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“You made yourself tough to find, Daskal.” It wasn’t a complaint, more of a comment, which I chose to take as a compliment. 

“Yeah, well, I’ve gotten lots of practice at being hard to find. Hell, you guys even trained me to get better. Must be gratifying, in a way.” 

Not quite an eye roll, just pursed lips. “Yes, well, here you are now.”  He paused – funny, his pauses had a way of setting a hook in me, letting me wriggle on the line, but drawing me in relentlessly. “Have you ever wondered, Jaf, why my two brothers and I are so involved in your life? What is it we want, what we’re turning you into?”

CHAPTER ONE 

How can you tell when you’ve been brainwashed?

HOW CAN YOU TELL WHEN you’ve been brainwashed? Looking back my first years grown-up seem fantastic. My first job as a political op, seducing the candidate (okay, probably the other way ‘round), my girlfriend killed by that candidate’s thugs, my days and nights navigating tunnels in spy school, stopping an assassination, then pairing up with the librarian’s daughter as we fled from the plotters. 

Now I’m an agent, saving lives and being trained in entrapping suckers, primed to head up the small-town mob that ran things in my old town – and there’s more coming, I can just tell. 

Topping all this off, there are whispers about my future, my true identity. 

If all this sounds plausible, like all this could happen in less than three years, then maybe you’re brainwashed. Because I think I lived this, and there’s no way it all went down the way I remember. 

Oh, did I forget to mention the identical three helpers, wiseguys who seem to know all and run all, and are in my corner – at least I think that’s what they’re up to. They haven’t pulled the curtain away yet, for the Big Reveal, when we all learn the whats and whys.

Until then, I wonder about what I’m up to. I mean, somebody must have planned everything so far, and I’m guessing they’ve got plans for the future too, but am I a hero or a patsy?

If false memories are implanted, pasted over real events like posters for travelling circuses, maybe the false memories fray at the edge, curl, shred in ragged ribbons. Maybe you tug at them, try to peel them away, but maybe you don’t and truths bubble up in time anyway,  blistering through all the slathered paste spread on the bricks over season after season. 

For months, years after the chaos of the graduation ceremony shifting versions of what happened warred in my head – the delightful post-traumatic unwinding with Cilia, the shadowy meetings with Dr. K, the horrifying world my first assignments launched me into as I evolved in my skulduggery. The higher I rose the lower I dove.

Now, I’m not saying anything like a whole new history might have been stuffed in my skull – nowhere near enough room in there for that, trust me. No, more like some subtle shaping and shading of real people and actual events. Like, I had vivid memories of the affair I had in the Imperial Secret Service Academy with Nora Smokescreen, the daughter of the fabulously wealthy Lord Smokescreen. The images of a nipple’s shadow, the curve of her ass in my palm, her thighs against my cheeks, the scent of her excitement, her eyes as she climaxed – all these were more than real, leastways compared to everyday humdrummery—but had she really been setting me up to assassinate her father, so she might inherit ... everything? That was the cold way Cilia laid it out for me once the fog cleared from my brain – and to be honest, the idea that I had been used kinda stung. 

What became clear was that, when I declined the honor of assassinating her father Nora glimmered double-quick onto a sad specimen named Dalian. I wasn’t clear if he was her second choice because she judged me to be a sadder specimen or a better one. Anyway, once I was outside her allure I watched her using the same tactics she had worked on me, saw him twist to her will. 

What wasn’t clear to me was what caused I was thinking when I foiled the poor schnook’s attempt at the Imperial Spy School graduation, saving the lord’s life and becoming a secret hero. At the time I could only say it felt like I’d done it out of weird jealousy—‘Just because I won’t kill him doesn’t mean you can.’ 

After that bit of bedlam my schoolmate Ycilia and I fled to my home grounds, back to Boss Cantharides’ curio shop, where I’d swept floor so long before and where I felt safe. Together we fought off the half-hearted thugs sent after me – just who sent them and why I never cared to investigate. By that time I was already so blessed with enemies that narrowing down the suspect list seemed to be an unwise use of time.

Ycilia expected it, though, likely knew the name and address of the fingers behind the muscle. Seems she knew her way around that world better than I did, and I’d lived on the streets my whole life. The bonus was that after we survived we spent the next few weeks celebrating living, for the moment out of the sight of the ISS and out of our minds with the freedom.

Those ‘memories’ of weeks with Ycilia I held on to because they stood out, so so sweet and so peaceful, so very different from Life since I began adulting—since my foster brother Vinke disappeared  and our mother Rabbara died in that strange fire. I guess we all hang on to our personal happy times to help us bear up through the darkness. I’ve started thinking they don’t even need to be based in reality, whatever that is, but just in familiar belief. 

For weeks, months, my body moved through two worlds, one in the same pleasure-castle with Ycilia that I’d been enjoying, and my psyche in a darker one of nagging doubts about what was what, who was who. I casually spied on myself and on everything around me, trying to pick out a ‘tell’, a key flaw that would blow the illusion clean away, obliterate whichever world was the lie, get me back to something I could plant my feet on. Those days were kinda like when you fret Did I turn the oven off before leaving on vacation?, but at an existential level. ‘What-ifs’ controlled my mind, chased me down endless spiraling stairs, froze me at landing after landing.  

For the longest time odd déjà vu flashes nudged me, left me shaking my head, but I never managed to piece together what my brain and my gut were telling me. It was like they speak different languages, you know? In time the discomfort abated or I became numb, but still I found myself impulsively going places and hearing things and saying stuff – but I wasn’t sure it was me, wasn’t sure I was the one in charge. 

I mentioned this to my confidant and lover Ycilia but she was completely uninterested and unsurprised at my surreal inner life. Her attitude made me wonder was this normal? Does every grown-up have this split going on, or was this just a spy thing? Hell, I really hadn’t begun the masked charades of espionage, acting a life that wasn’t mine, and already I feared I was nearing a break in reality. Maybe she was right to dismiss my worries– who knows what’s going on in the heads you meet, talk to, smile at? What’s his reality, what’s her world like? Who’s to say what’s right, or real? Mine’s the only head I have access to, and even that’s kinda chancy, you know?  

So – one night I was in a bar (not Tinder My Kindle) and a guy slaps my back and says, “Kid, I been lookin’ all over for you! Lemme buy you a drink!” 

I whipped my head around but the big lummox I anticipated from his greeting  wasn’t there. I kinda panicked, had the ghosts caught up with me? until I looked down and a smile cracked my chin in relief. “Trust no one,” I said to the stocky fella head shorter than me. 

“Yeah, you’re right, but we still gotta put our mitts out, still gotta open our yaps up to a few, the very few, am I right or am I right?” He grinned and beckoned to the barkeep, muttered a few words with a nod, then grabbed my drink and led me to a dark corner booth. “And with those select few we share drinks!” he said as we sat. ‘All right, Jaf, this is not what you thought it was, but you’re a well-trained agent, been around skeezy joints before, just keep alert. And trust no one.’ 

Almost immediately the shapely barmaid showed up with two more glasses and left us. My ‘professional mind’ supposed it was for the best that the distraction of alluring flesh left, in fact my ‘professional mind’ even looked for secret signals between the flesh and my host. I saw nothing hinky, and maybe the drink wasn’t doped, but that wasn’t the way I was betting just then. “So, how ya been, Jaf? Been a coupla years since we hung out together at Boss Cantharides’ junk store, eh?” 

I looked closer at him – yeah, yeah, I’d seen him there often, never knew his name though, never spoke. Back then I was shorter, he and I may have been eye-to-eye back then. Us little guys are easy to overlook, a variety of invisibility I’ve played on my whole life. Those days with youthful Boss Cantharides?—man, all that was so long ago, in the distant past—already two-three years! Knowing a couple names still didn’t make this guy a friend, I reckoned – long ago I’d tumbled that Cantharides and his crew were only about as friendly as they needed to be at any moment. Thinking back on those simpler times I actually smiled, not entirely falsely. “Yeah, it’s been a while. How you been?” 

“Been good, good. Don’t know if you heard, but Boss has moved up.” 

“Not surprised, that was what he had his eye on, right? Can’t see him retiring, though, playing golf or cards or whatever. What’s he working now?” 

“Boss, retired? Hell no. Still workin’ angles, pullin’ strings, that’s Boss, ya know, but higher up now, rubbin’ elbows with the posh crowd. Bigger stakes.” 

“Bigger steaks, better booze, sweeter tail,” I joked and my buddy got the joke. Myself, I couldn’t imagine Boss Cantharides fitting in with the ‘posh crowd’ – maybe I undersold him, or maybe oversold the posh crowd – money helps people overlook all kinds of bad manners and faux pas. “Ya don’t say. Good for him.” 

The conversational opening done with, he shifted into pitch mode.  

“Yeah, yeah, good for him. But not only for him, Jaf, ol’ buddy. ‘Cause, you see, he’s moved on from the junk shop and now he wants to untangle himself from all the ... activities ... that he ran from there.” 

Huh. Now, I’d heard whispers and rumors about exactly what rackets Boss Cantharides ran—in Durary and Kipple he was really the law—but nobody ever fleshed them out for me and I knew better than to ask. I reckoned that he had fingers in drugs, prostitution, gambling, fencing stolen goods – of course Durary town, and even throwing in all of Kipple district, was not a wealthy bailiwick, but people always find ways to support their vices, right? From what I could see back when I was a kid sweeping the floors at the junk shop ol’ Boss Cantharides did okay, ran his rackets and his people well enough and kept order without too much flash or blood. It was a rare investigative journalist who felt the need or the courage to dig too deep into all that, and those that did gave it up before long. 

I saw for myself how order was kept when my brother Vinke lifted something he oughtn’t to have done and shortly after that he disappeared. Our foster mother Rabbara just kinda melted in grief after that, and of course not long after there was the strange fire.  But, again, all that was ancient times, another lifetime, like I said. A lot can change over so the years. Intrigued, I asked, “So who’s running things now?” real casual, spy-like.

“Well, Jaf, ya see, that’s just the thing. Boss is still running everything, but he can’t give it his full attention like he used to, ya know? And now that he’s moved up, well, he don’t wanna take the chance that there’s any blowback from Kipple while he’s partying in Goshtinnaw, ya know? There’s things you can get away with in Durary, in Kipple, that you can’t get away with here in the capital.” 

“And vice-versa.” 

“Huh. Oh, yeah, well I guess that’s so, you got yourself a point there, crooks are more refined here. Boss always said you were a smart one. And that kinda gets me around to what Boss wants me to talk to you about. He says you’re sharp, always been sharp, sussed out what was what, always knew the way to play the game. Now, he heard about your mistakes during the political campaign, knows all about them, in fact he said he prob’ly woulda screwed a woman that powerful, never mind the age difference – hell, he was young once too, right? And who knew she would go off like that, you know, I mean killing your family, well, your girlfriend and her family,” he shook his head, still shocked. “And, you know, her bein’ our candidate and you bein’ you, well, you understand, right? Why Boss had to go along with what happened, right, not rock the boat? No hard feelings? He reckons you learned your lesson, our gal won, so no harm done, right?”

Huh. The political candidate I’d been working for and spending sweet hours with, suddenly decided to massacre my girlfriend and her family—no, no, no problem what-so-ever. No hard feelings, riiight. bygones, and all that crap we choke down in life – and Boss hadn’t done a damn thing to help me through. The agony and anger boiled up again – where the hell was this going? Why the hell was I even sticking around? 

“So Boss was thinking you’d be just the guy to take over operations in Kipple, running things out of his Durary shop. He sees it kinda like his penance, he said, you know, for what happened before. Never knew Boss had a conscience, did you!” he laughed a little too loud.

“All he wants is a royalty fee,” the pitch ended.

What??? See, it was this kinda stuff that made me wonder about what was real, right? Despite my still-simmering anger, pain and amazement, curiosity made me ask, “How big a royalty fee?” 

“Ten percent of gross. That still leaves you with plenty, if you run things right. Boss used to take twice that. And me and him we’re both thinking you’ve probably got some ideas to boost business, pump it up, am I right or am I right?” 

I parked my anger in a corner and thought about this. I’d want to see the books, of course – should be lotsa revelations from lotsa dark corners, I reckoned, but I was not the forensic genius to shine that light. And there was also Ycilia – how would the librarian’s daughter and new graduate of the ISS take to this life with me in my humble stomping grounds?  

One mess at a time. “When can I see the books?” 

CHAPTER TWO 

Imperial spy or underworld boss – which would be my side-gig?

IMPERIAL SPY OR UNDERWORLD Boss – which would be my side gig? Was that level of double-dealing beyond my skills, maybe I should wait a few years? Could I manage spying for the Emperor and running a mob? Were they much the same, it just a difference in scale? 

With Boss Cantharides at my back I could likely weasel my way on top, expand the humble empire, if the spying thing didn’t work out. There was no big rush; the books were sure to be wonky, I’d have time to find somebody who could discreetly sort out what was what and lay out the permissible levels of skimming and fudging. Howsoever—before any of that bore fruit the ISS might give us a big gig and this offer would go on the back burner.  Like I said, no rush. Let’s see how long I can drag this dilemma out, get the measure of both roads?

I mean like, I’d been told I had a spy job, but until I actually had the details none of that counted. Satisfactorily vague hints to go to a certain bar I could shrug off. As long as I didn’t go to Tinder My Kindle I could plead ignorance, until the stars aligned and I had to surrender to whatever fate my masters had worked up for me.

As for my Mob Boss gig, my nameless old friend bollixed my delaying game (should I ask him to remind me of his name? Why, when we’d done so well without it?) when he stood up and said, “Right now. Boss said those would be the first words outta your mouth. I’ve got ‘em in a suite not far.” Huh. Was it reassuring, or creepy, that Cantharides had me pegged so well? 

We hopped in his speeder and shot uptown to Boss’ place – waay uptown, to the really nice part! If this lifestyle was the fruit of his humble Durary ‘networking’ I would have to give serious consideration to his proposal! Underground parking, keyed lift up high, doors opening straight onto his foyer – my oh my! Sculpted carpet, artwork, and waaay too much gold leaf. “The books are here?” I’m afraid I kinda squeaked.

“Yeah, yeah, Boss even had me set aside a room for you. This way.” After a couple steps he stopped and turned to me. “Oh, where are my manners? Would you like maybe some coffee, something to nosh? Maybe a drink?”  

“Coffee, please.” I still didn’t trust the setup, not completely, but couldn’t see a reason for them to hurt me. Hell, he’d hurt me enough years before, any more now would be gratuitous (vocabulary word!) Sure, the story was crazy weird, but Boss Cantharides shouldn’t have any reason to mess me up. If this worked I would have to trust him, and he me, so for now I’d take a baby step. “No cream, no sugar.” 

He chuckled, said, “I had a buddy used to say his coffee like his women, cold and bitter. Got divorced five times, widowed twice,” he finished as he passed through the kitchen door. I looked around but there wasn’t really much revealing about whoever lived there, no intriguing hints of the mind and heart of the man whose home it supposedly was. No books, no notes, just finely detailed models in sun-bright bronze of an undersea boat and an airship showing his interest in the newest wave of mecha vessels. Nowhere was there a safe in view, but there were a coupla paintings so drab I judged their only purpose could be to hide something.  

The kitchen door opened and my escort gestured with his chin, “That door, through there. Go on, it’s not booby-trapped,” like I was just worried about a silly prank.  

Trust no one flashed in my lizard brain. I cracked open the door and paused like I was scoping out the setup with the chair, desk, lamp and ledgers. When the coffee arrived I took the saucer in hand and asked, “Any rules here I need to know about? And where’s the head?” 

“I’ll be keeping busy around here, let me know if you need anything, want to take a break, have questions, whatever.” 

I looked down at the steam curling from the cup, shrugged but not enough to spill, and said, “Works for me. Thanks for the coffee,” and closed the door.  

Well, it looked like I was going to have to learn about bookkeeping on the fly, or more likely fake it. Right then and there I worked up a strategy that would serve me often in the future when in over my depth – if confronted with a lot of data that’s almost all nonsense to me, I seek out the small bits I think I understand then attack the what’s around them for not reconciling right. After about an hour I felt confident I could pull this off, opened the door and heatedly demanded my new friend explain these glaring discrepancies. 

The impact was better than I’d hoped! He looked more lost than I did! Mumbled he’d have to get somebody else to answer these, but that person wasn’t available at that moment. 

“Well, I’ll tell you what, then. When you find the person that can sort these errors or ‘inconsistencies,’” I air-quoted, “maybe I can find the time to get together.” He nodded humbly. Then I had an inspiration. “Maybe next time bring the other set of books also, okay? The real ones.” 

Another nod, humbler yet. “Boss said you were sharp.” Why did I think there was a second set of books? Truth is, I would have been terribly disappointed if there wasn’t. Really, what self-respecting crime boss doesn’t keep at least two sets? Maybe even a third, keeping secrets even from those who thought they were on the ‘inside.’ He’d found the money for this place from somewhere.

On the way out I looked around more – it’s amazing the kind of stuff money and tacky taste buys. In silence my hangdog escort abandoned me on the sidewalk without a word – man, here I’d thought we’d truly bonded back at the bar, even if I never did learn his name. I started walking, fast, shaking my head in amazement at the world, and people, and the tricky nature of opportunities.  

Maybe it’s just my nature, maybe it’s experience, but the way events and opportunities were popping up I had a bad feeling. Trouble was chasing me, I could hear its tread hard on my heels, feel its breath on my neck. If I took the Cantharides gig I would for sure be in over my head, leastways to start with, and anybody and everybody would come at me, testing me in ways big and small – only a matter of time ‘til somebody tried to bounce me, maybe from very high. If I didn’t take the gig word would say I was scared – or maybe I’d spread the word I was being wise, biding my time for something better, maybe I’d sussed out that the top people figured I’m something special and they are just grooming me for big things, and I would be popped in place in some kinda super-slick coup. 

But should word get around that my situation was uncertain it would be open season on Jaf until I was fully settled in somehow, somewhere. Not that I was a trophy, but Boss’ nomination would make people take notice, look for angles. All sorts would come sniffing around, seeing what they could see, judging what they could get away with, where my weaknesses were. 

That’s why I like to play these things the way I do—I want to have the power and the security of being in charge, but I also want somebody else to be the face and the target of the abuse and the schemes. I decided that, before I would become the new Boss, I would need to recruit my public face, somebody clever enough to realize being a figurehead is a sweet gig but also lacking the fire to try to upend me. Nobody I’d met struck me as perfect for the job. See, the problem was that since I adulted, the circles I travelled in had nobody I could trust never to do me over, so I relaxed my mental candidate list to those who wouldn’t do me over immediately.  

With a groan I realized who that left, who it would have to be, and I wasn’t happy, but that’s the way life goes sometimes. When I’d last seen my brother Vinke he’d been running a crowd of Wild Boys living in the bush, hijacking convenient shipments and vehicles and selling them. A lifetime ago I’d stolen a high-end speeder from a hotel valet, desperate to get myself and Leshia away from the craziness I’d stirred up with the politician woman.  It had been Vinke who carjacked us as we slept, then helped us get home, and then sold the speeder for parts.  What a family re-union, what a way to meet up with long-lost family, right? Crazy catching-up! 

Well, truth be told, I saw him one time after that, when my world fell apart, but I want never to remember that time again, so we’ll just forget about it. Just wish I could. 

Now it was much later. Vinke still lived on civilization’s edge but it was a suburb of the capital. Now he had a fenced-in yard with a sign and all that official stuff, but he was doing edgy salvage work and legitimate work too. Not that I’d asked, but from what I’d heard he was doing all right with speeder repairs, appearing enough on the right side of the law and mob to make some headway in this world. 

It was time to pay a visit, see if he wanted to give up that life to be my ‘face’, my placeholder as the mob boss back home in Kipple until I got my lives and options straightened out. Even if he didn’t say ‘yes’, I hoped he would at least help me make sense of the accounting books. Who knew, maybe the profit numbers would be the bait I would need to lure him in? Could be a double-tracked life would appeal to him, too. ‘Speeder repairs and smooth-talking flack.’

CHAPTER THREE 

Like a thief I crept into my estranged brother’s yard

LIKE A THIEF I SNEAKED into Vinke’s yard – no telling how my estranged brother would greet me.  I was pretty sure it was Vinke’s yard, but nothing distinguished it from other raggedy punk-ass firms. The yard looked like dozens of other speeder/floater repair-rebuild yards, with lots of space, lots of parts, mysterious spills, assemblies and battered vehicles in various levels of repair, all wrapped up by concertina wire atop chain link. Yeah, sure, it looked right, but until I knew for sure it was best to be cautious. Truly, even if this turned out to be Vinke’s, it was best for my steps to be whisper-quiet. In this world you never know.

In the back a shed was tacked onto a massive carport with noisy hammering and sawing and grinding, loudly announcing the workday was in full swing.  I smelled oil, flux and burning metal, heard banging and grinding – and my brother yelling, but not with anger.  I reckoned my foster brother was doing okay.

I cautiously neared the carport, caught his eye – once his surprise passed he gave me a quick nod then he met me outside in the relative quiet. “Jaf, good to see you, I hope.” His brow furrowed. “Um, this has nothing to do with that ISS thing, does it? Congrats, by the way on the graduation ceremony thing. Ever get a diploma, a grand piece of paper to tell everybody you’re officially a spy?”

“No, no diploma, but I do have the eternal gratitude of the Kestereen organization.”

He gave a crooked grin. “Oh, the hearty handclasp, eh? Well, you could do worse than the Kestereens.”

“Could be, could be – no telling how much or how little that’ll mean, what it’ll be worth when I try to cash that chit in. Anything you’d like to tell me, to share, Vinke? You know, before we ... ‘visit’?” trying to sound sinister.

He stared at me long and hard, then dropped his head, played along and sobbed. “Yes, I’ve always wanted to have carnal relations with my little foster brother! Oh, the torment of the long nights where I dreamt of pulling down his shorts and ...” at that point we both started cracking up. 

“Damn, Vinke I had no idea!”

“Until just now I didn’t either!” he laughed a bit more. “Okay, Jaf, why’re you really here?”

“Well, word is you went legit –” here I waved my hand – “kinda-sorta at least, and so I reckoned you might have a clue how to look at books.” Again with the hand wave.

“What kinda books you talkin’ about, little brother?” ‘What have you gotten yourself into?’

I looked around his yard, there were a coupla fellas workin’, there was another one drivin’ out, and of course one loiterin’, tryin’ not to look interested in what we were up to. “Let’s go inside, okay?” I suggested. 

He looked hard at me then shrugged, and I followed him inside where we settled into owner and client chairs. As the upholstery sighed and the frame squeaked he gave me a big grin, kinda put his palms up in a ‘whaddya think?’pose.

My first thought was it looked like he modeled his layout on Boss Cantharides’ old office. Behind the standard waiting room coffee table and coffee station was the half pebbled-glass door to an inner sanctum where a very plain and scarred old desk waited. An upholstered executive chair swivelled behind, a tan filing cabinet and a white fridge decorated with smudgy prints and smears close by, and a couple old chairs and a ratty sofa for guests against the wall. “What’s up, Jaf?”

“Well,” I began, then laid out waaay too much information about the inside dope on what happened at the graduation and then my uncertain status with the ISS. As I tried to explain what I had going on with Ycilia I realized I wasn’t at all sure what we had, or where it was going. Finally, I worked my around to the fresh offer by Boss Cantharides. 

That brought the second round guffaws during my visit. “Wait, wait, Boss Cantharides picked you out to manage his empire? That’s crazy! I mean, I’ve always known you’re smart and devious, and that you’re ethically challenged, but even so ....” His eyes darted down and to the side. “Wait, that’s why the question about bookkeeping? Jaf, you dumbass, you don’t just jump into running an operation like that, just relying on being clever, ya know? It won’t take long for your bullshit and lies to wear through.—Wait, lemme think on this,” and he looked down and went quiet for a bit, then locked eyes with me. “I wonder – is he setting you up to fail? But why risk his little empire, just to trash you? Is somebody hiding behind him, using him? But who, and why? Or maybe they want to use you against somebody – but again, who, and why? Using a thorn to get rid of a thorn makes some sense, but nowadays there’s easier ways to get rid of a thorn.”

More thinking, pursed lips, chewing a little, then a little snort. “Okay, so you pushed a broom in his shop for a while – did you keep your ears open? See anything, anybody? I mean, if you’re going to be on top, everybody – and I mean everybody – will have to be okay with that. How does his crew know you?”

How to answer this, qualify myself without sounding like I was boasting, the way I always had done? “I saw some people, heard some things, had some ideas, but not enough of any of it to bet the house. Sure as hell not enough to see this coming. Yeah, sure,  they all liked me well enough, probably still do, but that’s not enough, I know that. I’d have to prove myself, I get that, and if I had more time I would. I just didn’t see this coming, didn’t prepare myself—or my stories.” 

He chuckled at that. “Yeah, yeah, I bet you didn’t. See, here’s the thing. Business isn’t just numbers, you know, profit and loss, expenses and income. It’s also knowing your people, what they can do, what they can’t, and how to get them to act as skilled and smart as they can. You need to get the most out of them and get them to where they thank you for that. And that part, the people part, I believe you can do, in your cynical way. The respect – well, that kinda depends on how Boss introduces you, how strong he has your back. But the numbers – man, that takes time. It all takes time. I can help out some, I guess, but I got a business to run also, ya know?”

“Pardon me for being rude, brother, but how’s that going for you? It looks good.”

“Good enough. Lotsa promise, lotsa plans.”

Here goes. “What if ... what if I offered to let you run the Cantharides empire, the money part, and I’ll work with the crews, down low behind the scenes, you know? It’s only to get everything up to speed, and then we’ll talk about continuing the deal, the next phase. I’ll split my ten percent of gross with you, fifty-fifty.”

“You gotta be crazy—or desperate. You do realize that if I do the books you may never see a penny while my wallet gets fat, right?”

“Well, I also want you to train me in the books, how to read them, what to keep my eyes out for, right? That’s the kind of skill that can turn out to be useful later, right? You never know how or when. And I’ll have somebody else check your work – it’s called an audit, right?”

“Oh, great, now besides bullshitting my brother I have to bribe an auditor!?” he complained in mock outrage, those lank strands of hair flopping across his forehead as he laughed. Rabbara had made us brothers, but we looked nothing alike. I was shorter, darker and my hair bristly compared to Vinke’s lanky frame and floppy dark blond hair. I suppose that happened with birth brothers, too. “Well, I’ll tell ya, little brother, this idea sounds really unstable – tell ya the truth, if we do this I can financially do to my little brother just what I was confessing to wanting back when you got here.”

“Pull my shorts down and ....”

“Yeah, that, exactly. And leave you that way for the cops, or for Cantharides to find.”

“Yeah, I know. Believe it or not, Vinke, you’re the most trustworthy guy I know. Pretty sad, huh?”

“Yeah, pretty damn sad indeed. I wish I could say I got no idea what you’re talkin’ about, but I’m afraid I do. Okay, little brother, partner, what’s the next step? Takin’ a look at those books, I’m guessin’?”

I nodded, grinned, stood up offered my hand. For too long he just stared, his head tilted to one side like a dog, then shook his head in resignation and stood. We shook hands, then he said, “I wonder what Rabbara would think of all this,” with the same circling hand gesture I’d used earlier. 

“I reckon she’d be weeping tears of joy, us being back together and all.” Vinke gave a measured nod, reached into a drawer and we shared a shot; after I doubled over, gasping, he chuckled. “What – what was that?” I gasped, overwhelmed by the strange flavors. “Rye. My favorite whiskey. More character than most, doncha think?” 

I asked my tongue and throat and they agreed with my brother, so I held my glass out for another. It was the second glass that sealed the deal – rituals like that are the crucial part, the real cement that bind men. 

I judged that my brother and I both reckoned betrayal was inevitable, but the when and the how of the blindside was very much in the air.  Which would stab who, honorably from the front like men or cowardly in the back? Would twisting of the blade be part of it? 

Time, carelessness and deviousness would be the final judges, so as we separated I was remembering stories I’d heard in the Cantharides shop of deception and revenge, and I judged Vinke's thoughts were along the same lines. Barbara’s was a kind soul, but she’d taught her sons to be pragmatic.

CHAPTER FOUR

What does a starving man do when his food bowl overflows?

WHAT DOES A STARVING man do when his food bowl overflows? What did I do when I met with Ycilia that night, sharing my new opportunity and bragging on my savvy handling of it. Then, while basking in the glow of my self-regard she revealed rumors the ISS had a job for the pair of us! How did I handle suddenly having more opportunities than I’d ever dreamt of?

I grudgingly acknowledged that the Universe was finally balancing the scales, making up for how it had done me wrong, and was at last smiling on me, gracing me with my ideal sneaky job alongside my girl and a side gig promising influence, power and wealth! When she laid it out our spy gig for me I paused only a moment, then laughed, and soon she joined in. Now that the world was finally recognizing my abilities it was time to capitalize on what was offered. If I was on a roll, now was the moment for faith, to trust in my sudden luck and rely on my own enlightened judgment. My first outreach effort was a profoundly physical one with my partner in spying, Ycilia.

After the first round I pressed against her ass looking for a repeat, using the usual words and touches to warm her up and let her know I was ready again. Her response was surprisingly clinical. “Jaf, do you remember the classes at the ISS Academy on sex?”

Where was this going? “No, remember I missed a lot of classes, what with the conspiracies and cliques, I mostly kept hid away like a fugitive hermit, what with all the craziness there.” From what I learned later, the conspiracies and cliques are normal at that age, but toss in teachings on sedition, distraction, mystification and subversion for future sneaks and it’s quite a brew. “What did the ISS want its future spies to know about sex? I mean, more than what anybody can pick up on the streets?” I joked.

She rolled over, faced me but kept her distance. “You understand, don’t you, that while we’re in the Emperor’s service, our minds, our hearts and our bodies are parts of the package? All part of what we give, willingly, in service of our Emperor?”

Again, where ...? Wait, was the Emperor looking to get her in his bed? I mean, she was pretty, and very skilled, but I had to think he could do better. “Okayama,” I agreed, because I had heard stuff like this when I attended class, and even more when taken aside for tutoring.

“Well, Jaf, the class taught us skills in entrapping targets through the promise and delivery of sexual delight.”

“Wow. Really sorry I missed those. Are you?”

“Well, that’s what I’m getting around to. My plan tonight – and I hope you don’t object –” here she winked, “is for you to begin gaining awareness of your entire body as an erogenous zone – and mine, too. Imagine the intensity of excitement, of release, when the lightest touch on your thigh gives a sexual tingle? When a tongue on a nipple makes you arch your back, craving more, offering yourself up in complete openness and trust? Or at least the appearance of trust?” 

She looked closely at me. I admit, part of me was intrigued, but part of me wondered what was lacking in what we’d been doing for the past hour, the past few weeks? After sizing me up she said, “Here, let me get something.” She got up – I loved to watch her walk around naked – bent over a bottom drawer, even waggled her ass some for me – yeah, loved that too! – and brought back a molded hunk of rubber. Immediately – no ignoramus I! – I recognized it as a vulva, without the hair, extending all the way back to the anus, complete with sleeves for ... inserting things. “See, in our training we were given these and told to show how to give our lovers maximum pleasure. So each of us went before the class and showed just what movements, what touches and kisses and licks we liked and what we didn’t.”

“Each of you?” I squeaked.

“Yes, and it surprised us that some knew some, umm, tricks, others knew different ones, some liked some things and hated others – you know? So like I like it when my ... when you do this,” and putting the  molded piece to her lips she showed one of my more reliable techniques, “but do it more like this,” and she altered my motion slightly, used more tongue. Taking notes would spoil the mood so I paid very close attention. “But when you do this,” she illustrated another one, “it just turns me off.” Huh! I had no idea! “In fact, it makes me wonder how you learned it so wrong! I don’t think any woman likes that.”

Huh again. Suddenly I wondered if I truly had annoyed other women with that one, back in my wandering days – or was Ycilia unique?

“Now, I understand women’s bodies and reactions are different – in fact, from day to day, hour to hour you’re dealing with a different woman, with different desires, so it’s good to have multiple skills, right? Here, Jaf,” she took my hand, “put your hand here, put a finger or two in here, try curling your fingers ...” Ycilia shivered vicariously, “yes, yes, like that,” she moaned. Then, leaving my fingers inside, she flipped over the model and showed me more tricks. 

Honestly, I had no idea. Evidently the streets of Kipple were just like the grade school in sex. Once Ycilia paused I spoke up. “Babe, before I forget, let’s try these out now, okay? I could use the practice.”

That earned me a lazy smile. “Okay, but there’s more.” Again she got up, bent over and waggled, returned with an impressive dildo, very complete also, with scrotum anus, and sleeve. “What do you need that for, I’ve got one of those here already! And it’s all ready!” I waggled it some, throbbed it.

Another smile – was that pity, or smugness, or ...? I couldn’t quite sort out what was coming, but that uncertainty might have put me off if my raging erection hadn’t kept me around, ever hopeful. “The men in the class also pointed out what they liked, and it turned out the women had lots of suggestions, too. So, like, I learned men especially like it when we ...” and I almost climaxed just watching what she did on the head of that thing. “And also ...” she reached below and I moaned as I felt her imagined nails tracing back there. I felt about to explode. “And of course, every man likes this,” just before she filled her mouth. This was crazy! I was getting envious of a rubber prosthetic like some pathetic voyeur! 

Then she stopped. “Now, Jaf,” she purred, “show me what you like.”

“On that?” I kind of recoiled, unwilling to showcase the moves I’d perfected so long ago in private on myself on a foreign phallus. 

“Yes, Jaf, on this. Remember, you’re in service now ...” 

“Yeah, sure, but ....” I didn’t care for the implication there, but my eager erection pushed me ahead, trusting that somehow all this had to pay off. 

“Here, I’ll make it easier. As you show me, I’ll try it on you, okay?”

Hard-on agreed immediately. Taking the base in one fist I ran the other over the head, but the thing wasn’t as slick as I needed it, so I spat on my hand and went to work tentatively. As my circled fist slid down I got immediate feedback from below. Slowly I ran a finger down the underside ridge, then bucked and moaned at the pleasure. I, too, tickled below as she had – it seemed she already knew plenty – then splayed my thighs in open invitation. When she took the lead and licked me, sliding her lips up and down, licking and sliding and my hand followed as best it could. In a red cloud a frenzy seized me as my hips and head pumped up and down .... Just as one of us was about to ejaculate Ycilia reached over, shifted the model and exposed more of the typical male, turned back to ... the back, same as the vulva model. Puzzled and frustrated while she rolled me, I looked at her, then she took her finger and tickled the entry – mine and the model’s – spat, and ... well, it turned out she was right, there is more to sex organs than what I’d imagined. 
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