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1: All quests begin at the bar
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ROB BOTNIC ARRIVED at the bar, tired and hungry after a long day at work.  A green light flashed as he entered, signifying that he could afford at last one beer.

"Hi, haven't seen you here for a while," said Mic Ynker, the human bartender when he spotted him; "what'll it be?"

"Beer, thank you."

"The usual coming up.  So, how's work?"

"Everything broke down.  Couldn't fix all of it, and I'm thinking there will be things left for me to  fix tomorrow.  The automated systems are on their last leg, I think.  Actually, they've been obsolete for five years."  

"Sounds like you got your work cut out for you," said Mic and poured Rob a pint.  

Rob had a large sip, and said to himself: "if it continues like today, the automated system will eventually turn into manual systems."

The barman ambled off, and Rob relaxed.  Mic was one of the main attractions of the place, as aloof as he was most of the time.  There was just something about talking to a real flesh and blood human that Rob couldn't quite point his finger at that was just better than any AI.  Out of habit he had a look at the bulletin board before he went to a table where some drunks sat.  Looked at it but saw nothing.  The old alcoholics greeted him.

"Hello Rob, long time no see," said Tigh, the old, unemployed one.

"Yeah, I've been doing overtime," said Rob.

"Doing what?"

"The usual, keeping the machinery running."

"Is that what you do?"

"Yes.  Everything is technically automated, but you'd be surprized how many times a day the machinery stops because of some minor glitch, or some bolt getting loose or something."

"Right." 

"Yes."  

"Why do you bother?  Look at us here, me and Sasvim here, we do nothing, and we have it fine."

Sasvim held up his right hand, rubbing the implant in his middle finger with his thumb: "we get it sent right here every week, no need to ever get out."

"I do hope you wash," said Tigh.

Sasvim leered at him.

"I'd get bored out of my senses.  Besides, if there weren't people around, everything would just grind to a halt within three hours.  The machinery is getting too old and worn out.  We've had to build spare parts ourselves for two years now.  They no longer make them.  If they don't want to re-tool the whole plant, which I don't think the company can actually afford, they will need a couple of extra guys soon to handle the maintenance."

"Your company builds robots, right?"

"Who else's going to do all the menial labor?  Slaves?"

"I'm a slav," said Sasvim, an alcoholic that was a permanent fixture at the bar.

"Basically the same thing," said Tigh.  He turned to Rob again: "why don't they just build robots to fix the robots?"

"Someone would need to build those in the first place.  These are specialized equipment.  One robot for each job, that way they break down less often.  Then they'd need to eventually fix those, and build the robots that would do that... it would go on.  While I am still marginally cheaper that building a robot to replace me, I'm set, I think.  And it's not like many have either the skill or the inclination to do the thing I do."

The guys nodded, even Sasvim the alcoholic, who was drunk out of his senses.

"So why are you doing overtime?"

"My apartment got burgled, and the wife thought it would be a good idea to call the police."

"Ah, the police, bad idea," said Postenizla.

They looked at him.

"How much did they make you pay?" Tigh asked Rob.

"Twenty K for showing up, they saw by looking at the scene who was the culprit, so I got off cheap with fifteen K, that is one-five triple O, mind you, not five four O, that is for catching the guy.  Then the legal fees ran me up three-hundred K."

"And you can afford that?"

"No.  That's why I have to do overtime."

"Why did you call the police?" asked Tigh.

"The wife insisted on it."

"Did you spring for protection?"

"I can't afford that."

"You're lucky the hooligan didn't say you raped him," said Postenizla, who had thus far been listening silently from his dark corner.

Rob and Tigh looked at him.  Sasvim grumbled something and burped.  It was story time again.

"I was accused of rape once," said Postenizla, "but I didn't do it.  I had an airtight alibi and everything.  But they wouldn't have it.  Because rape is a crime.  It was horrible.  I could prove I didn't do it, and I had witnesses that said the girl was partying at some club at the time of the alleged rape, but again, rape is a crime.  Somebody has to be punished.  So I was.  I did ten years in jail because rape is a crime."

"So that's why you were in jail," said Rob.  He had actually heard that story before a couple of times, in varying degrees of intoxication, but had no reason to interrupt.

"Yes.  But I got back at her.  I saw her out on the street a couple years ago.  And I figured, since I did the time, I may as well do the crime, you know... so I followed her home and raped her.  By then it was no issue for me.  A few years in jail will do that to you."

"And you got away with it?"

"Yes.  I was easy too.  I just walked out and left the door open.  Left her lying on the bed, tied up and naked."

"And the police didn't investigate?" asked Rob.  The last two times he heard this story it wasn't being told to him specifically, and nobody thought to ask.

"No.  There were some chavs near by at the time.  I figure they saw the door open, and invaded the apartment.  They must have got rid of the girl somehow and never said anything about it."

"Fascinating," said Rob. 

They sipped their beer.

"He's right you know," said Tigh, "you should have hired a guy."

"From the bulletin board, you mean?" asked Rob.

"Yes.  It's cheaper that way, and he might have brought back your stuff too," Tigh added.

"I actually got most of the stuff back."

"You did?  Nice.  But you'd have saved the legal fees.  And the thugs would think twice about retaliating."

"So you think he'll come again?"

"Depends.  If you're lucky, it was just this one guy.  If you're not, it was a gang.  There is a large gang for every few blocks, you know," said Tigh.

"You should hire someone from the bulletin board right now," said Postenizla, "just in case."

Rob smiled at them, finished his beer and said goodbye.
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2: Rape and murder
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THEEMA AND HER DAUGHTER Nekra were in the kitchen of their apartment just waiting for their husband and father, Rob.  They were having toast and juice.  Nekra had just arrived from school.  The apartment still showed signs of burglary and vandalism.  Some of the furniture had been temporarily fixed with tape, and the locks on the door had just recently been replaced.  The door itself was nicely held together by three pieces of wood nailed on to it.

"What did you do in school today?" Theema asked her daughter.

"Ah, nothing.  When do we get connected again?"

"I don't know.  Maybe next month..."

Theema was interrupted by a knock on the door.  She went to the door, and asked who it was.

"We're here to talk to you on behalf of our friend, Mr. Nictalope," said whoever it was on the other side in a very nonchalant tone. 

"Nick who?  I don't know anyone by that name."

"Mr. Nictalope.  You recently created some expenses for him, what with him having to bail out his faithful assistants, the venerable misters Malpermesi and Tulisan, and he thinks restitutions would be in order."

"But I don't know..."

The door was kicked in.  Theema caught it full in her face and chest and fell to the floor.  Five men barged in, two of them dragged her by her arms into the living room, and placed her on a chair.  They taped her arms and legs stuck to it.  Other two found Nekra and cornered her.  One of them stood before Theema.  He looked her in the eye.  He was calm.

"May I introduce myself?" said the man, and continued without waiting for an answer: "I am Martel.  And these here are my assistants, misters Pitomec, Avazak, Balling and Jinzhi."
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