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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      In the six months since Arturo Delgado last had the misfortune to encounter Max Dedge, he had circled the globe twice around. At least, that’s what he was trying to sell to the man with the rather large gun aimed at his face. “I’ve traveled the world twice around, man, and never in such crappy accommodations. Don’t you know how hard that is on a body’s ability to get a good night’s sleep and stay rested?”

      Arturo Delgado was trying to talk his way out of certain death.

      Again.

      It wouldn’t be the first time, and fortunately for Arturo Delgado, his ability to expectorate an abundance of bullshit at just the correct moment, would work for him once again, unexpectedly and against most odds, which was a good thing.

      Arturo Delgado had not made a name for himself as a thief, though that was his original intent. As a boy, he was inspired by the sight of Douglas Fairbanks or Douglas Fairbanks Jr. or some other white guy dashing through the sheets in some fantasy of Arabian Nights. Arturo would watch Doug on the side of his church where the films were projected every summer Saturday night after the dashing star had just lifted some impressive gem from its owner, and so, Arturo had set as his goal from an early age to be just as nimble and agile and quick and aware.

      When thieving had not worked out, Arturo Delgado decided to make a name for himself in espionage. As a young man, he had imitated all the best moves from all the Bonds named James. He then took his practiced moves of subterfuge into the homes of the wealthy and well-connected where riches beyond imagining sat idly in some safe somewhere. Picking those safes would be just as easily imitated, Arturo believed. He believed incorrectly, however, and spent a bit of time in a variety of jails. It took Arturo years to understand that he could never actually pick a safe.

      As an adult, Arturo Delgado was left with only the tattered bits of his dreams, which are only good for coloring the truth about the lies we are left with to define us. Lying was one of the few skills remaining for Arturo Delgado to master and he trained himself in the ways of guile and deceit as he never could train himself in agility and aptitude.

      And, for a time, it worked out rather well.

      By the time Arturo Delgado was twenty-five, he was already a millionaire. By the time he was thirty-five, he was wealthy enough to retire to Monte Carlo, if he so decided. As he neared forty-five, Arturo Delgado possessed enough wealth to be named one of the top wealthiest –

      “Okay. Okay. So, you’re rich. So, why are you stuck here in this shithole and where’s my drink?” These words were screeched by an elderly woman of indeterminate age and wealth, who had entered Arturo Delgado’s bar, blown in on an ill wind, and who wouldn’t leave without yet another shot of whiskey. Arturo hadn’t counted how many shots she’d imbibed thus far; he could gauge her tab by the descending line in the bottle. He figured he would derive the total charge for her drinks from the quote for an air conditioner he had never been able to afford. The heat of the Mexican desert beat down through his ceiling and his ice melted into the thirsty throats and desolate earth beneath.

      “And why’s your bar suck so much if you’re so goddamned rich, anyway? Couldn’t you afford better than this?”

      Art dropped a double shot on the bar to shut her up, which is one of the benefits to running a bar. Then, as she drank it down, he explained for her his vision, his scope, something lacking in a person who looks for a drink so far outside of Juarez, Mexico, where the lines on the maps run out to a wispy white. This wasn’t just a bar, he would explain, this was an opportunity for reinvention. A destination! His bar would soon expand, adding a lounge and food to the menu. Hell, he’d even add a menu! Then, there’d be a motel. That would be followed up by a water park. And then –

      “Your whiskey is weak, and your tending is too impersonal. Your dirt floor screams of unprofessionalism and I’ll be leaving plenty of negative reviews on all my social media outlets, of which I have many.” The old woman disregarded him with a shower of pesos thrown in the air, all of them losing value as Arturo watched them land on the dirt floor.

      Four hours later, Arturo Delgado’s dirt floor, along with his opportunity for reinvention, went up in a cloud of smoke when his old… Arturo Delgado had used many words to describe Max Dedge. “Fraud” was one of them. “Douche” also applied. Arturo Delgado considered Max Dedge as little more than a one trick pony; when things were going wrong, Dedge put his head through a wall or his body in the way of a bullet or performed some other infernal feat and always ended up on top.

      So, when Arturo Delgado once again laid eyes on Max Dedge – the first time he’d seen the “detective” since being left to freeze on an ice flow in Antarctica – he was pretty sure Max would ruin something. That’s what Max Dedge specialized in. But Arturo had no way of knowing that the beautiful girl in Max’s tow would really be a magician who could actually bring forth fire inside of Art’s frail and far too flammable bar.

      Within only a few hours, Art’s dream of a bar, a motel, and a water park were left in another world. That quickly, Arturo Delgado had to accept magic as a part of his world view. He also had to accept aliens and Earth colonies from centuries past and crystals that shot you around the universe and a whole host of new realities that made Art wish he’d stayed in bed… as a small child…

      Next thing Art knew, he, the detective, and the woman who had taken everything from him, were in Bangkok sipping drinks and talking as if they were friends. Art, the Douche, and the real, live magician lady, who also happened to be smoking hot, had traveled between worlds. They’d fought together. They’d laughed together. Art should have known it would never last.

      It was over before Art realized it had begun. He was settling down for an MMA fight and the next thing he knew Max Dedge had abandoned him, leaving Art in southeast Asia while he and his cute conjuror caught a quick flight home. A very quick flight home. The title bout had not yet begun when Art was picking up a call from Max in southern California! After that, Art had been forced to race to the States to catch up with the detective and his sexy sorceress at the Golden Gate Bridge.

      Was it with Max in mind that Arturo made a stop at the Marriott, a short drive from the airport and right on the water, to visit an old acquaintance who charged too much to be considered a friend? Arturo had Max on his mind but only because Art knew he would find Max. Max would ruin things again and Art would continue to hate him. Only, you don’t necessarily need hatred in your heart to blow a nose off someone’s face. Was Arturo thinking of Max’s nose when he handled the .50 BMG Accuracy International, a gun as beautiful disassembled as when it was putting a bullet through the nose of some idiot who abandoned him in southeast Asia? Actually, yes. Yes, he was. In fact, he held the sniper rifle in his arms and pictured the perfect shot, which sliced the detective’s nose right off just as he was mouthing the words, “You’re not shooting at me, are you?”

      That was the last time anything had made sense to Arturo. Zipping between worlds was one thing and magicians shooting fire from their fingertips was another thing entirely – but setting right a fundamental wrong in the universe (that Max Dedge was still permitted to walk around with all his limbs, ears, and noses) Art considered God’s work. When creatures started erupting from out of the oceans and the Golden Gate Bridge was shaken to its roots, Art’s only chance was ruined. With all those people around, how could Art even keep his involvement in permanently disfiguring that pain-in-the-ass a secret?

      And, perhaps, Art’s temper got the worst of him. It was no wonder Art shot at the big-headed freak that Max Dedge (of all people) was also shooting at. After the big-headed freak disappeared and the Golden Gate Bridge went flaccid, Art decided he should lay low but not go too far, lest Max Dedge create a stir. Keep an eye on things without sticking his fingers into any pies, so to speak.

      Also, he finally got to binge watch Golden Girls. It holds up.

      Max found him exactly as Art suspected he eventually would, and the detective invited him up to his giant offices located high above San Francisco. Art did not realize how far Max would go to lord his victories over him. Art also didn’t realize that he was going to rob Max Dedge that very day. But that’s the way life works sometimes. You walk into a coffee shop for a mochaccino and the next thing you know, you’re marrying the love of your life. Or, alternately, you walk into the palatial offices of a good-for-nothing private investigator filthy with good luck and decide someone needs to be taken down a peg. It’s kismet.

      After that, Arturo discovered himself burdened with diamonds, of all things. Art had always wanted to fence a really big jewel – but, like, really big – big screen diamond heist big. He had never imagined walking down the streets of San Francisco pulling one suitcase loaded with a quarter of a million dollars while slinging a backpack over his shoulder that held as much as thirty or maybe even forty carats worth of diamonds. Three alone must have been at least five carats a piece – Art had seen them for himself!

      The secret to successfully removing the burden of someone’s wealth is to not make a big deal about it after you do. Most thieves would be tempted to run across state lines to Las Vegas, where they would promptly lose it all. Some would run out and make some huge purchase, forgetting that the minute someone is relieved of their wealth they do tend to get out there and start looking for it. No, the key to longevity in the field of wealth management is patience. And Arturo Delgado knew patience. He had learned it on an ice shelf in Antarctica.

      Instead of converting his newly acquired wealth into cash right away, Art found an old Coke can-shaped stash box that held the best of the diamonds he had stolen and fit nicely in his carry-on bag. He fenced a few, smaller stones for a little less than ten grand and took it on the road. He knew Max Dedge would be looking for him and he knew the detective had this new talent for popping up in unexpected places. Until he was certain of his next move, Art would do nothing but move, which he did in an old pickup with a new engine that Art was fortunate to find in a used car lot in Milpitas.

      Though Arturo Delgado was an accomplished thief and a celebrated safebreaker, if you listened to the wrong people, he had never sold valuables with such… value. Every diamond expert he knew or could get a referral for explained how difficult the sale of large diamonds was this far into the 21st century. “People track those things,” were the very words one New Mexican old-timer used to convince Art that he needed to be tied up and robbed. Doubtless, this was not his intention. But Arturo Delgado hated carrying around hundreds of thousands of dollars of financial security he could not cash in, and he hated it worse when that stolen financial security put anyone’s eyes on any of him.

      Unfortunately, diamond resellers, or movers, form a rather insular community and Arturo had no idea how much they talked. People stopped taking Arturo’s calls, especially those who owed him favors. Art found himself crisscrossing the nation to find just the right person, someone who knew diamonds while also not being known by too many in the diamond industry. Even Art and his unflappable greed knew he couldn’t fence them alone. By the time he rolled into Rockport, Washington, on his way through the Cascades driving to Vancouver in the north, the old truck’s new engine had lived and worked a full life for a truck’s engine, and he pulled up in front of Sue Jorgensen’s little restaurant with nothing more on his mind than breakfast and the possibility of finding a perfectly unexpected place to sleep.

      He found neither. Each time he tried to sleep, he stared up at a ceiling instead, dwelling on everything that had gone wrong in his life – all care of Max Dedge, of course. What had Max ever given Arturo outside of a bag full of diamonds? And if that bag full of diamonds was all Arturo had left to him, why not take it out for all it was worth? The greatest deal of his life? Arturo was spurred by the millions he might walk away with to the single, square mile of land where all diamond deals of any consequence happened, outside of the deepest holes in the Earth: Antwerp.

      Arturo acted on the decision before he was finished making it, which was something of a theme for Art, arranging for the trip from a room located above a particularly loud family restaurant. Perhaps, he shouldn’t have purchased a first-class ticket. Perhaps, that was drawing too much attention to himself. This was one of those times when decisiveness was the worst possible drug, leaving its user confident to the point of carelessness. Art knew, however, that his only real threat came from the detective who called himself Max Dedge. “What’s he going to do?” Art reminded himself for the hundredth time, waiting to board his KLM flight. “Is he going to appear out of nowhere onto a trans-Atlantic flight? Would he do that? Why would he do that?”

      Art knew perfectly well that Max Dedge was capable of doing exactly that. He’d seen Max take a speeding car into another world. Any fear he had only grew as the plane took to the air and drove Art so far out of control that he looked over his shoulder, around every corner, and behind his back until –

      “We’re here, sir.” The driver snapped Art out of his reverie, which only served to remind him of the many times he’d been snapped out of it before. Where was he again? Belgium! Right.

      Outside of the car, the buildings loomed, almost as if Art’s driver had parked them in an alley. Arturo was certain they weren’t parked in an alley, even if the sidewalks were no different from the street. Just outside of his door, Art read the sign at the front entrance of the International Geological Institute, something Art would have happily ignored had geology and diamonds not been so prominently on his mind. Art read the word “Diamanthandel” on the side of a nearby building and wondered if that had anything to do with diamonds at all.

      Art was looking for a place called the Antwerp International Diamond Import/Export Authority. He asked, “Have we reached the AIDIEA?” Of course, he tried to sound it out, like an acronym. When that didn’t work, he said it like a word, “The aidiea? Do you know where the aidiea is?” He sounded like he was saying “idea” but with a hint of stroke.

      The driver, while restrained and professional, tried sounding it out back to Art but that only made the driver sound like he was having a stroke as well, at least to Art’s ears. For whatever reason, this appeared to annoy the driver, who promptly exited the car and opened Art’s door. And Art wasn’t about to tip someone with an attitude like that.

      Instead, he stepped up to the building he was hoping was the right one, grabbed a handful of doorknob, and gave his driver a snooty look as he stepped inside.
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      The sprawling neighborhoods of Tegucigalpa sat far below the Honduran getaway of a detective from Southern California named Max Dedge. He looked out over the dance of urban sprawl and splashed greenery that July morning, wiped his ice-cold mimosa glass against his forehead and declared, “I’m bored. And it’s hot. And I’m bored.”

      “Say it louder,” a voice demanded from inside.

      “IT’S BORED,” Max shouted, walking in from the patio and dropping into a convenient, comfy chair. “AND I’M HOT AND IT’S BORED.”

      “‘Let’s go to Tegucigalpa,’ you said. ‘I can find him there in minutes,’ you said.” Lily Silver, standing in a blue and silver sundress, held the condensation on the side of her mimosa glass against her head but, even if her tone was mocking, Max knew that much was sincere.

      “I didn’t know it was going to be so hot,” Max told her.

      “In Honduras? In July?” Lily asked. “No, I can see how you’d get confused.” She took a sip of her drink and asked, “Besides, how does the heat interfere with your detecting? Is there some gland you utilize that’s being inhibited by the humidity?”

      “I have Sylvester looking for Arturo Delgado,” Max told her. “I have him looking for unusual diamonds, for activity in the diamond market. I have him scanning police bands and searching the Internet and –”

      “Your worst enemy slash friend who has been living underground as a thief, conman, bank robber, and whatever else strikes his fancy when he wakes up in the morning, somehow, isn’t obvious enough to show up on the Internet. Where so little goes on. Imagine.”

      Max looked up at his ex-wife. “You’re a mean drunk,” he said.

      “I’m not drunk,” she told him. “Anyway, drinking keeps the really angry me at bay.”

      “Is there something else you would like me to do?” Max asked. “Some stone you would like turned? Because I’m all ears. Please. Lay it on me.”

      Max and Lily were in a strange place, both physically and in their relationship. This had, after all, once been Arturo Delgado’s home… well, one of his homes. Once. The couple had found it boarded up and furnished in Art’s typically bad taste; they immediately knew it was his. Max had been sure that the thief on the run would run right back here.

      Only a few months before, Max had been signing his divorce papers. Then, the Golden Gate Bridge happened… and he gave up Squeak…

      For a few weeks after that, Max’s memory became a blur. He remembered finding a Motel 6 in Oakland, across the bay, with one of those greasy diner chains attached and this was where he ate and slept until Lily found him. Finding him wasn’t too difficult; he was still taking calls, after all. He just couldn’t believe his horrible luck.

      Perhaps, Lily helped bring him to life. She told him she saw him in the footage, firing a gun for the first time in a very long time. And she knew what it took for Max to even hold a gun, let alone…

      And, perhaps, it was Lily’s need to understand, her questions, that pushed Max away, that pushed him on toward – and Max knew this was the silly part – building his empire. As if he needed an empire. As if one man could guard a door leading to another world, a door he couldn’t possibly understand. Max sold some diamonds, purchased the Russ Building in San Francisco, rebranded his business to capitalize on his new-found fame (at least, in the bay area), and this was stolen from him by Arturo Delgado before Max knew it. The minute Arturo swiped Max’s diamonds, the façade began to crumble. And when the bills came due, the bills came quickly… so the empire fell.

      Max held a secret suspicion that Lily preferred him poor or, at least, not as fabulously wealthy as he had been for a few short weeks. After selling off most of his dissolving empire, Max still held on to a little traveling money; it was with this that they chased after the man who stole his diamonds.

      “Maybe your methods aren’t working,” Lily suggested. “We’ve been all over this corner of South America and you haven’t so much as talked to the man.”

      Max pointed a correcting finger. “South America doesn’t have corners.”

      “We’ve been to Mobile, Biloxi, New Orleans,” Lily listed.

      “Those aren’t in South America, and besides, you wanted to go to New Orleans,” Max reminded her.

      “It was on the way, so it counts,” she corrected. “We’ve traveled down the Gulf, been to Belize.”

      “Quintana Roo,” Max corrected.

      “Uruguay.”

      “Paraguay.”

      “I thought we spent some time on the coast.”

      “The coast of the Paraná River,” Max insisted.

      “I’m just saying,” Lily told him, sitting in the chair across from him. “You don’t deal with conflict very well. With you, it’s always punch and kick and get punched and get shot. I sit down in a room with two attorneys, and we talk it out. We fix things.”

      “Which I would be more than happy to do,” Max agreed, “if Arturo Delgado was the kind of person to sit down in a room… without stealing it.”

      “You’re always badmouthing him,” Lily noted. “Maybe you should try to use some more neutral language, something that won’t send him running off.”

      “He doesn’t run off,” Max emphasized. “He’s on the run. There’s a difference. Don’t you think I’d be happy if he walked in that door? Don’t you? Tegucigalpa is his old stomping grounds. He has contacts, right here, in this city.”

      “That part is still hypothetical,” Lily reminded him.

      “Don’t you think I want to find him?” Max was getting a bit steamed with the combination of too much heat, not enough booze, and too much nagging. “If you’re so good at bringing two people together, I want to see it. I want to see him walk through that door over there.” He pointed at the front door far across the open floorplan. “Produce an entrance. I want to see it. Right now.”

      Which is when a Jeep burst through the front window, slightly to the right of the door, and came skidding to a halt approximately halfway through the living room.

      That caught Max and Lily’s attention.

      A middle-aged, blonde woman dressed for the occasion in denim shorts, short-sleeved shirt tied in the front, hiking boots, and a pair of old Wayfarer sunglasses, opened the driver’s side door to the Jeep and slid out, hefting a sizable pistol in her hand.

      Max opened his mouth, unsure if the appropriate response was a quip or a dash to safety.

      Then, Adventure Girl caught sight of Max through all the smoke and dust and asked, “Max Dedge? You and I have some talking to do.”

      Max Dedge gave Lily the biggest grin and said, “See? Now, that’s what I call an entrance.”

      And, having said that, he was both relieved and gratified: relieved that he could still banter at his age and gratified that his last words wouldn’t be something stupid.

      Until Lily asked, “Who the hell are you?”

      Max repeated, “Yeah, who the hell?” and immediately wanted to kick himself.

      Adventure Girl gave him plenty of time, keeping her gun trained in his general direction.

      Max tried to think of better last words, but Lily beat him to it. “We know you speak English, so spill. You ruined our house. You ruined our afternoon.”

      The tall redhead with the big gun immediately replied, “Your house?”

      Max realized what had happened. It was all a simple case of mistaken identity. He shouted, “Wait! I think I know what’s going on here.” Looking at Lily, he said, “She wants the, um… you know.”

      “Why would she want him?” Lily asked.

      “Who’s him?” asked Adventure Girl.

      And Lily surprised Max, who had been mostly certain that she wasn’t catching on to this whole “detectives on a stake out” vibe he was trying to create. The woman with the gun in their faces probably helped. Before the question could reach the question mark, Lily corrected, “Who is he? And who are you? Huh?”

      The redhead stopped for a moment. Max could see she didn’t know what to do.

      Lily continued, “There are two ways we can do this, you know? You can hold a gun to our heads if you want. We’re not armed but if you’re after the same guy we’re after, we may be allies, maybe friends… barring the possible resolution of some property damage.”

      Max chimed in, “Doesn’t even matter. Not our home.” And he said it with a smile.

      He watched as Adventure Girl’s resolve buckled, as she reassessed her threat, and she lowered her gun. Max and Lily exchanged a long, relieved glance.

      “My name’s Sue Jorgenson,” the redhead told them.

      Max stood for a friendly, “I’m Max Dedge.” He put his hand out but was a bit surprised to see the barrel of Sue’s pistol tilt back up toward his face as he heard the armed woman say to his wife, “I’m here for this one.”

      Max’s back shot through with steel and his legs locked up as his eyes met Lily’s, and Lily asked, “What did you do?”

      Max gasped, “I didn’t do anything. I was sitting right here, with you, when Adventure Girl here –” Max heard the offended, “I have a name,” before turning to her and, with a dripping splooge of sarcasm, added, “I’m sorry, Suuuueeeee! Sue! When Sue came and put a gun in my face!” It wasn’t Max’s best moment but, in his defense, the gun was rather close to his face.

      Still, his eyes began rolling when he realized his ex-wife was exchanging a meaningful stare with – which he snapped at her to stop. “Hey! Hey! Don’t look at her like you’re commiserating. You’re with me, right?”

      Instead of turning away from Sue, Lily asked, “What did he do?”

      “It’s not what he did,” Sue told her. “It’s what he’s going to do.”

      Max muttered, sitting back down, “That doesn’t sound ominous.”

      “Max,” Lily scolded before asking, “What is he going to do?”

      Max was ready for anything at that point. Did she want him to find someone? Ruin someone? Kill someone? Each thought took Max to a dark place, a dark question. Who do you kill? The target or the one who makes that person a target?

      And as he sat there, stewing in his darkest thoughts… Sue Jorgensen wasn’t saying a word.

      Max looked over at Lily, noticed she was mouthing something at him and wished deeply he could read lips, and he heard Sue ask, “You’re the Max Dedge from San Francisco.” She didn’t say it like a question but, after a moment, Max realized it must have been one.

      So, he replied with the obvious, “Yes.”

      “You’re the Max Dedge from the Golden Gate Bridge.” Sue asked that again in that non-asky way of hers.

      Max sat a bit straighter and answered, “What’s left of it.”

      Sue looked at Lily and said, “I had a place. Washington State. Fella comes in. I got that Golden Gate video on my TV. Fella says this Max Dedge is responsible. Says those were aliens and Max Dedge knows all about that.” Her voice grew shakier with each sentence, each spat like an accusation.

      Max had never imagined this moment would come. Squeak. Tretonia. Magic. Abrogines. There was a part of him that believed all of that was behind him… another part that mourned. And Max smiled because his life had been so much like Brian Silver’s lately.

      He tried using the kindest tone he could manage. “So, you had a place in Washington State and a guy came in and said I was responsible for the damage to the Golden Gate Bridge? Me. All by myself. How would something like that be possible?”

      Sue looked angrily at him and listed, “Because of the aliens. The dreamers? The eggplant men?”

      “Eggplant men?” Lily asked.

      “Abrogines,” Sue remembered.

      And that word made Max feel a bit more alive, and terrified. “Where’d you hear that name?” he asked as he watched the gun return to his face and he heard Sue shout in a manner he took very seriously, “Don’t tell me I’m crazy!”

      And the room grew still. Max Dedge held his breath.

      He had no idea what was going on with his ex-wife. His eyes were occupied with the barrel of a gun. He swallowed against a profound lack of spit and, smiling, told Sue, “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “You just did,” Sue hissed.

      Max tried denying as hard as he could, which was when Lily leaned in and said, “You kinda recapped what she told you and then made her feel dumb. Is that about right, Sue?”

      Sue nodded, “You’re good.” She lowered her gun, casually, and told Max, “She’s good. You should keep her.”

      “You should’a kept me,” Max heard Lily say.

      “Should’a?” Sue asked.

      To which Lily replied, “We’re exes.”

      “No kidding,” Sue exclaimed.

      Which is when Max couldn’t take any more. “You said Abrogines. What do you know about Abrogines,” he nearly shouted, happy to end any discussion over his relationship status.

      And he was fairly surprised to hear Sue tell him, “I know everything about the Abrogines. I know about the Abrogines, the Collectives, the Dreamers. I learned it all.”

      “I don’t know what the hell she’s talking about,” Max said to Lily, who gave a shrug Max found immediately dissatisfying. “What are you talking about? Why are you here?” Max asked Sue Jorgensen.

      He knew he must have been on to something when she holstered her weapon, dusted herself off a bit, and announced, “I need to get back up there, back in space. I need to find my son.”

      “Your son?” Lily asked. “Up there?”

      “So, wait,” Max interrupted, “You’re not here about the guy we got in the walk-in closet?”

      “You got a guy in the walk-in closet?” Sue asked.

      “Yeah,” Max replied. “And don’t you think it’s strange? You coming now just as we don’t know what to do with the guy we have tied up in the walk-in closet?”

      “Stop talking about it so much,” Lily told him. “It sounds weird.”

      “It all sounds weird,” Max exclaimed. “She drives a car through our house. She pulls a gun on us and… what exactly do you mean by up there?”

      “Why do you have a guy in your walk-in closet?” Sue replied.

      “Why has Emily Post never addressed this very situation?” Lily joked.

      Both Sue and Max snapped their heads as if offended they weren’t being taken seriously, which just about summed it up for Max, before turning their eyes to each other. Max asked, “Truce? And a beer?”

      Sue nodded, “A beer would be nice.”
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      Sometime later, Lily and the woman with the gun sat on the patio overlooking the city. The sun was beginning to dip, and their view was growing obscured until the city’s lights set it out for them once again like a fully-laid plate of shimmering humanity. Max made sure the back room was locked tight before joining them outside with several highballs he’d mixed in the kitchen. “What did you say your name was, again?” Max asked.

      “Seriously?” she asked.

      Max looked at Lily. “That can’t be her name.”

      Lily said, “My husband –”

      “Ex-husband.”

      “My ex-husband is a child, Mrs. Jergensen,” Lily said, looking at Max.

      “Actually, it’s Jorgensen,” Sue Jorgensen replied.

      Lily looked up. “I’m sorry. What’s the difference?”

      “What you said was wrong.” Sue Jorgensen stood up from her lounge chair, looking down at the view as she sipped her drink. “I have to say, I was expecting something a little more than this.”

      “This?” Max asked.

      Sue’s voice was incredulous. “A woman crashes through your living room and your response is to have a little party at your rental?”

      “This isn’t a rental,” Max told her, giving his head a sad shake. “Besides, if it was a party, I would have brought out some rum. The Hondurans make a pretty spectacular rum.”

      “Consider yourself lucky he didn’t try to serve the piñol,” Lily told him.

      “The piñol was fine,” Max contested.

      “Okay,” Sue told them. “You two have got to stop being so cute. Are you aware there are aliens invading our solar system? That’s right. They’re here and they’re stripping our solar system of all its raw materials. And they gotta do it fast, too, before these other aliens come in and blow it all up. Don’t you get that?”

      Max got it but that didn’t stop him from taking a sip of his drink. He figured he knew exactly what she was getting at. “And I’ve been shot back and forth between two worlds in an effort to stop another bunch of aliens from invading. And now, I’m chasing my sworn enemy –”

      “He’s your sworn enemy now?” Lily asked.

      “He stole the – I’m chasing my sworn enemy,” Max resumed, “around the world to recoup the biggest payday I ever received, which he stole. So, yeah. Things are a bit crazier than they taught in school. And the only way we’re ever going to figure it out is if we sit down and relax.”

      “This is how you respond to your living room being destroyed? You? A detective?” Sue asked him.

      “Again,” Max told her, “Not my living room. Not my sofa. Not my table. And what Delgado don’t know won’t hurt him. Listen, um, Sue, this ain’t my first rodeo.”

      “Point of fact, you’ve never been to a rodeo,” Lily told him.

      “A metaphoric rodeo,” Max told her. “I’ve been thrown out the window of a high-rise. I’ve hung on to the side of a Jeep while fire was literally thrown at me. I’ve ridden a wizard down a mountainside, and I watched the Golden Gate Bridge destroyed by aliens. So, don’t act like you’re the only one who knows the stakes just because you’re new to this party.”

      “He’s been like this since the bridge,” Lily explained. “Well, since after the bridge, when Art stole all his money.”

      “Do you have to mention the money?” Max asked with a pained face.

      Surprisingly, Sue didn’t ask about the money. She said, “I’m not that new, Mr. Dedge. I saw the bridge go down on tv. That was right before my son was kidnapped by aliens. Just before I was shot into space to try and rescue him from one of their bases orbiting one of the moons of Jupiter.”

      Suddenly, Lily burst out into laughter. “I didn’t think it could happen but, dammit, Max – Jupiter? She has you beat.”

      Lily’s laughter was not met in kind, however. Max may have laughed when Sue’s Jeep crashed through the monotony of endlessly looking for Arturo Delgado… but he wasn’t laughing now. Rather, he was shaking his head. “I knew this day would get here,” he told them. He fixed his gaze back on Sue and told her, “But I thought you’d come from Presizion. Or, at least, the police.”

      “What’s a Presizion?” Sue asked.

      “You kidnap a few thousand people hundreds of years ago… someone’s going to find out,” Max said. He took a sip from his drink for effect, his eyes steady on the horizon.

      “I think I preferred it when you were jumping out of windows,” Lily complained.

      Then, a beep interrupted and a voice from several feet away announced, “Sir, I believe I’ve found something interesting.”

      Sue rose from her chair with a start. “What’s that?”

      “That,” Max explained, his drink now a stranger, “is my phone. Sylvester, say hello to Sue Jorgensen. She’s going to be working with us for a little while.”

      “It’s a pleasure meeting you,” Sylvester announced.

      Max held up the small, black instrument, announcing, “This is a Velocity 3200, an advanced artificial intelligence wrapped in the shell of a multi-purpose –”

      “It’s a phone,” Lily explained. “It’s Max’s phone.”

      “Of course,” Sue replied.

      “It said it found something?” Lily asked, locking eyes with her ex-husband.

      Max’s mouth was still open from almost explaining the ins and outs of his phone, which Lily knew full well he loved to do whenever he met someone new.

      “It’s a phone, Max. It’s just a phone,” she said.

      Max lifted the phone and asked, his voice audibly sulking, “What did you find, Sylvester?”

      Sylvester began to report, “Pursuant to your request that I monitor the financial transactions of –”

      “Which is all legal, of course, and there’s no reason to suspect otherwise,” Max shouted over him.

      Lily laughed, “But you’re not paranoid.”

      “Just cut to the chase, Sylvester,” Max said, returning to his seat. The three patio chairs were moved into a kind of circle, as Max set Sylvester on the glass table between them and Sylvester reported, “I’ve found a rather odd press release concerning the travels of one Mister Delouno Musioni, manager and guardian of the world’s fourth largest private diamond concern.”

      “And there it is,” Max interrupted. “There’s my diamonds.”

      “That’s a bit of a stretch, isn’t it?” Lily asked.

      “It’s going to be,” Max assured them. “You watch. Sylvester, who is traveling with Del, um, Mister – who’s in the party?”

      “I am unable to access that information, but I can tell you where his flight is headed.”

      “Where are they headed with my money, Sylvester? Monte Carlo? Macau? How about some place old-fashioned, like Reno?”

      “The destinations are not as you stated,” Sylvester noted.

      “What’s going on?” Sue asked.

      Lily told her. “This is just how the two of them talk to each other because Max is keen to guess. Like a game show.”

      “We have fun,” Max said.

      “There are aliens coming to destroy the world,” Sue told them, rising from her chair. “Did I mention that? My son is missing, and aliens are coming to destroy the world. So, tell me if you’re not going to take this seriously and I’ll be on my way…” She paused for a moment, looking back at the remains of her Jeep. When she looked back, she added, “I thought I could take you seriously. Cazwell sure as hell –”

      “Sylvester, stop,” Max said. There was something different in his voice as he stood before Sue Jorgensen, looking at her as if for the first time.

      Lily was standing as well and asked, “What name did you just say?”

      Max spoke before she could answer. “She said Cazwell. She said Edward Cazwell. That’s the guy who destroyed the Golden Gate Bridge.”

      This information had Sue looking just as incredulous. “That’s the – that’s the guy? Oh. He did that, did he?” She stood up in her chair, she said, “Well, he also kidnapped my son. I don’t know where they are.”

      “Why would he kidnap your son?” Lily asked, sitting beside the now empty chair.

      “Why would he destroy the Golden Gate Bridge, for that matter? But we saw him do it. We know he did.” Max added, sitting with Lily. “None of this makes sense.”

      “It has to make sense,” Sue told him. “Because, to them, it makes sense. So, we have to make it make sense.”

      “Where was the last place you saw Cazwell?” Max asked.

      “On a space station orbiting Ganymede.”

      This caught Max a bit more by surprise. Max looked over at Lily. “I think I’m going to drink some more.”

      “I need you to take this seriously,” Sue insisted. “This is serious.”

      “Serious enough to call for a drink. Maybe more. And how do you expect to get back to Ganymede – Ganymede, Miss Jorgensen?” Max asked her.

      “I don’t know,” Sue replied, a bit flustered, sitting back down in her chair. “My Pod’s gone. I lost the Starship Goodtimes. The Stinkers and the Toxics were all over me and my only means of escape was by a kind of lifeboat.”

      “The Starship Goodtimes… and you thought Squeaker was a bit much,” Max whispered to Lily.

      “But that doesn’t change anything,” Sue insisted.

      “Except that you don’t have a convenient way back to Jupiter,” Max told her a bit pointedly. “’Cause we sure as hell can’t take the Starship Goodtimes, whatever the hell that was.”

      “Okay. Okay,” Lily interrupted, putting her hands between the two like a referee. “This isn’t helping anything, but take a moment to consider what the two of you have learned. You now know Cazwell is your common denominator.”

      “In orbit around Ganymede,” Max pointed out.

      “Yes, Max. We know,” Lily told him. “But what if you took that – the gate. The door? Whatever it was in that building in San Francisco?”

      Max shook his head, dismissively. “I don’t think we could go through. I think we would need one of their crystals to –”

      “What are you two talking about?” Sue asked. “There’s a door? A gate? And that takes you where, exactly?”

      “Okay,” Max said, all business, “You said you traveled in a ship. Yes?”

      “To Jupiter?” Sue asked. “How else would –”

      Max interrupted, “Well, the Abrogines built these gates that likely make your starships look quaint. You enter one side wherever you are – here or San Francisco. Wherever. When you come out the other side, you’re no longer here. You’re there.”

      “But,” Lily added, “you were just saying they need –”

      “I know,” Max told her. He looked at Sue and said, “The gate in San Francisco takes you to a place called Tretonia, a small kingdom with a serious Medieval Times vibe. We think it’s on another planet or – but the problem is we can’t get through without –”

      “You said crystals,” Sue interrupted. “Those are the diamonds you were talking about?”

      “They’re like diamonds,” Lily emphasized.

      “No,” Max disagreed. “They’re nothing like diamonds.”

      Lily wasn’t buying it. “I thought you said…”

      “Hold on,” Sue requested, looking more exhausted by the minute. “Are you talking about real diamonds? Or aren’t you?”

      “He’s not,” Lily replied.

      “I am,” Max insisted, which was followed by the kind of back and forth a long relationship will bring… and that just felt longer and longer to Max. “I will explain it one more time,” he conceded.

      Sue kept on. “Because when I said Jupiter, I meant Jupiter. When I said Ganymede, I meant Ganymede.”

      “And when I say diamonds tend to be found in the same mine that gave me a certain crystal that I called Squeak that would take me instantaneously from one world to another… I mean that.” Max finished, thankful he didn’t need to repeat himself.

      Sue summed up her argument a lot easier. “Sure, but yours doesn’t make sense.”

      Max and Lily exchanged a long glance before Max agreed, “That would be a whole lot easier if I had my diamonds.”

      “Is that what the guy in the walk-in closet is about?” Sue asked him.

      Max took a minute, sat down with his drink, invited the others to return to their seats, and after some long, serious thought, replied, “Sue, we’re good people, law-abiding people. We both work, in our own way, to help others and make the lives of others better.” Lily gave an inconsiderate laugh. “What I’m trying to say is that we’re not trying to hurt anyone here. We’re not criminals. In fact, we’re tracking a criminal.”

      “The guy in the walk-in closet?” Sue asked.

      “No,” Max corrected. “We’re both looking for his diamonds – Arturo Delgado, I mean, this lowlife –”

      “Don’t badmouth him,” Lily snapped. “That’s not nice.”

      “The man’s a criminal,” Max reminded her.

      “Oh, boohoo,” Lily mocked.

      Max turned back to Sue. “Arturo Delgado stole a valuable stash of diamonds. From me. I’m here to find either him or the diamonds he stole from me but… we’ve been less than fortunate.”

      “Except for the guy in the closet,” Lily added. “I wouldn’t call him fortunate. He didn’t think anyone would be here. He came to give the place the old shake down and, boy, was he surprised.”

      “By Max?” Sue asked.

      “By the drop from the window,” Lily answered.

      “He tried to come in smooth, sneak in so no one would notice, but ended up on his face,” Max explained. “After we heard him crack his skull, tying him up was no problem.” Max gave a smile, which turned into a shrug. “Problem is, he doesn’t know anything. He was sent to do a job.”

      “Now, we don’t know what to do with him and he’s tied up in there, scared probably,” Lily added.

      “Scared, sure,” Sue agreed with a nod. “He’s probably…” And her voice faded as she appeared to become lost in thought.

      Max looked at Lily and she gave her head a little shake. Max was about to speak… But Sue was inspired. “Listen, you know, this isn’t really my thing. I ran a restaurant. I – my son was kidnapped by aliens. That’s not even close to this.”

      Lily tried to empathize, “I can’t even imagine –”

      Sue interrupted, mid thought, “And you’ve tried talking with him?”

      “Talking?” Max asked. “Oh, yes. We’ve tried.”

      “Have you tried getting tough?” Sue asked.

      Lily said, “Max isn’t so great at getting tough, or talking.”

      “I got plenty tough. He just clams up. I’m not going to beat the guy.” Max turned to Sue and said, “We’ve tried everything we can think of. Why do you ask? You have any ideas?”

      Sue took a deep breath and answered, “Yeah, I have one. It’s probably nothing. Probably stupid… do you mind?”

      Max looked at Lily and asked, “You want to take a whack at him? Have at it. He’s all yours.”

      “Don’t whack him, though,” Lily said. “He looks like he’s having a rough time.”

      “Is there any chance the walk-in closet has a window?” Sue asked. “My idea might work better if I can remain anonymous.”

      Max shook his head, “I didn’t see any –”

      “It’s on the left side as you enter,” Lily told her. “Almost like a transom window but bigger… and the place is in such bad shape the thing never closes. Must be hell when it rains. Just around that way,” she said, pointing.

      “Okay,” Sue said, getting up and following Lily’s direction.

      “What do you think she’s going to do?” Lily asked Max, taking a long pull from her drink.

      Max leaned back. “Well, you know, that woman was armed to the teeth. She claims she’s been to Jupiter because her son was kidnapped by aliens, so…”

      “Don’t talk that way, like she’s looney,” Lily told him. “Did I give you that look when you said you went to another world?”

      “Yes,” Max told her. “Actually, it was worse than that.”

      “You were with another woman,” Lily reminded him.

      “A client,” Max reminded.

      He found Lily’s memory a bit more specific, however. “A beautiful, young client who couldn’t keep her hands off of you.”

      It was a familiar refrain, and Max had tried explaining that Jracilla was a world away several times before. This time, he simply replied, “She could keep her hands off of me. She kept her hands off me plenty.”

      In the midst of the pause that followed, Max rewound his words to check for errors but was too slow. Lily echoed, “She kept her hands off you, huh?”

      “Tiera del Fuego.”

      That statement, a geographical location, came out of nowhere. Max and Lily turned to Sue, standing at the doorway wearing a smile, who repeated, “You’ll find whatever you’re looking for in Tiera del Fuego.”

      “Tiera del Fuego?” Max asked, a bit stunned.

      “On the tip of South America, as it turns out,” Sue added, returning to her seat.

      Max and Lily looked in tired amazement. “How did you find out?” Lily asked.

      “I told him I was there to rescue him,” Sue admitted, impishly. “I asked if his mission was successful. He said it wasn’t. I asked him if he knew where to go from there and he said, ‘Sure. Puerto Williams, just south of Tiera del Fuego.’ I left him in there and came back here for a drink.” With that, she drank.

      “A port? Why’s he going to a port?” Max asked. “And how does that connect to Art?” He looked at the others, but they had no answers. So, Max tried to figure it out. “This guy’s looking for my diamonds at Art’s house. How does he even know about my diamonds?”

      “This may sound nuts but… Antarctica?” Lily suggested.

      Just like that, Max felt he understood. “I know. I know. I don’t know why but I know. He’s going to Port Lockroy.”

      Sue asked, “Why Antarctica?”

      To which Lily replied, “It’s the one place –”

      But Max cut her off with one word. “Don’t.”

      Sue insisted, “Do they even have diamond production or diamond mines in Antarctica?”

      Max began to explain, “It’s not,” but was cut off as Sue continued.

      “You want to go to Antarctica for diamonds and they don’t have diamonds there? How does that make sense?” Sue asked.

      Max held up a single hand for the floor and explained, “We don’t want to go to Antarctica. And, if I have any say, we’re not going to Antarctica. But they’re going to Antarctica. Diamond guys are going where there are no diamonds, to a little slice of frozen hell called Port Lockroy, I’ll bet, only a few hundred miles from the bottom of America. Thus, the boat. Did he say when he needed to be there?”

      “He did,” Sue replied, appearing impressed. “Three days from now, he’s supposed to meet a ship at Puerto Williams.”

      “Which means we have two days to get there and set a trap,” Max explained.

      “For whom?” Sue asked, a weariness in her voice. She turned to Lily, continuing, “For the diamonds? For the –”

      She stopped when she saw Max Dedge standing from his chair. All the better to pace and to think. “The trap,” he told her, “is for Arturo Delgado. Only he won’t know it, which should be helpful in retrieving my rocks.”

      “Once we get them,” Lily added, “we return to San Francisco and take the gate there to Tretonia.”

      “If that’s all it takes, it’ll probably work. You have been looking forward to seeing it, haven’t you?” Max asked her.

      But he was distracted from the moment he thought he was sharing with his ex-wife as Sue put a hand on his shoulder. Standing taller than Max, she gave him a hard look before she agreed, “If that means you help me get back up there once this is through to help me find my son… then, okay. Let’s do it.”

      Max met her gaze and asked, “I’d really rather try to do this without the armament. Do you think we can leave your gun?”

      “We can ship it somewhere safe,” Lily added.

      Sue looked down at the gun she’d placed on the table beside her empty drink. Then, her eyes met Lily’s before drifting back to Max. “You really think you can do this without guns? We live in a world of guns, Mister Dedge.”

      Max lifted a half-finished drink and downed it. “Call me Max. And we can live in that world, but I think not playing in it makes not being seen a little easier. Also, I think what we’re up against is big enough to destroy the Golden Gate Bridge, put a base up on Jupiter, and move about a thousand people to another world. Not to mention, I would bet that they are heading to Antarctica exactly because they have no diamonds. No one with diamonds would go. I think Arturo Delgado is leading them to Antarctica, running away, but I have no idea why he would ever want to return to Antarctica, which means we’re going to have to talk to somebody, somewhere, at some point. So, yeah, I think guns might be the wrong call.”

      Sue shrugged her shoulders, shaking her head, saying nothing.

      Max figured that to be as close to a “yes” as Sue Jorgensen got. “Sylvester,” Max said, “get us on a flight to Chile. We’re looking to reach Puerto Williams in two days, but we’ll settle for three. We want accommodations for three adults. Begin a search for any large cargo or luggage our travelers to Argentina may be carrying and I want the most extensive surveillance you can coordinate: call monitoring, CCTV feeds, security feeds, personal footage on social media, if you can manage it, and especially watch police bands for any minor disturbances in the immediate area.” Max looked over at Lily and whispered, “He could try to run away or fight his way out. We might see some bs reports filed.”

      “It’s Art,” Lily told him. “There won’t need to be bs.”

      “Are you kidding?” Max asked her. “With Art, it’s all bs.”

      Then, Max felt the eyes of Sue Jorgensen on his neck and turned back to look at her, her eyes squinting with just a hint of perception. She asked, “Three accommodations?”
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