroom for a crucial moment, but it's too late for that. Crowd's big tonight, anyway, should help hide my movements.

Besides the confidence pills, I got another kind of pill. Special, real expensive. Guy who sold it to me called it a Lightning Bolt, told me it'd do the trick, get me in the mood to do some serious damage. Only got one of them, been saving it for the actual moment. Taking it means I'm committed, that I'm gonna do the deed, cross the Rubicon. Maybe get me killed, maybe come out of this alive. Either way, it's time.

I dump the Lightning Bolt out of its baggie and down it, stealing a swig of beer from the glass of the guy sitting next to me who's conveniently looking the other way. Figure it'll take a minute to kick in. I prop myself up on the bar with my elbows, arms folded, hum along with the chorus to Take on Me, wait for something to happen. 

It's a short wait.

The noise is a soft rumble, comes from no particular direction, rhythmic. Drowns out the music. A beat, another beat, loud, a white noise sound. My own blood. Hear it rushing through me. With that revelation I feel my heart thumping, pushing blood. I feel the blood, feel it course. There isn't a part of my body I am not fully conscious of. 

Nice effect, but how the fuck is this supposed to help me kill the benny?

At the thought of the alien, I reflexively turn to look at her, and know exactly how the new drug will help. I stare at the benny and she is the only thing in my universe. I see her for what she is: my destiny. I am so focused on her that I am absolutely certain that I can leap on her this very second, knock away the bodyguards as they try to pull me off her, sink my teeth into the scruff of her neck, peel back the skin, chew threw her spine. The idea is tempting, but I will stick to the plan. I have the focus, now. This is gonna be a breeze.

I feel good. Like a killer, finally. Probably not a good thing in the long run but right now I don't care. Got a job to do.

The alien bathroom calls.

I get off the stool and see it peripheral. A glint of light, smear of movement. Almost doesn't register, not important enough to disrupt my focus, but I gotta wonder why a waiter coming out of the kitchen is dropping his tray and pulling such a fucking large knife out of his sleeve. Weird thing for a waiter to do. Weird enough that even with the drugs it gets my entire attention. And thanks to the drugs, that's a lot of attention.

The waiter raises the knife. Charges the benny. Lets out one of those Bruce Lee, high-pitched battle cries. Unsurprisingly, people make way for him.

The bubba bodyguard is too far away, not even paying attention. The alien bodyguard is paying attention, but this has caught her off guard and she's too slow, too awkward getting to her feet. Besides, the benny is between her and the waiter. No way she's getting around the bulk of her boss in time. 

The Benoval hears the waiter's wail and stops watching the wall, turns her flat face towards the waiter coming for her. Got this blank expression in her big black eyes. If she was human, I'd say it looks like she can't believe someone is actually trying something so stupid, so futile. But it's a big knife, and the waiter gets it in the right place, deep enough, he might manage to kill the benny. Hurt it.

I can't let that happen.

I am not really thinking as I move, only reacting. The drugs have taken over. The confidence and hyper-focus shout at me that this asshole is interfering with the plan I've been working on and worrying over for a week. He's pissing me off being a monkey wrench. The benny is my destiny, God-damn it. I'm the one gets to kill it. Never mind the waiter is trying to do my job for me, that I should be helping him instead of doing what I am doing now.

Which is tackling the fucking waiter.

The waiter is surprisingly hard to knock over. I more deflect him than bring him down. The table I slam him into does that, brings us both down. I hear things snap as we fall through the table, and the pain in my right arm tells me it isn't only the table. 

Roll, my arm on fire. Pain distracts me at just the wrong second and the waiter somehow ends up on top of me, knees pinning my arms to the floor. I wonder if he knows how much pain his one knee is causing me, right on what I am certain is a broken bone.

Knife over me, over my chest. The hyper-focus tells me coldly there's absolutely no way to avoid the knife, and death, but worst of all I won't get my chance to finish the job I was sent here to do. So fucking unfair.

I say a Hail Mary—never know, can't hurt—and tense for the waiter to bring the blade down when bony snakes descend from above and sinuously wrap themselves around the waiter's head. The waiter is lifted from me by the head, torn away into the air. I think the waiter realizes what's got him—who's got him. He panics, yells, swings the knife around him in the air, tries desperately to slash the benny. Futile.

The benny's tail flicks twice, left and right, waiter's head tight in its grasp. A quick twist, the waiter's body can't keep up. His neck snaps. 

The knife falls to the floor next to my head. Before I can turn to look at it, so does the waiter.








  
  
Chapter 2



"Hello, I am MediSam. Thank you for activating another fine product of  Faid Estranamaat for your emergency medical needs. Please place my head near the injury so I may perform a diagnosis, thank you."

The MediSam is shaped like a puffed-out Ken doll, with a head twice as large as it should be. Supposed to be endearing. Benoval tech by way of Sony. A cop brought it to me after he noticed me all alone, sitting at a corner table in serious pain, nursing my right arm. He'd had a waiter bring me a bottle of Chianti, too. I have a glass and a half of wine before I take the MediSam out of its protective plastic wrap and thumb the switch on the back of the unit.

I do as it asks, point its head at the middle of my forearm where it hurts the most. 

"I am detecting what could be an injury," it says, in a decent approximation of Mickey Rooney's voice. "Please move my head in small counterclockwise circles. Thank you."

Holding it left-handed, it's awkward for me, but I manage to make generally circular motions.

"Please move slower, and use smaller circles, thank you."

Awfully polite. Annoying. I comply as best I can.

"Thank you," it says. "You have a simple fracture of the ulna. I am most sorry. However, the fracture can be set. If you wish for me to set it, please bend my arms above my head, thank you."

I can't use my right hand, exactly. How's it expect me to bend its arms? With my teeth, I guess. Its stubby, three-fingered hands taste like antiseptic. 

"Thank you. Please, now place me so my head points at the fracture area and my arms encircle the wound, thank you."

The MediSam's arms clamp down gently around my arm as I hold it up to the fracture. Feel extremely silly having a Ken doll hugging my arm. It kneads the wound in short, slow movements and my arm heats up, a warmth that reaches to my shoulder. The warmth replaces the pain.

"Thank you. The fracture is set. Please be advised the fracture area will be sensitive for the next 72 hours as the bone completes its accelerated re-growth cycle. Please avoid using the injured arm in any stressful manner during the rehabilitation period, thank you."

I lower the MediSam and stretch my right arm. Little stiff, but no more break. Twist it around some. Shot of pain at the far ends of the movement. Definitely gonna have to take it easy the next few days. No problem—was planning too, anyway.

Finished with the MediSam, I turn it off.

"Thank you for deactivating me," it says as it powers down. "Please be aware Faid Estranamaat makes no guarantees directly or implied that the services performed by this MediSam unit are in the best interest of the patient, and the patient, by activating this unit, agrees not to hold Faid Estranamaat liable for any misdiagnosis made by this unit or for any unintended or unanticipated effects of treatment performed arising from said misdiagnosis. Thank you."

Sure, tells you that after you're done with it. The arm does feel better, though. I put the MediSam down on the table and pour myself another glass of wine. Lean back, sigh. The wine is doing some good, taking the edge off the fading effects of the drugs I've been popping all night. Sitting here, the still and silent clockwork parade of history at my back, I'm strangely enough the closest to being relaxed as I have been in more than a week. Chalk that up to not having to kill anyone in the foreseeable future.

A couple of ambulances did come after the incident. Unfortunately for me there was a dead waiter, and a live Benoval. The waiter got the attention of one EMT crew, who took it back to the hospital morgue for the cops. The other EMT crew spent its time fawning over the benny. Checked it for the tiniest scratches—none were found—then helped it back to its limo which they would have dutifully escorted away if it hadn't flown off where they couldn't follow. Can't blame the medics for ignoring me in favor of the benny. Wouldn't be good for themselves or their families if they let a benny's injuries, however small, go unnoticed and untreated. Me, my injuries go untreated, I won't end up melting an entire neighborhood from orbit out of spite. 

Still, the bastards could have come back for me after the benny made flight instead of roaring off into the night. Probably couldn't wait to get back home and tell their wives about how they saved a benny's life. Who hasn't? I ask myself, laugh bitterly.

Now that the benny and the corpse are gone, as well as most of the cops and local officials who'd shown up in a panic to make sure the benny was all right, the club is practically empty. Me, the bartender and a few waiters, a news crew, and a handful of cops. Most of the cops, uniform types, are standing near the door chatting, not letting the news crew get inside or get a good shot through the doorway. Most excitement both the cops and the news crew have had in weeks, I figure. 

One of the cops is taking holos of the place, of the wrecked table, of the chairs knocked over. The cops took the waiter's knife—a lowly kitchen knife, nothing special—away wrapped in a plastic trash can liner, but the tray he dropped is still lying on the floor. Bartender wants to clean the place up, but the cops tell her to sit tight, it's a crime scene, so she and the wait staff are clustered at the far end of the bar, talking low amongst themselves. Every once in a while, one of them looks my way accusingly. Like I was the guy who killed their co-worker.

Nobody's questioned me yet. Questioned everyone else before letting them leave the club. Except the benny, of course. I don't know if I'm under arrest or what. Nobody official's said word one to me on that score. For right now, I assume I'm to stay put, enjoy the wine, nurse my wounds, think too much. 

So, I didn't kill the benny. Not gonna get a second chance, either. Ain't no way it's coming back to the Clockwork again after what happened, and it's supposedly scheduled to flit off to Germany or somewhere tomorrow. Hope she enjoys herself.

Kwon isn't gonna be pleased. Well, fuck him, anyway. Serves him right sending me and not a pro. 

Can't say I'm especially upset about not pulling off the hit. Killing isn't my style at all, never a career path I wanted to take. And I certainly don't mind missing out on getting to swim in an over-sized toilette. Only worried about what Kwon's gonna do to me for failing. The Korean mob isn't known for its forgive-and-forget attitude, and I've heard some disturbing things about how Kwon personally reacts to disappointment. Man's got a mean streak, even for a Tong leader. 

I had to go and get myself into this situation, so I really can't bitch. Much. Didn't know it was Kwon's aunt, sure, but probably wouldn't have cared, honestly. Been a little cocky lately. I've honed the gypsy curse routine to perfection, gotten it so dead-on I can make anyone think they've got the evil eye focused on them on the barest of evidence, which I fake anyway. Then they pay me to lift the curse. Pay me anything I ask, even a second or third time, when I go back and tell them the curse was more powerful than I assumed and has returned to vex them again. Repeat business is half my business.

It's a good scam. I do all right for myself, better than I did when I was running sidewalk three-card monte games or the old ring con, my naive teenage years. Money's good, and my carefully chosen victims, they're the type that don't go running to the police when and if they realize they've been taken. Old, vulnerable, the blue-hair and false-teeth crowd. Telling the cops they've been taken by a street-hustler pretending to lift gypsy curses is like admitting to the world they should be put in a home for their own good. 

Good scam? Nah, perfect scam. Long as I pick the right marks, and I always do. Kwon's aunt was a great mark—from all appearances. Husband just died, no kids, lot of cats, lonely as anything, ready and willing to believe whatever I told her, if only for the company. Too close to her nephew, as it turned out, though. 

First time I did my thing on her, got ten-thou out of her to lift a curse I'd convinced her had been placed on her home by a wandering gypsy troupe her late husband had offended in some way or other—gypsies being notoriously fickle and easily angered, I'd made sure to point out to her repeatedly. She'd bought the spiel without question, confident that my two minutes of incoherent chanting and bellringing in her TV room had done the trick. Second time, a month later and looking for another easy score, I went back and told her the gypsies had gotten wind of our attempts to thwart their curse, had put in back in place. Reinforced it, too, having naturally been angered—I'd warned her about that—but there was nothing to worry about because I knew a much stronger curse-lifting ritual that I could perform given the proper resources, say another twenty-thou. A token to be buried in a graveyard to appease the evil spirits.

She was all ready to open her purse and hand me her debit card, but I tell her to sleep on it, to make sure it's what she wants—it's a lot of money after all, and chances are the effects of the curse won't be all that bad. Not fatal, immediately. This stalling move is what we in the business call the sucker clinch, the thing that convinces the mark the whole thing is on the up-and-up, because why would I be giving her time to think about it if the whole thing was a con? Always does the trick, but it means there's a delay in me getting my money. Small delay as it's an investment that always pays off. Just not that time. That very night before she sleeps on it, she goes and casually mentions the evil gypsies to her dear nephew Tommy at a family dinner or something. 

Kwon, not being an idiot, old, senile, or in any way blinded by a need for comfort and solace in this terrible world we find ourselves in, knew immediately what was going on. The next morning, I show up at Auntie's, and instead of her I find three of the Tong's finest thugs waiting in the TV room, there to take me for a little chat with their boss.

Thirteen years on the street, since I was eleven and decided life there was infinitely preferable to being beaten to a pulp day-in, day-out by good old mom and dad, and I'd never managed to cross anybody important. Not the Mob, not the Russian-Hindi syndicate, never the Trafaid, and certainly not Kwon's faction of the Tong. Wouldn't have lasted thirteen years, if I had. Now there I was being escorted to my first—and what I was sure would also be my last—introduction to the inner-sanctum of the underworld.

Figured I was dead.

When Kwon revealed his plan for me, I might as well have been. 

Blackmail is a wonderful tool. Kwon knew exactly how much I'd conned from his aunt, how much I still planned to con from her, and he insisted on me paying her back double, and him ten times for inconveniencing him. Now, I make a good living, can afford a decent apartment and decent girlfriends, but I've got other expenses, too. Payoffs to the cops and the various benny-sanctioned mafias and tongs to let me operate at the top of the list. So, I spend it almost as soon as I get it. No way I had anywhere near enough to make good to Kwon.

He was expecting that. He tells me about this contract to kill a benny he needs someone to take. But none of his people will take it because it's, well, suicide. Smart people, people who have a choice, do not fuck with the masters of the Trafaid. 

He tells me I'm taking the contract, like it or not. I take the contract, I'm off the hook for conning his aunt. Succeed or fail. Succeed, I can go on living, come back to Philly, and keep practicing my trade, even consider Kwon a friend in the Tong-spirit of the word. Fail, and I'll be dead, one way or another, the implied threat that if the Trafaid didn't kill me, the Tong would. But at least I wouldn't owe him any money. And never mind that I'm no pro, not even an aspiring amateur hitman. He wasn't looking for a pro. He was looking for someone the bennys would never suspect, someone with not even the hint of a violent crime in their record. A virgin. I was the perfect guy, far as he was concerned. He'd give me all the info I'd need, arrange everything, even the gun. All I had to do was go along and do my best, by which he meant kill the benny, period.

What choice did I have?

You know, I really shouldn't have stopped that fucking waiter.

Should've let him do his thing. Sure, running headlong at the benny with a lousy kitchen knife wasn't much of a plan, but he had a chance. As much as I did, maybe. If he'd managed to pull it off, Kwon would've gotten the result he wanted, and I'd be off the hook. Wouldn't be sitting in this club full of cops, wouldn't be wondering if they suspect I'm anything other than a good Samaritan.

I blame the Lightning Strike. Reacted way bad with the artificial confidence pills. You'd think the guy I bought them both from would have mentioned something about mixing them but guess I shouldn't expect responsible behavior from a guy who operates out of a pickup in a Winn-Dixie parking lot. 

Don't know what I was thinking taking the drugs in the first place. Another bad decision, like my choice of wardrobe, or going back to Kwon's aunt for a second go at the brass ring.

So, what now? Head back to Philly and hope Kwon takes pity on me, doesn't carry out his threat to kill me, hope he overlooks the part where I saved the benny's life instead of ending it? Not much chance of that, let's be realistic, and even if he does let me live, get back to my life, I'll still owe him more money than I can comfortably scam anytime soon, or ever. Which means I'll be in debt to the Tong for who knows how long, which means at any time Kwon can have me hauled in front of him again, demand I do something for him, and I won't be able to refuse. This time he asked me to kill a benny. What'll it be the next time, and the time after that? These kinds of debts never really get repaid, and what if he sends me out to kill a human? What then? Not enough pills in the world to get me to go through with that.

So, guess I got to start thinking about getting as far away from Kwon as I can. I'm thinking Brazil. And why not Brazil? Warm beaches. Superstitious populace. Ripe for my kind of talents. Place like that, wouldn't miss Philly at all. And it should be far enough away from Kwon and his influence to let me live a life without too much worry about constantly watching my back.

Gotta move fast, keep a step ahead of any retribution Kwon might initiate once he hears what's gone down. That means leaving here, right now, walk out of the club and hit the nearest highway, hitch all the way to South America if I have to. No more waiting for the cops to decide to take their heads out of their asses and let me go on my way.

Mind made up, I down what's left in my glass and stand.

The cops around the door stop chatting. But not because of me. They're looking at the doorway. The news crew isn't there anymore. Something alien is.

A fish tank on legs.

The fish tank is a transparent egg-shaped deal supported in a framework of ceramalloy painted hot-pink, set between two stubby, purple mechanical legs each about the thickness of a respectable tree trunk. It's a hard-case environment suit, bulky and by the looks of it built to take harsher places than the Florida Gulf, but not designed to deal with human proportions. It's only a squat five feet tall, at most, but the legs are set just so to give it a stance maybe four feet wide. The thing can't fit through the door flat on, so it has to shuffle through sideways, the cops standing by patiently in respectful silence. Once it manages to get into the club, it stands and talks to the cops, who are all business now. I can't hear the conversation, not sure if I want to. After a second, one of the cops points accusingly in my direction and the alien waddles straight at me. A slow, methodical waddle which gives my heart plenty of time to rev up into impending heart-attack territory.

It stops about a foot in front of me and the egg-shaped fish tank tilts back so I can get a good look at its contents. It's filled with a murky, dark liquid. Takes my eyes a second to pick out the darker form inside the tank, the alien itself. Hard to pin down an exact shape. Too many shadows, the liquid too viscous, to get any real sense of the alien's form, other than it's a sort of cross between a jellyfish and a piranha, with a bundle of notched tendrils hanging from its bottom half and a vague parody of a face set in what could be its chest. It's got these three pairs of four-inch-long finger-tendrils along either side of its face that don't look strong enough to be much use for anything, except maybe funneling food into its teeth-filled vertical slash of a mouth. 

Whatever its true shape, the alien can't be comfortable, cramped into the tank like that. Doesn't look like it has much room to move, like the suit was made for a creature half its size.

"Excuse formality," it says. "Present domestication tag for official identification."

The voice sounds artificial, mechanical. Not all that refined of a machine, either. Monotone and warbling. I see what look like gills along the alien's hunched shoulders (or ass, for all I know) rustle a step ahead in time with the words coming from the suit. 

My heart rate slows, and I automatically gesture at my left side with a toss of my head. I know this routine. Usually it's a cop asking, back when I was younger and worked street cons, wasn't as cautious about my marks and more open about my thievery, and lately, on those few occasions I forgot to pay them the proper weekly monetary respect and triggered a shake-down to get the payments flowing again, always at a higher rate. What fish-tank here must be, some kind of cop. Or at least he works for the Trafaid. Same difference.

A multi-jointed robot arm pops out obscenely from a compartment at the base of the tank between the suit's legs. The tip of the long, snaking arm has a ten fingered hand, the fingers delicate and graceful, arranged around each other. 

It places two fingertips on my shoulder, draws them down the length of my arm until they pass next to my vaccination scar, where a muffled beep from the domestication tag under my skin responds to the data-transfer request signal the alien is transmitting through its fingers. It holds its robot fingers over the tag while my life story is uploaded through a galvanic modem.

Never been comfortable with the whole concept of domestication tags or having one inside me. Sure, it's not like it's a foreign object, since it was grown out of my own cells after an injection of special purpose biodirectors when I was fifteen, but that doesn’t change the fact it's a constant reminder within my own body that in the eyes of the Trafaid, I'm pretty much property. Tagged and branded, just like cattle, just like every other human on the planet, every other species in the Trafaid. Except the bennys, of course. 

A brightly colored projection appears on the interior curve of the fish-tank, some kind of information display for the alien inside. The scroll on the inside of the tank is in an alien gibberish, and seen from the back, to boot, but that's okay, I know what it is. A personal history, all the information the Trafaid deems important enough for me to keep with me at all times: my parent's DNA signatures, my net worth, credit rating, my known associates and criminal record—eight arrests, no convictions, I'm lucky that way (and not above bribing an assistant DA here and there). I catch a fleeting series of pictures of myself, the ones taken every year since Domestication as I reported into the Philly Registration Center for my annual birthday submission to the Trafaid census and tax reckoning. 

The robotic crotch-arm withdraws into the suit and the information display vanishes. The alien peers out at me with these six tiny, black-marble eyes that don't look strong enough to see through the murky liquid of the tank. "Orlando Schiavo?"

"Call me Orlan," I say, deciding to play this nice and easy. No reason not to. This thing can read the heavily encrypted data from a tag, so it either works for the Trafaid itself or one of its faid, and either way, that puts it at least one rung further up the food chain than me, the cops, and any other human in the joint and possibly Florida. 

"Kralister," it says, those mouth fingers moving in tight, rapid circles. Some kind of gesture of greeting or salute, or maybe it does use them to gather food into its mouth, and it's insulting me in some subtle alien way by hinting I'm no better than food. But I'm being paranoid. Let's call it a friendly gesture of greeting, for now. "Kralister secondary deputy security chief to Ne Jilos Estranamaat Ij. Orlan will come with Kralister."

This is what being friendly gets you. The paranoia takes over. "Why?"

"Ne Jilos wishes to extend personal gratitude to Orlan for actions taken on Ne Jilos' behalf this evening." 

Is that all? Christ. Worried over nothing. Suppose I can spare a few seconds to get some gratitude. Be nice for a change. Sure, I don't like the idea of spending any time in the company of the alien I was trying to kill just in case she's somehow figured out what I was planning to do, but I don't have much of a choice. As long as she hasn't figured it out, or asks any embarrassing questions, at least it'll get me out of the bar and one step closer to Brazil. "Lead the way," I tell him. "She still outside? I thought they carted her off." 

"Truth. Ne Jilos is safely at personal yacht. Kralister take Orlan there. Short trip, brief audience. Be back before dawn."

"Yacht?" Great. Last thing I need is to waste time with this. I need to get on the road. Kwon could be marshaling the Tong right this very second, showing them all pictures of me and telling them not to even bother trying to bring me back alive. "Look, Kralister, not that it wouldn't be nice, but it's late, I've had a rough night, and all I want to do is go back to the motel and get some shut eye. You can understand that, can't you?"

"Refreshments will be served. Good time for all."

"Sorry. Just tell your boss I was honored to be of service. She doesn't owe me anything."

"Time evaporates. Come, now." His mouth-fingers curl into tight spirals. "Kralister afraid must insist. Do not make Kralister invoke Domestication laws."

A not so-subtle reminder it's pointless for me to try to refuse the invitation. This Kralister jack-off, he wants to, all he has to do is ask the cops to get involved, and they'll personally escort me wherever the benny wants me to go. The laws are clear. 

Perhaps sensing my apprehension, Kralister's body flutters, twists around inside the tank to look behind him as best he can, at the cops, all not-very-convincingly ignoring us. Kralister twists back and his mouth fingers are all pointing down, at the lower half of his tank.

The inside of the tank lights up again, only this time the scrolling characters are English, and facing out towards me. Meant for me to read, and tiny enough, I get the impression, for no one else. I lean down and have to squint. 

KRALISTER COGNIZENT BREACH OF PROTOCOL UNUSUAL AND APOLOGIZES FOR ODDITIES OF SITUATION. DO NOT THINK BADLY OF KRALISTER. ARRANGEMENTS HAVE BEEN MADE. KRALISTER WILL EXPLAIN IN TRANSIT. PLEASE, FOLLOW.

"What?" I ask, out loud, but quiet.

By the time I open my mouth I'm asking his back, as he's spun around by lifting his weight ponderously onto one massive, stubby leg and done this elegant 180-degree pirouette.

I stare at his retreating back for a moment, not sure of what to make of him. My apprehension is gone, I'll say that. Replaced by curiosity. Always gets the better of me, I'm afraid.

I put five c-notes next to the MediSam on the table and start off after Kralister. More than enough to cover the week's tab, rest as tip. Big tip. 

Catch the bartender's eyes as I pass her on my way to the door. No smile there for me anymore, and for some reason, that stings more than the arm did. 








  
  
Chapter 3



There's a limo waiting outside the Clockwork. Not one with wheels and all stretched out so it can't corner worth shit, but a fancy off-world model shaped like two sperm, one stacked atop the other, with elegant, swept-back snapwing fixtures along its sides. Looks like it'd be as at home under the sea as in the air. 

The second we're out the door, I knock on the back of Kralister's tanksuit to get his attention. "Hey, you want to explain yourself?"

He doesn't stop his slow waddle towards the limo. "Kralister does not think so, not now." 

A crotch-arm extends to casually gesture in the direction of the news crew standing off to our left. We're being watched through the dual lens of a holorecorder on the shoulder of a husky, bearded guy, battery-pack belts strapped across his chest like bandoleers. A sound guy standing next to him has a parabolic microphone pointed in our general direction. Standing behind them both, a reporter looks like she's patched herself into the sound and video feeds, wearing this eye-screen and headphone thing that is engineered to somehow leave her neatly lacquered helmet of hair unscathed. I catch a slight aspect of the vulture in her face as she stares at us.

Great, just what I need. Video of me boarding a benny ship after saving the life of a benny. Ain't no way this is not gonna make the morning news, here and around the Trafaid. Kwon's bound to see it, bound to think I sold him out. Bound to get pissed. Bound to spend everything his Tong has to have me tracked down and killed, several times, if possible, if I know my Tongs.

"Yeah," I say to Kralister. "It can wait. You wanna hurry it up?"

As Kralister nears the limo—a skitter, one of the new mid-range luxury models from the Mercedes-Benz division of Faid Hiuryensdi—a hatch at the very front splits open, the lower half doubling as a ramp.

Kralister waddles up to the ramp, stops, tilts his tank back. I wonder how he's gonna fit himself through the hatchway at the top. Don't think he can even make it through sideways. 

The egg-shaped tank part of his suit pistons out from the leg cradle, slides gently down to the asphalt. The codpiece-like compartment comes with the tank, and a couple robotic crotch-arms extend out, fingers splayed into feet, and lift the tank about a foot off the ground. He looks a lot more mobile now, but also more fragile; without the bulk of the leg cradle and the legs themselves he no longer looks imposing. He's just this alien in a tank balanced precariously on very thin legs. 

Free of its burden, the tank cradle slowly waddles off on its own around to the back of the limo, where a crane has come out, poised to lift it into a cargo compartment nestled between a pair of snapwing triplets. 

Kralister waits in his eggtank at the bottom of the ramp for me to go up first. I'm a little hesitant, still not sure what the hell is really going on here, but I'm not gonna give the news crew something more to film, something to air, by making a scene. So up I go.

The limo isn't empty. 

The benny's bodyguards are waiting inside. The human local-talent bubba and the gray-skinned, bulbous-headed alien with the halter-bras strung with weaponry, they're both in there. Waiting for me? Or simply catching a ride back to the benny's ship? I get cautious, paranoia ramps up another notch, and hesitate at the top of the ramp.

Kralister waddles up behind and around me, eases his tank into the cabin. He gingerly works his egg-tank up the aisle running the length of the cabin, past the bubba sitting on a well-appointed bench seat along the left wall, and to the back of the cabin. He settles his tank into a socket-like seat behind a console glowing with holographic controls. The seat leaves just enough room for his crotch arms to extend out beneath him. He gestures with one at the human, the other at the alien sitting next to him. "Bobby Joe and Kutha Va, is Orlan, hero of evening."

Bobby Joe nods at me. Not a particularly friendly nod, either. Kutha Va doesn't go that far. I get no reaction from her but a quick glance up, either too busy working at the console to acknowledge me, or simply the rude type. 

"Orlan board, please," Kralister says as I stand in the hatchway. "Or would Orlan prefer to make trip clinging to outside? Fresh air something mammals enjoy, Kralister understand."

Suddenly get the feeling this whole invite thing is a ploy to get me surrounded and subdued so they can dump me in a swamp somewhere. But if they knew what I'd been up to in the Clockwork, wouldn't I be dead already? Wouldn't I?

Must be the drugs. Side effects. Making me paranoid, disrupting my usual trust of complete strangers. Yeah, right.

There's still the news crew, though.

I look back and sure enough, the holocam and the parabolic are pointed right at me. I nearly jump into the skitter.

The hatch closes behind me, and I feel the engines revving up through the soles of my feet. Smooth sub-sonics that could lull me to sleep real fast, I let them. 

The aisle is broad, and there's plenty of bench space along each wall, but I decide to sit straight across from the bubba called Bobby Joe. Not because he seems like good company, but because the moment the hatch cycle finishes, the skitter leaps into the air and forces me back and down. Just as well. I catch a faint, creepy smell, like rotting cabbage and Lysol, from the back that I don't want to get too near to. Kutha Va, presumably, Kralister not having a scent in that tanksuit of his that I've noticed. 

Kralister at the controls, the skitter gains altitude alarming quickly. I look back at him. "So, you promised some explanations?"

"Truth. Must carry out minor duty, first," he says, twisting around in his tank to face Kutha Va. Another robotic crotch-arm comes out, reaches across the aisle and starts punching at the control panel in front of Kutha Va. Kutha Va sits there, watching intently, as if trying to learn the pattern, catch the nuances of Kralister's actions. 

From underneath the skitter I hear a whine of machinery, like landing gear retracting. 

"Kutha Va may fire," Kralister says, crotch-arm fingerettes writhing inside the holographic control panel in front of him, "once Kralister bring skitter onto proper vector."

I hear the word "fire" and briefly wonder what exactly he means by it until I'm pushed back nearly senseless against the bulkhead as the skitter takes a hard turn to the left. 

The cabin lights go out, and all around us, the bulkhead shimmers, becomes so transparent it seems like it's not there anymore, so that we can see the skitter's banked around to nose-dive straight at the Clockwork Club. 

My stomach seizes up as the meaning of "fire" becomes painfully obvious.

The cops are leaving the club in an organized hurry, shepherding the news crew back to their van and to a safe distance. Don't see that the cops have escorted any of the club staff out, but it's dark and we're moving at a pretty good clip, and maybe the bartender, waiters and cooks are already out, and I just don't see them. 

I'm not feeling optimistic about that.

Behind me, Kutha Va snorts and twin columns of blue-hot fire and smoke streak out from the underside of the skitter, one right after the other. They arc out, defining gentle parabolic curves towards the Clockwork Club.

Then we're taking another sharp left turn, banking out towards the Gulf, and the club is exploding behind us, twin fireballs erupting from its punctured roof, obliterating everything in their rapid expansion.

All I can think is, at least they weren't nukes.

The police cars are already casually driving away, lights off, just another day under Domestication. The news van sticks around to film it, something visually exciting for their audience.

The bulkhead fades back to opaque just as fire begins consuming what little the explosions have left of the Clockwork and a fat pillar of smoke rises into the night sky. I stare at the wall, at nothing. Can't bring myself to look back at Kralister, figure if I do, I'm bound to say something I'll regret. I'm in no position to start something. Come to accept these kinds of things, under domestication. Learn to live with them. Nothing I can do.

I let myself blink, glance across the aisle. Bobby Joe looks like he's having pretty much the same internal conversation as I am. Only he's no guest, got no secret he has to keep that way if he wants to stay alive.

"Now, was that absolutely necessary?" he asks, dipping his head forward and staring back at Kralister under thick eyebrows. "You tryin' to piss me off, boss?"

"Kralister does not want to hear complaints of unfairness of Domestication laws. Kralister hear them too many times, all sound like information-free ocean waves. Ne Jilos nearly killed in eating and entertainment establishment—Domestication laws very clear. Establishment must be erased, as warning. In any case, Ne Jilos specifically ordered."

"Yeah, I know. I don't give a fuck about that. Screw the bar—the food sucked, and they watered down the gin. No, all I meant was, it was my turn to fire the missiles. You said I could do it next time." About this time, I realize Bobby Joe is an asshole.

Kralister is quiet for a second, then I see his mouth-fingers twitter in tight circles. "Bobby Joe is correct. Does Bobby Joe wish Kralister to bring skitter around for additional run? Kralister believe some rubble left standing to shoot at."

"Nah, that's all right," Bobby Joe says, smiling at me. "I'd hate to make Va move out the way. You know how she gets when she's inconvenienced."

Kutha Va responds to this in a language that would be lyrically beautiful, an absolute rival to any Mozart light opera aria, if not for the screeching, horrible rasp of the voice doing the speaking. Whatever it is she said, both Kralister and Bobby Joe find it hilarious. Bobby Joe almost spits on me laughing, while Kralister's whole body flutters in quick, jerky waves inside his tank. His way of laughing, or maybe he's just coincidentally having a seizure, who can say?

Bobby Joe sits back and fixes me with a dirty look. "We had it under control."

"Excuse me?"

"The situation. We had it under control. You didn't hav'ta have done what you did. We would've taken care of it ourselves if you'd given us a chance."

"Didn't look that way to me." Not very diplomatic, but I'm tired and my day just keeps getting worse. Makes me want to start a fight, and since good-old-boy Bobby Joe is an asshole who doesn't give a damn about his fellow humans being killed, who better to start it with? Verbal fight, of course. One I shouldn't have any trouble winning. All I gotta do is use sentences with more than three words and confuse the shit out of him. Might even give him an aneurysm, I'm lucky. "Looked like if I hadn't stepped up to the plate, there would have been a couple tons of fillet-of-benny laid out on the floor."

Hits the mark. "You trying to say something? Like me and Va don't know our job? Who the fuck are you, anyway?"

"Orlan prevented much harm to Ne Jilos, that is who Orlan being." Kralister's artificial voice interrupts our discussion. "Kralister warn Bobby Joe to not be insulting to honored guest of Ij."

Bobby Joe looks like he's planning on pulling back, heed Kralister's warning. And we we're just starting to have some fun. 

"No insult taken, Kral," I say, not willing to let the game end yet. "Bobby Joe here just needs my help trying to figure out how the fuck he managed to screw up so badly. Isn't that right Bobby Joe?"

He takes the bait. "I screwed up? Yankee fucker. You made me and Va look bad in front of the boss. Can't rightly say I appreciate that. I know Va don't appreciate that."

Kutha Va speaks up, a short, rapid-fire string of screeching. I assume she's agreeing with Bobby Joe and by the sound of it, that I shouldn't give her an opportunity to show that agreement at any time when she isn't strapped snuggly into a bucket seat out of arm's reach. 

"Kralister expects such rudeness from Bobby Joe, but not Kutha Va," Kralister says. "Kralister disappointed with Kutha Va. "

Kutha Va is quiet, then says something short and sweet to Kralister in a manner that's unmistakably subservient, regardless of language.

Gotta trust Kralister can keep her in line. Anyway, things get out of hand, I've still got that .22 tucked reassuringly in the small of my back, and I'm just tired and strung out enough to maybe not throw up if I pull it out. I give Bobby Joe a wry grin. "Well, you know, it's understandable."

"What's understandable?"

I lean back, grin spreading into a full smile. See, Bobby Joe's come to represent the sum of all that is wrong with the universe for me, and I can't shake the image of the Clockwork's bartender, her missing-teeth, maternal smile being blown to bits by an alien missile simply because of the actions of some random knife-wielding lunatic. 

But what really gets me, of course, is that the exact same thing would have happened had I done the job I was supposed to do, only I'd be responsible. And that, when all's said and done, is what it pisses me off the most.

So I take it out on Bobby Joe. 

"You know," I say, "you being a complete fuck-up and everything."

Bobby Joe's hand reaches underneath his vest, and he's smiling too, like it's a gun he's reaching for. Maybe it is, maybe it isn't, but he sure wants me to think it is, give me a few seconds of panic.

He never gets a chance to finish the movement. His hand falls off mid-reach, just tumbles away from the arm at the wrist, no warning, no explanation, like all that was holding it on was a flimsy string and on a whim, God simply decided to take scissors to it. 

At first he's stunned, brings the boiling, smoking stump up to his face to get a closer look, confused. It registers that this kind of thing isn't normal and he looks over at me, sees my arms are just now unfolding, having been crossed over my chest the whole time. Bobby Joe sees my hands are empty and I think he comes to realize it wasn't me. He swings his head towards the back of the skitter, and never gets to complete that move, either.

I don't see whatever slices him in two, only see the line of ignition grow across his stomach at a slant, his clothes catching fire. Doesn't fully register what's happening to him until he's falling forward and his lower half stays put.

The momentum of his aborted turn helps his torso tumble end-over-end into the aisle. It ends up leaning against my shins, his lifeless head lolling gently against my left knee. From this angle, I can see what it was underneath his vest he was reaching for. A pack of Marlboro's in the breast pocket. Regulars. Hard pack.

Something behind me screeches in panic.

I look back and Kralister's got two crotch-arms out. One is holding an innocuous blue cylinder with one end pointed at what used to be a whole Bobby Joe. The other arm is extended straight out across the aisle, it's ten-fingered hand implanted firmly inside Kutha Va's throat and chest, twisting slowly. I hear cracking. Wet choking. Kutha Va clinging to life.

Kralister brings his free arm around and points the cylinder at Kutha Va. I don't see a beam, but a hole appears in Kutha Va's dome of a forehead. A slow wisp of smoke drifts up out of the hole. Her body goes all limp, the permanent kind.

Kralister retracts his crotch arms into the base of his egg-tank, flutters around inside his tank so he can look at me dead-on.

"Kralister did warn Bobby Joe and Kutha Va about rudeness."
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