
  
    
      DETECTIVE BLOGNARD

      ANGELS AND ALIENS

    

    
      
        JULIE WHITEFEATHER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Blue Jinni Media]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      For Fran

      

      You saved my life, this book is your fault.

      

      With thanks to

      

      Dedra, and Rodney who made this book possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Blognard’s Bad Day

      

      
        2. Real Friends Help You Move the Body

      

      
        3. Down But Not Out

      

      
        4. Back Again, Back Again: Mid-lives Crisis

      

      
        5. You Bet Your Life

      

      
        6. And Baby Makes Three

      

      
        7. The Meat Sack

      

      
        8. Private Dick

      

      
        9. Styx and Stones

      

      
        10. Club Delesi

      

      
        11. Bitter Valley

      

      
        12. Possession is Nine Tenths of the Law

      

      
        13. Give The Money and Run

      

      
        14. Another Person’s Hero

      

      
        15. The Great Valdini or Dalnarian in a Bag

      

      
        16. Deja Tue

      

      
        17. Redemption

      

      
        18. Never Miss a Day

      

      
        19. The Long Way Home

      

      
        20. There’s a New Sheriff in Town

      

      
        21. Temet Nosce

      

      
        22. Seventh Time’s A Charm

      

      
        23. Guilty

      

      
        24. Aliens and The Angel

      

      
        25. Rein in Hell

      

      
        26. Free Will isn't Free

      

      
        27. Three Million Reasons

      

      
        28. An Interview with the Great Detective

      

      
        29. Never Dance with the Devil

      

      
        30. The End

      

      
        Epilogue - One

      

      
        Epilogue - Two

      

      
        Epilogue - Three

      

    

    
      
        Glossary

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          IN THE BEGINNING

        

      

    

    
      Bilious T. Blognard, or simply “Blognard '' as his friends called him, of whom he had very few, was universally despised by nearly everyone in the galaxy. It was, in fact, his proudest accomplishment. He was boastful, self-aggrandizing, and egregious, even for a Rokasi, and that was saying something. Like most Rokasi, greed was both his middle name and the credo by which he lived. There was no market he couldn't control. If there was a business anywhere on the planet, he had either bought, sold, or merged it. He had lost and won fortunes large enough to pay the national debt before the young age of eighty-two.

      But no one is actually “born bad”. Although, as his biography would one day speculate, Blognard was certainly an argument in favor of that being possible. Born bad or not, Blognard didn’t start as the person he had become. There were events in his life that had made his ire come bubbling to the surface like a pus-filled boil. He never forgot the parting words of his mother when he left home…

      …Get out. Don’t come back. You’ll never amount to anything.

      Those words drove him on. They spurred him to make both his place in society and his fortune. In college, Blognard initially majored in philosophy, intending to become a professional philosopher. It was his mother's words that first convinced him his place in life was best served as a business major with a minor in unethical behavior.

      What made the difference between Blognard and other men was what he did with all his shadily acquired, if not ill-gotten, wealth. He had never come from wealth; what some might call “old money." Blognard was never like other men. Like many Rokasi men of his age, he stood six feet five inches tall, topped out at around five hundred pounds, and had bright green skin. But that only made him average. His childhood, however, had been different. He spent the first fifty years of his youth traumatized by just about every sector of society. Those around him bandied about their concept of who was acceptable like a check in a restaurant no one wanted to pay.

      To some, he was too green. To others, he was not green enough. He was too tall Too short Too fat, Too thin,

      The list went on…

      The mountain of disdain that had been heaped on him in his youth would have taken a climbing team a week to summit. Still, Blognard’s life went on as he accumulated both wealth and contempt in ever-growing quantities. Those around him continued going through their lives abusing others, with little or no thought to the consequences of their actions. He eventually reached the point in his life when he was tired of being the sacrificial lamb upon which those around him offered up their hate. It chaffed him like tight underwear on a hot day.

      Then, one fateful day, came the incident that prompted him to do something about it. On that day, he stopped for his morning cup of chaten at his favorite eatery. Dutifully, he finished the dark caffeinated drink before starting his hover car. Looking to the left, he noticed a slow-moving vehicle in the far distance. Pulling into traffic at a safe speed, he glanced into his rearview mirror. The hover car in the distance accelerated to what must have been at least nine Gs. It soon caught up to him. The driver of the vehicle behind him had a look of sheer hatred that would have wilted a steel flower. The driver sounded his emergency horn for the next five minutes.

      Something changed in Blognard at that moment. The anger that had been seething beneath the surface of his psyche snapped like a girdle on a rotund Rokasi woman that was two sizes too tight. A grimace crossed his face that would have sent little children fleeing in terror. Instead of chasing the driver of the offending vehicle, he did something uncharacteristic for most…but would soon become very characteristic for Blognard.

      The road rage incident earlier in the day was a minor annoyance in the grand scheme of things. After all, Blognard thought, no stars were likely to explode as a result; no species would go extinct, and no wars would start. However, he decided he had played the unwilling victim for the last time. This was the proverbial “it”. This was the straw that broke the primary hump on the melum’s back. During the five minutes of hateful glaring and horn-blaring, Blognard had plenty of opportunity to take note of both the make of the vehicle and the appearance of its all-too-human driver. Humans were a rare sight on Rokasi highways, and if Blognard had his way, sooner rather than later, there would be one fewer on the road.

      By the end of the day, Blognard had acquired the company that manufactured the shiny new vehicle the human had been driving. By the end of the week, Blognard had recalled every…last…vehicle the company had ever manufactured. By the end of the month, every one of those vehicles was lined up outside his factory, their owners eager for the “repair” that would make them road-worthy once again.

      The massive door to the manufacturer's factory floor opened, and the first driver carefully steered her vehicle into position, guided by factory workers. The first driver, a middle-aged female Rokasi, walked over to the large console where Blognard stood.

      Blognard stared at the woman for long moments. It had been many long years since he had seen her. She was much older, her hair much greyer…and her waist? There’s an Earth expression he recalled; something about taking a spare tire out of the trunk. In her case, she had taken the spare and all four tires out of the trunk. He remembered the abuse this woman from his youth had heaped on him. The hate he felt poured to the surface.

      “What are the odds?” he gasped incredulously.

      “I had no idea you owned this company,” the plump Rokasi woman said, her mouth agape, her green skin glistening in the factory lights.

      “You know,” he sneered, looking down at her, “I seem to remember you being much taller. Maybe it’s just because you spent so much time looking down at me when I was young.”

      A broad grin spread across Blognard's face as he reached above his head and grasped a massive lever. “Surprise,” he said. His eyes glaring evilly as he slammed the lever down. This action resulted in a massive hydraulic press falling from the ceiling. It happened with remarkable speed, filling the factory with an ear-shattering, but to Blognard, very satisfying explosive sound. The press picked up the flattened vehicle as the Rokasi woman looked on in horror. The floor opened, and the vehicle dropped into the depths of the factory. After several thundering vibrations, a metal cube about one foot on each side dropped from an overhead chute, clanging loudly into a waiting bin. He saw agony on this woman’s face, the same woman who had given so much pain in his youth, both physical and emotional.

      He slapped his hand on the top of the cube. "And here's your car,” he said, “and I will tell you the same thing I was told just before I was kicked out of the house… there's the door, get out…mom.”

      “My own son,” the Rokasi woman said, spitting on the floor.

      “Returning all those years of pain, even for a moment, was so exciting I almost feel like I should have done this in private,” Blognard cackled, his voice rising to a fevered pitch.

      Ignoring the waiting cube of metal, she sneered at Blognard one last time and left by the door at the rear of the factory.

      Again, the door to the factory opened and shut. He watched the driver get out of the vehicle. “I don’t believe it,” he gasped. “This is what humans call a real two-fer.”

      Again, another vehicle, smaller this time, was crushed - after which the owner was offered the metallic cube that remained.

      “I’ll sue,” yelled the vehicle’s elderly Rokasi owner.

      “Of course, you will, here's my lawyer's number,” Blognard said with a broad grin, “See you in ten thousand years when it comes to court. Oh, and lift with your legs, grandmother, your ride may have been small, but it’s still heavy.” In response, his grandmother glared at him momentarily and stomped away.

      Once again, a vehicle was driven into place - this time, a large luxury vehicle. “You can’t do this,” a large Rokasi man shouted angrily, now aware of what was about to happen.

      “Oh, but I can,” Blognard smiled, “You obviously didn’t read the entire addendum to your loan agreement.”

      “I don’t care how successful you are,” shouted the Rokasi, “You’ll always be trash. Money can’t buy happiness.”

      Blognard paused, thinking back on the same words his father had once told him. “Perhaps money can’t buy happiness,” he said. He reached up and pulled the massive lever once again. “But it can buy one hell of a lot of satisfaction.”

      The process repeated itself throughout the day. Toward the end of the day, a vehicle that looked so new it appeared to have been driven right from the showroom made its way to the center of the factory floor. A very familiar-looking human made his way to Blognard’s side - it was the same human from the road rage incident.

      Blognard paused with his hand on the massive lever. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      A puzzled look crossed the human’s face, followed by a look of recognition and then horror. The human started toward his car, but Blognard held the human’s arm in an iron grip. “Are all humans as nasty as you? Maybe you’re just the first generation down out of the trees. Perhaps the second generation to crawl out of the ocean or whatever you humans believe.” Blognard pulled the massive lever. Picking up the massive metal cube, he forced it into the human’s hands. “In either case, congratulations to you on learning to walk upright, sir - your simian ancestors would be proud.”

      And so Blognard continued, righting wrongs, perceived or real. Then, be it fate, karma, or divine intervention, there came a day Blognard's life would once again change.
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            BLOGNARD’S BAD DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      “What goes around, comes around.” – Every drill sergeant ever.

      

      Blognard's bulbous feet slapped on the floor of his bedroom on what, quite unknown to him, would be the last day of his life…at least this one. It was another glorious day to spread his wealth and wisdom throughout the universe, whether the universe liked it or not. On this day, however, the universe decided it had finally had just about enough of him. If anyone can ever be said to have it coming, the Universe decided it was Blognard. The universe may have once had its doubts, but no more.

      Blognard crossed to his closet, threw open the doors, and reached for a suit. A frown crossed his face.

      Getting his pants and shirt on was easy, but the jacket was another matter. Blognard stretched his suit jacket across the bulky frame of his five-hundred-pound body. Like most Rokasi, very little of it was muscle. In this case, the old excuse for massive poundage was true. Rokasi really were big boned; a ten-pound sledgehammer, swung at full force, would stand very little chance of splintering the average Rokasi leg.

      Unlike most Rokasi, who dressed quite comfortably, Blognard insisted on squeezing his bulbous six-foot-five frame into a suit imported from Earth. The suit was more to appease his vanity than anything else. Still, the show of wealth was an added bonus.

      The problem, in this case, was that most Earth tailors weren't accustomed to making suits for a green-skinned gargantuan that was more akin to the proverbial "person you don't want to meet in a dark alley” rather than the sort of "person you take home to mother". The average human considered the average Rokasi the sort of person you took to compete in a tag team wrestling match.

      Blognard sighed. Having accomplished the monumental task of making both sides of his jacket meet in the front, he held the button with the fingers of his right hand, forcing the button through the hole that was way too small for the application of his enormous thumb.

      Damn, I look good…was the first thought that crossed his mind, despite the suit making him look a bit like a watermelon stuffed into a black olive.

      “Silky smooth as a politician’s lie,” he announced, rubbing his hand across the material of the suit jacket. “I am…oh, what was the expression that human I fired last week used? Oh, yes, I am a ‘snappy dresser.’ No doubt about it.”

      Blognard slipped his massive feet into the footwear waiting at the end of his bed. The deep black surface of the shoes gleamed, reflecting his soulless visage, or so his many employees kept telling him. His nostrils flared as he inhaled the smell of the already brewing pot of chaten 402.

      Making his way down the imported Dalnarian tile hallway, he threw open the kitchen door. The loud bang startled his dog Griznak, dutifully waiting to greet him each morning. “Gotta’ keep you on your toes, boy,” he blurted to his dog.

      The dog's tail thumped on the floor as it wagged furiously. Griznak presented the top of his head, as if in hope of a stroke or two of his thick brown fur. Instead, Blognard kicked the dog out of the way, then grinned when the poor animal yelped. He took the waiting cup of chaten off its pedestal and crossed the kitchen to the table. The imported ironwood chair groaned under his weight as he sat.

      Griznak, having crawled across the floor, once again presented his head.

      I love dogs, thought Blognard. They may be expensive to import all the way from Earth, but it doesn't matter. Earth dogs are perfect. Maybe not as smart as dogs from other planets. But these dogs? You can yell at them, heap one abuse after another on them, and they will still come back for more.

      Blognard reached down and stroked the dog’s fur and scratched him behind the ear. The dog’s tail thumped wildly on the floor. “I can heap all the abuse I want on you, and you will still forgive me, won’t you, boy? What a good boy.”

      Blognard blew across the dark surface of the chaten and took a sip. He reached for the morning paper and in doing so exposed the burn marks on his arm, the result of torture by Votalkin soldiers during the Rokasi and Votalkin war. He quickly tugged down his sleeve; even he couldn’t stand the sight. He took another sip of chaten and turned to the business section. There at the top of the page was a headline that read “his corpulence-ness corners another market.”

      That’s right, there’s no market I can’t control.

      The musky smell of the chaten 402 filled his nostrils. He closed his eyes and smiled, taking another long sip of the dark fluid. He sighed, lost in the smell of his morning caffeine and the warm light of the sun shining through the kitchen window. This ritual continued for some long moments when the alarm on his watch sounded, breaking his reverie. He finished his chaten with one long gulp and patted his dog on the head.

      “Time for work. I’ll miss you, boy,” he said to his dog, “but maybe my aim will improve when I get home tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      His front door slammed behind him. He paused for a moment, waiting to hear the sound of the lock. The bolt on the door slammed into place, and he headed out the door to his Megamax 3000 hover car, keeping a constant eye on his smartphone. Whenever the news showed a competitor teetering on the brink of financial disaster, he considered it his solemn duty to push them over the edge. Opening the door, he bumped his large, green head on the doorframe.

      “Damn,” he yelled, rubbing his forehead with a massive hand.

      The driver's seat nearly buckled as he fell into the leather made from the hides of at least two endangered species. Sensing his presence, the engine of the Megamax 3000 roared to life. The engines let out an 84-decibel scream that was sure to wake every neighbor for half a mile. It was, in fact, the reason he left for work so early in the morning.

      Get a jump on the workday and irritate the neighbors at the same time - win, win.

      Blognard was about to put the hover car in gear when a screen on the dashboard flickered to life. The head of employee services began yelling about something, but to Blognard, it sounded like whining.

      The problem with all the smart devices was that they were never unreachable by those constantly complaining department heads, like that git, Johnsprog. If it weren’t for the complaints about the length of the workday, it was grumbling about the working conditions. As he saw it, if the day had 25 hours in it, a good employee should be willing to work all of them. They can sleep when they’re dead, Blognard thought. The constant complaining made it all the more difficult to practice the big “Three G’s” of corporate efficacy: Greed, Graft, and Glossing over corruption. He looked at the screen and mouthed the words, “I can’t hear you,” all the while pretending the screen wasn’t working. He hung up on Johnsprog and slammed the hover car into gear. He pressed the accelerator and launched the car into the street, sending two hover cars careening off the road as he did so.
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        * * *

      

      Blognard arrived at the office in record time, managing to cause at least three accidents along the way. “Another record,” he exclaimed aloud. He ambled over to his desk, his massive posterior just barely managing to fit into his office chair. It made a squelching sound, produced by Blognard’s effort to wriggle his too-large behind into a too-small space, despite the chair’s enormous size.

      Blognard pressed an area along the top of his desk. In response, a small rectangle lit up under his large green finger. Blognard spoke, trying to sound as intimidating as possible. "Ms. Hetsu, hold all my calls."

      A voice that sounded as if a cement mixer had suddenly gained the ability to speak responded. The voice belonged to Elmira Hetsu, the sole individual willing to give as good as she got from Bilious T. Blognard. Most say the reason is that she not only knew where her employer had buried the proverbial bodies but that she had helped bury them herself.

      "First," Elmira replied, "If you don't want calls, just don't pick up the phone. Second, you don’t have any calls; no one likes you."

      "Not even you?" Blognard chuckled wickedly.

      "Especially not me," Elmira snorted.

      "One more thing," Blognard said, "Where is everyone?"

      There was a long pause before Elmira replied. "You fired almost everyone on your floor last week. Those who didn't get the boot, retired."

      "I don't remember doing that," Blognard huffed.

      "Well, you did," Elmira responded gruffly.

      "You did what?" Blognard responded expectantly.

      "You did get rid of everybody on your floor, you fat bastard, sir," Elmira responded.

      "That's better," Blognard chuckled, "and hire them all back so I have someone to intimidate. And one other thing..."

      "Dear Lord, what now?" Elmira snapped.

      "If you're my administrative assistant, why isn't your desk on the same floor as mine?" Blognard asked.

      "Because I can't stand the sight of you," Elmira replied.

      "The feeling is mutual, Ms. Hetsu, I assure you," Blognard replied gruffly.

      "Really?" Elmira responded, "Then what do I look like? What race or species am I?"

      Blognard laughed loudly before his reply. "As I recall, I specifically asked not to know what you looked like when you were hired. The reason was something about plausible deniability, if I recall. Since that day, you have insisted you are a ten-foot Rokasi female who can bench press the building and that I would have to take your word for it."

      "And?" Elmira responded, laughing wickedly.

      "...and since you know where the bodies are buried, both figuratively and literally, let the professionals do their job." Blognard sighed deeply.

      "Good boy," Elmira responded sternly.

      Blognard ended the call without another word.

      He looked at the hideously expensive timepiece straddling his thick green arm like a miser’s death grip on his last dollar. A sardonic grin crossed his face.

      Time for the first remote meeting of the day…

      “Let’s ruin the lives of a few more interns,” he said, laughing loudly.

      He switched on the jet-black smart glass that took up most of the space on his massive desk. On the wall opposite his desk was a large smart screen, upon which appeared an impressive mosaic made of the images of every last intern of the inner rim offices. Each face looked at him expectantly, waiting for him to impart the knowledge that they all hoped would allow them to one day replace him. His face contorted into a twisted grin that looked as if he were going to eat the first intern that dared speak, something that was, of course, illegal - so far. Silently, he vowed to change that as he began his announcement.

      “In a few moments, I will mumble incoherently for half an hour while pointing to a blurry image, for which you will be tested and held accountable immediately after the meeting.”

      He fought to hold back his laughter. There was nothing like starting the day with terrifying interns. “Please hold,” he said, switching off the smart screen.

      He was about to turn away when he paused, switched the camera back on, and added, “Have a nice day.” With that, he turned off the smart screen’s camera, intending to put the interns on what he liked to call “terminal hold”.

      The resulting groan from the interns shook the room.

      “I love those speakers; they really make the agony of the interns sound as if they were right in the room.”

      Blognard pressed an area in the center of his desk. In response, the gravelly tones of Elmira Hetsu filled the room.

      “Dear Lord in Heaven, what is it now?” Elmira groaned.

      “Ms. Hetsu, take a letter,” Blognard said.

      In response, the intercom went silent. Once again, Blognard pressed the button on his desk.

      “WHAT?” Ms. Hetsu demanded.

      “I want to dictate a letter,” Blognard said sternly.

      “I want to be thirty years younger with a figure that will cause hearts to skip a beat, but that isn’t going to happen either. Do you see that button just to the right of the one you used to call me? Press it and dictate the letter yourself. An intern will do it for you.”

      Once again, the intercom went silent.

      Blognard pressed the button as he was bidden - a sultry feminine voice responded. “How may I be of assistance?” The voice asked.

      “I want to dictate a letter,” Blognard snapped.

      “Sir?” asked the voice.

      “What?” Blognard said, Now more irritated than before.

      ”Well, sir,” the voice said, “If you’re going to dictate the letter to me, couldn’t you just as well dictate it to your smart desk?”

      “That’s what interns are for,” Blognard bellowed, “And don’t sass me.”

      “Yes, sir,” The voice stammered, “go ahead with your letter.”

      “From the desk of Bilious T. Blognard,” Blognard said, dictating. “CEO, President, Chairman of the board, and supreme leader of Consolidated Consolidations.”

      “Do you want me to add ‘head honcho’ in there, sir?” The voice asked meekly, “I heard it from a human last week. I think it’s demeaning to employees somehow.”

      “Go ahead,” Blognard said, “demeaning is good. And throw a ‘leader of all I survey’ in there.”

      “Yes, sir,” The voice replied, “go ahead.”

      Blognard thought for a moment, rubbing his chin with his massive green hand. "Dear Customers. No. Strike that. Make it, Dear unwashed masses.”

      “Unwashed masses it is, sir,” The voice said. “Go ahead.”

      “It’s come to my attention that you are unhappy with our customer satisfaction guarantee,” dictated Blognard, "Henceforth, neither our consolidations nor any products produced by our consolidated companies will come with a satisfaction guarantee of any kind. What’s more, you have no one but yourself to blame.”

      Blognard thought for a moment, glancing at the ceiling. “That’s it,” he said, “send that to everyone.”

      “To all of our customers, sir?” The voice asked.

      “When I said everyone, I meant everyone. Send that to everyone in the outer rim of the galaxy,” shouted Blognard.

      “But sir,” The voice stammered, “What good will it do to send the letter to people who aren’t our customers?”

      “It will be a warning to anyone considering becoming our customers not to complain,” Blognard said, as if he were explaining it to a child. “And one more thing…”

      “Yes, sir,” The voice replied, hesitantly.

      “I don’t like backtalk,” Blognard said, “dock yourself a day’s pay.”

      “I’m already an unpaid intern who works for the experience,” The voice explained.

      “Then dock yourself a day’s experience,” Blognard demanded.

      “That will teach me,” The voice responded, chuckling.

      “Nobody likes a smart…oh, what was that body part humans use in this case?” Blognard asked.

      “Ass. You were about to call me a smartass, sir,” The voice responded.

      “That’s right,” Blognard snapped, “I don’t like a smartass. No experience for you. Take the rest of the day off, and don’t enjoy it. You don’t want to end up like your predecessor.”

      “No, sir,” The voice said, quivering, “on quiet days at the office, I can still hear him screaming from the depths of the basement.”

      Blognard pressed the area on the edge of the desk, and the light in the desk went out. Rotating his chair to the window behind him, he heaved his body to an upright position. Throwing open the windows of his office, he breathed in the polluted air.

      Air pollution in the morning, Blognard thought, it reminds me of victory.

      Another smile crossed his face as he admired the view from his office window. He asked for an office on the 103rd floor for the express purpose of being able to look down directly into the office windows of his most hated competitor, Trillbee, the V.P. of Consolidated Comestibles.

      His eyes glanced down where he expected Trillbee to be hard at work. Instead, he saw Trillbee’s face beaming back up at him. The broad grin that greeted him reminded him of the sharks he had seen on a holovid from Trillbee’s home planet, Earth. Trillbee lifted a jet-black rifle to his face and peered through a large scope on top. A small puff of smoke emanated from the rifle’s barrel. Immediately after, Blognard felt a pain in his forehead. There was a loud thud as Blognard’s body fell back into his chair.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Blognard heard, or rather didn’t hear, was the constant sound of air traffic over his building during the workday.

      Was the workday over?

      Then he remembered being shot.

      Am I dead? That’s it, they killed me!

      Listening carefully, Blognard heard the sound of central air conditioning. At first, he refused to open his eyes. While he was certain he was dead, he was afraid of the sight that would greet him. Then the thought crossed his mind…

      Surely Hell didn’t have central air conditioning.

      Slowly, he opened his bulbous eyes. All he saw was the ceiling of his office. Relieved, he lay still for a moment before he tried to move and discovered he couldn’t. Eventually, he managed to force his head to face the door to his office. He watched as the door to his office opened and there stood Greta Galnaeus, the same woman he had given the “old heave-ho,” as some of his Earth acquaintances had put it.

      He watched as Greta walked…no…glided into the room. Her pale red skin seemed to glow with the warmth of the sun. Like most Earth women, whether Rubenesque or rail thin, she had curves like a winding country road. Still, she’s half Votalkin, as he found out before he dumped her. She flipped her auburn hair over her right shoulder with five fingers of her right hand. Unlike most Rokasi women, who had a figure meant for sumo wrestling, she had a figure that could stop a sentient being's heart.

      “Oh, you’re finally awake. Good,” Greta said, “I was afraid you weren’t going to wake up at all.”

      Greta held her face close to his. “Hello, sweetie,” she said in a deep, sultry voice.

      A soft, warm hand brushed his cheek and turned his head toward the center of the room. Greta sat across the side of his desk. Her smooth, flowing sleeveless dress draped across her full figure, hanging down nearly to the middle of her lower leg. The soft red fabric of the gown revealed a curvaceous body. She crossed her legs at the edge of the desk and leaned across its glass top, almost as if she were getting ready to sing a torch song in a local nightclub.

      “Here I am,” she said, smiling, as she looked into his eyes.

      In other circumstances, Blognard might have found the smile comforting, even alluring. Despite himself, he felt a warmth pass through him at the touch of her hand. Long moments passed as Blognard stared at Greta. Finally, he managed to whisper one word.

      “Bitch.”

      Greta’s smile widened until it reminded him of a shark waiting to feed or Trillbee. Trillbee shot me.

      “Trillbee,'' Blognard said, now managing to speak above a whisper. “Why Trillbee?” A look crossed his face that people usually reserve for such internal questions as ‘did I leave the iron on?’. “Why did you have him try to shoot me?”

      “First, '' Greta replied in a tone of voice that was like she was trying to explain something to a child, “you are such a disagreeable S.O.B. that I didn’t have to hire anyone. Trillbee offered to shoot you for free. That, and synthetic tetrodotoxin, is hard to come by. You always went through life without so much as a thought about the consequences of your actions.”

      Greta reached up and stroked Blognard’s cheek with one finger. Blognard tried to pull away, but all he could manage to do was wrinkle his nose and frown.

      “Come now, sweetie,” Greta said. She leaned over toward Blognard and blew gently into his ear, her cleavage close to his face. “The time was,” she whispered, ''you couldn’t wait to have me touch you. What was it you said that first night? Oh yes. ‘I can’t believe you’re not taken.’”

      Blognard’s eyes squinted as he stared at Greta with all the hate he could muster, given his paralysis. Greta leaned back across the desk and rested on one elbow like she was stretching across a grand piano.

      “You certainly seemed taken with me at first,” Greta said, smiling.

      “That was before I found out you were half-Votalken.” Blognard sneered. “I thought you were human.”

      “You don’t know much about humans, do you?” Greta said, sitting up straight, her eyes narrowing. “And what’s wrong with Votalken heritage?” Greta asked.

      “Nothing,” Blognard grunted, “If you’re a sea grouper.”

      Greta spun around with her legs on the same side of the desk as Blognard. Her left leg dangled from the knee across the desk. The other was propped up, the heel of her flat leather shoe poised dangerously against the office chair between his legs.

      "Sea grouper?" Greta asked, shaking her head. "Oh, right. That's a bit obtuse for a comeback. I had to think about that one. Because Sea Groupers from Earth are...Oh, what was that word you screamed at me when you found that picture of my mom on my nightstand?"

      "Freak," Blognard mumbled, this time struggling to speak as the toxin set in.

      "No, before that," Greta said, tapping her chin with her finger in a show of mock perplexity. "Let me think. It was right after you told me you thought you would be spending the night with a beautiful woman, but said you guessed not."

      "Hermaphrodite freak," he muttered between his teeth.

      "That's the one," Greta said, feigning surprise. "Then you threw my mom's picture at me. Clipped me right in the eye. Hurt like the...oh, what was that Earth author you admired? Certainly, you remember. I spent a year's salary on the first edition for your birthday."

      "Dickens," he muttered, struggling for breath.

      "That's the one," Greta exclaimed. "It hurt like the Dickens. Anyway, points for understanding Sea Grouper physiology, but several million off for misunderstanding Votalkin physiology. Votalkin only start that way, but it's not a womb-to-tomb sort of thing."

      Greta leaned in and patted him on the cheek. "I think we're a bit off track here. Now, where were we?"

      She tapped her eyes. "I needed a new eye when you blinded my left eye."

      She pointed at him. "Oh yes, you spent a year trying to get into my bed but hopped out like a frog on a hot plate when you found out Mom is Votalkin. That's an expression I got from my human father. If you don't understand it, don't worry. It applies in this case."

      Greta tapped her chin. "Have I covered the 'uppity Votalkin' thing you shouted on your way out of my door that night? I guess I just did, didn't I?" Greta chuckled.

      Greta waved a finger at him. "How about when you bankrupted my uncle, costing seven hundred Votalkin their jobs. You destroyed seven hundred lives for some sort of reason. There must be some reason. What was it?”

      "The Votalkin freaks all had it coming," he sneered, gasping for breath.

      "I... asked...you...for...the...reason," Greta said, emphasizing each word by slamming her foot into Blognard's groin.

      Blinding pain spread through his body. His attempt to scream came out as more of a feeble croak.

      “You know,” Greta said, regaining her composure, “this is the one time I regret never having gotten used to wearing high heels.”

      Blognard groaned in pain.

      Greta smiled evilly, her face inches from his. He could feel her breath on his cheek.

      "I'm sorry, dearest," she said, “the synthetic tetrodotoxin stops you from moving, but I guess it doesn’t take away the pain. But you are more used to giving than getting pain.”

      Blognard heard a metallic snicking sound from somewhere beyond his field of vision. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see light gleaming on a very thin blade held inches from his left eye. She dragged the tip down his cheek, just barely cutting into his dark green skin. He felt blood trickling down his cheek. He felt the knife barely stick into the lowest part of his abdomen.

      "Do you hurt, little boy?" Greta whispered in his ear. "You know you hurt a great many Votalkin, too. You destroyed all those lives for what? Come on, tell me."

      Blognard felt the knife point cut a bit deeper.

      "Come on," she whispered in his ear. "Think hard now. I know the toxin is making it more difficult. "Why would I put you through all this pain?" she asked.

      “Is that what this is about? Because I dumped you?” Blognard grunted, catching his breath.

      Greta threw her head back and laughed for a good thirty seconds. The fact that it was a genuine laugh had Blognard all the more worried because he now had no idea what this was all about.

      Greta stood up. She leaned on both arms of the chair, staring into Blognard’s eyes. “Sweetie, Sweetie,” she said gleefully, “Do you think this is because there is no one interested in the real me, regardless of who my parents are, or how I was born? Such conceit. Such hubris. I cared about you, believe it or not. I used to be a good person…"

      Suddenly, the smile ran away from her face. “Then I met you,” she said. “I guess you were the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

      “Camel? What?” Blognard managed, gasping for air.

      “A camel,” she huffed. “Quadruped, like one of your Earth dogs, only big enough to ride on. One hump in the middle and a nasty disposition like you. My grandad had a camel before he left Earth. Based on all the family stories, I think he called the camel ‘That bastard’."

      Greta sat back down on the desk, with her arms at her side, resting on the desk.

      “I didn’t care that you are so large, you have your own gravitational orbit. It’s what kept you alive when I hired Frank the Knife to kill you. He stabbed you sixteen times, but the blade never reached muscle, let alone vital organs."

      “That was all you?” Blognard croaked.

      Greta nodded. “You are certainly durable. We tried to poison you three times. How can anyone drink three glasses of wine poisoned with cyanide and not even notice? When poison didn’t work, we tried the biggest thugs we could find. I will hand it to you; you can take a beating like no one I have ever known. When that didn’t work, we tried shooting you, dropping you off a building, and finally dumping you in an icy river, but here we are.”

      Blognard’s eyes widened as he tried to figure out where this was going. His breaths came in short, raspy spurts.

      “We?” he finally managed to say.

      “Oh yes. ‘we’” Greta said, smiling again. “If it were just about me, I would have let the whole thing go. After all, I’m not the type to hold a grudge.”

      Greta laughed and slapped him so hard it rocked his chair back.

      "I guess I am the type to hold a grudge now, aren’t I?” She chuckled.

      Greta straddled his lap like she was riding a horse. She held the thin blade of the knife next to the edge of his eye. A look of hate crossed her face.

      “This is about everyone,” she said, the point of the knife digging slowly into the corner of his eye.

      “All the people and all the lives you have destroyed,” she hissed through gritted teeth. The knife dug deeper. The pain filled his mind. He tried to scream, but all he could manage was a croaking sound.

      “You destroyed the lives of those around you with such reckless abandon,” She grunted.

      Pain became the center of his universe. It filled his mind. He heard a popping sound as she pried his severed eye out of its socket.

      “We're all sick of you,” Greta said, looking at the eye. “Don't believe it? Think for a moment about how hard it was to get to this point."

      She licked the blade clean and spat the ichor in his face. He heard the knife blade snick back into place as Greta put it back wherever it had come from. His severed eyeball filled the field of vision of his remaining eye as Greta held it up to his face.

      “What was it Dad used to say?” she chuckled. “Something about an eye for an eye? I’ve already got a new eye. What to do with yours?”

      With one swift movement, she popped the eye into her mouth, swallowing it whole. “Tasty,” she said, smiling wickedly.

      Greta spun his chair out of the way. Out of the corner of his remaining eye, he saw her walk over to the office window, lean out, and wave at someone. Closing the window, she spun him back around and sat in his lap with her arms around his neck.

      “What was it you told Uncle Trillbee six months ago when you saw him last? Oh yes, you said, ‘I’m going to buy this place and fire you.’ It took you some time, but you managed, didn’t you? The board of Consolidated Comestibles fired Uncle Trillbee. His children had to drop out of university. My aunt divorced him, and he lost his home. Since you decided to liquidate the company, seven hundred people lost their jobs,” she sighed.

      “But I guessed we covered that, didn’t we? But you still didn’t give me a reason, did you? You told Elmira Hetsu, though, didn’t you? It was all because Uncle Trillbee refused to sell your favorite imported coffee to your local grocer.”

      Blognard tried to get up and found he couldn’t. A panicked look crossed his face.

      “There’s no half measures with you, is there?” she said, frowning. “Everything is a travesty. You didn’t like daytime programming, so you had reality entertainment outlawed when all you had to do was not watch it. Well, maybe that's a bad example. The Department of Education gave you an award for that, didn’t they?”

      “Oh, I know,” she said, patting Blognard on the cheek, “Remember when your aunt died of a terminal disease? You said the hospitals didn’t do enough to help her. You said there should have been a cure. So, what did you do? You bought every hospital in Gin Kwa City and the tri-county area and turned them into research hospitals. Anyone who needed healthcare had to travel three hours for it. Oh, you managed to fund the cure - in the meantime, no one could get proper health care. No half-measures. It was like opening a can of your imported Earth beans with a thermonuclear warhead. You always went through life without so much as a thought about the consequences of your actions.”

      “Trillbee may have tried to shoot me,” Blognard managed to grunt, “but I’m still alive.”

      “He didn’t try to do anything. He did shoot you,” Greta said, tapping his forehead.

      “I’m still alive,” Blognard sneered.

      “Yes, you are,” Greta smirked, “but only for five…”

      “Five what?” Blognard groaned.

      Greta stood. She just smiled and said, “four…three…two…one.” She tapped on her watch and laughed. “O.K., it’s an old joke, but it’s still funny. Sometimes, the classics are the best. Classic Zoe and the Mellownotes from their Coquelicot Album era. You must love that album, right?“

      She turned and looked at Blognard. He had stopped breathing.

      “Oh well, I guess I’ll never know.”
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      “Some cause happiness wherever they go; others whenever they go.” – Oscar Wilde

      

      Frank Trillbee leaned backwards in an attempt to drag the corpse of Bilious T. Blognard over the Kwikcrete threshold of the half-completed doorway. Even though he used all his weight as leverage, the large belly of the Rokasi continuously got caught on the door jam. He let the arms of the corpse drop back to the dusty floor. His chest heaved as he gasped for breath.

      “Why did you ever date this fat bastard in the first place, Greta?” he asked his niece, “What was it? His austere demeanor or his total lack of any socially redeeming qualities?"

      Standing behind him in the unfinished building, Greta Galnaeus's pale red skin gleamed in the light of the first moon to rise as it shone through the half-completed roof.

      “I don’t know, Uncle Trillbee,” she said with a half-smile. “He was very nice at first. In retrospect, I guess it was his fat wallet…”

      “...or his fat ego,” he said.

      “Are you sure we can trust your Dalnarian friend?” his niece asked.

      He looked down at the Dalnarian standing at the feet of the Rokasi corpse. Grimalden doesn’t even look out of breath, he thought, that is one strong lizard.

      “Grimalden might not have a sense of humor,” he said, “but don’t mistake that for lack of emotion. He’s as loyal as they come. We’ve been friends for decades. If we were any closer, we’d be the same person.”

      Grimalden smiled back at him. “If you came from a planet constantly swept by hurricane-force winds, whose chief export was sentient lizards with a foul disposition, you wouldn’t have much of a sense of humor about life either. Who is this rotund Rokasi anyway?”

      “In life, this fine, fat fellow,” he chuckled, “was one, Bilious T. Blognard.”

      “I take it your niece was the paramour of the recently deceased?” asked Grimalden.

      “Close, but no cigar,” he quipped.

      “No, what?” asked Grimalden.

      “No cigar. On Earth, we shred a plant called tobacco and wrap the shreds in leaves. It’s called a cigar,” he said.

      “And what do you do with it?” asked Grimalden.

      “We smoke it,” he replied.

      “You mean like a side of shadebeast meat?”

      “No,” said his niece behind him, “humans like Uncle Trillbee put it in their mouths and light the end on fire.”

      “On purpose?” asked Grimalden, looking somewhat nauseated.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “And why would I want one of these cigars in the first place?” asked Grimalden.

      Dear Lord in Heaven, Dalnarians can be so literal sometimes, he thought. “No, what I meant is while my niece may have dated this fat bastard, he certainly wasn’t married.”

      “And just what has that got to do with lighting plants on fire and sticking them in your mouth?” asked his friend.

      “Nothing,” he shot back, “look, you’re not exactly carrying your end, you could probably carry him all by yourself. Can we just bury the body under the foundation and get this over with?”

      He was about to pick up the Rokasi’s arms and start dragging the body again when a thought passed his mind. He looked around at the half-framed bar that was soon to be part of the Gin Kwa City shuttle port and started to laugh.

      “What?” asked his niece.

      “A Dalnarian, a Votalkin, and a human drag a body into a bar - it’s like the start of a bad joke,” he said.

      Behind him, his niece started to chuckle. Grimalden, however, just stared at him blankly.

      “Yes,” said Grimalden, “that’s exactly what we are doing, dragging this Rokasi into a construction site so you can hide the dead body.”

      No sooner had the words dead body left Grimalden's mouth than the Rokasi at his feet started to groan.

      “Oh crap,” Frank said, “I used enough tetrodotoxin to drop a charging rhino.”

      “I told you to use shadebeast poison,” Grimalden told him, “We’ve tried to poison him three times before. With this guy’s body mass, there probably wasn’t enough poison in the entire city to kill him.”

      “I don’t know, Uncle Trillbee,” said his niece, “I’ve never killed anyone.”

      “I have,” said Grimalden.

      “He sure has,” he said, then laughed. “And, in cold blood, too.”

      Grimalden glared back at him. He looked back at his niece, who stood there with a look on her face like someone trying to remember if they left the stove on at home.

      “Oh, for Heaven’s sake,” Frank said, “a joke isn’t funny if you have to explain it. Cold-blooded because Dalnarians are lizards.”

      “That’s not funny, Frank,” said the Dalnarian, “besides, not all lizards are cold-blooded. The mud darters of Praxnus five…”

      “Nothing’s funny with you,” he said, “you don’t have a sense of humor. Can we just get on with this murder, please?”

      “What’d this guy do that’s so bad your niece asked you to kill him, Frank?” asked Grimalden.

      “He tried to ruin my niece's life because he found out she’s half Votalkin,” grunted Frank, trying to lift the body again.

      “That’s all?” asked the Dalnarian. “Seriously?”

      “He also bought out my company and got seven hundred people fired,” Frank said, “now just lift the other end of the body.”

      “Can’t they get new jobs?” asked the Dalnarian.

      “I guess, but that’s not the point, is it?” asked Frank.

      “Sure, it is,” said Grimalden, “My helping you makes me what you humans call an accessory after the fact. This guy dumped your niece, bought out your company, and got seven hundred people fired. So, he was kind of an ass, but is that enough of a reason to kill him?”

      “My wife left me,” said Frank with a sigh.

      “She was kind of a shallow person anyway, and you never loved her,” said Grimalden, “you told me so last week. It seems like this guy did you a favor in that regard.”

      “What is this, Grimalden?” Frank asked, “Rate my murder? Normally, you don’t care about the reasons.”

      “Normally, you don’t involve me in the murder of a prominent industrialist who is the richest person on the planet. This is high profile, Frank,” said Grimalden.

      “You want a good reason, do you? Something that says this guy has it coming?” growled Frank. “His factory used radium-226 and polonium-204 imported from Earth. He sold the land to the city knowing it was contaminated.”

      “Gin Kwa City can afford the cost of the site clean-up,” reasoned his niece.

      Frank turned around and pointed at his niece. “I’m not done,” he snapped. “The factory made dirty bombs used in the Rokasi and Votalkin wars.”

      Frank expected a gasp or some sign of shock, any response. All he got back was a blank stare. “You don’t know what a dirty bomb is, do you?” he asked his niece.

      Frank looked back at his Dalnarian friend. “Grimalden? What’s a dirty bomb?”

      “A radiological dispersal device,” replied the Dalnarian, “The explosion from the bomb is just the start. The radiation contaminates the land…and the people in this case. Dirty bombs are especially effective at killing people.”

      “Your mother’s first husband was hit by one,” Frank said to his niece. “It took weeks for him to die. It was gruesome.”

      Blognard started to groan again.

      “Greta, do you still have any of those orange candy bears I gave you?” he asked.

      “Sure,” answered Greta.

      She swung around a brown leather bag she carried with her, the strap crossing in front of her body diagonally. After a few moments, she produced a handful of soft orange candy bears, which she handed to him.

      “What are those?” asked Grimalden.

      “On Earth, we call them gummy bears,” he answered.

      Frank took the handful of gummy bears and stuffed them down Blognard's throat with two fingers. Blognard’s eyes opened wide, and the large Rokasi started gagging. After some moments, the gagging stopped, and the body went limp again. He chuckled to himself. Frank looked up at the Dalnarian. A grin crossed his face, and he broke out into a laugh.

      “I guess you could say he was killed by bears.”

      “What’s a bear?” asked Grimalden

      “It’s a fierce Earth creature,” he said, “but that’s not the point. It’s a joke. He actually choked to death on a candy bear, so he was killed by the candy bear.”

      “And?” questioned Grimalden.

      “It’s a joke,” he said, “A bear didn’t really kill him, it was a candy bear.”

      “I don’t understand,” asked the Dalnarian, “are candy bears dangerous on your planet?”

      He rolled his eyes and sighed. “It's supposed to be funny because he was really killed by a piece of candy.”

      “And the death of the Rokasi is somehow funny to humans?” asked the Dalnarian.

      “Well, of course not,” he said, "Never mind. Do you know what the worst joke of all is? This Blognard guy was a joke as far as being a decent person. Do you still have any of that counterfeit currency we were printing?”

      The Dalnarian nodded.

      “Hand me a bill,” he said.

      He snatched away the currency and stuffed it in Blognard’s mouth. “There you go, fatboy,” he said, looking down at the lifeless Rokasi, “since you like money so much, choke on it.”
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      “This is no way to live.” – Groucho Marx’s last words

      

      It was a curious feeling, not knowing if you’re dead.

      Blognard opened his eyes and looked around him. He stood in the middle of a green meadow that stretched out behind him as far as he could see. The meadow was not just pleasant, but idyllic…almost too perfect.

      There, in front of him, not more than twenty feet away, was a large wall. The gold-colored bricks shimmered with an internal light. How tall is that? Blognard wondered. It must be at least one hundred feet tall if it’s an inch! He strained his neck as his eyes followed the brickwork to the top.

      Looking to his left and his right, he saw that the wall disappeared out of sight in each direction. In the middle of the wall, directly in front of him, were double doors that went up at least half the height of the wall. One door had been opened halfway, as if a guest had been expected. Blognard stood for a moment and thought. The last thing he remembered was Greta Galnaeus looking at him with the widest, nastiest grin he had ever seen on any sentient being. He remembered her counting down to one, and suddenly feeling like a half-ton hover car was sitting on his chest...and then nothing. He was still wearing the same suit. For some odd reason, there was the taste of candy in his mouth.

      What’s going on? Blognard thought. What am I doing here? His mind raced. His eyes darted around, looking for something to jump off or bash his head against. Look for something real, Blognard thought. To comfort himself, he said to no one in particular, “You are not crazy!”

      “You’re not crazy, you’re dead,'' came a voice from nowhere.

      “What?” Blognard screamed.

      “Deader than downtown Gin Kwa City on a weeknight,” the voice said.

      Blognard looked around for the source of the voice as it continued, “You have shuffled off the mortal coil, breathed your last, gone belly up, journeyed beyond the veil, bought the farm, bit the dust.”

      “Who said that?” Blognard asked. Spinning around, he saw the head of a very familiar dog poke his head around the edge of the gate and trot out, sitting down right in front of him.

      “Griznak?” Blognard shouted. “Something familiar at last! I’ve never been so glad to see a familiar furry face in all my miserable life!”

      “Glad to see me?” Griznak asked. “Seriously? All my life, I tried to get your attention. I was with you my entire life and could never get your attention, and now...Now you're glad to see me? Now that you are dead?”

      “And you can talk?” Blognard blurted, tilting his gaze.

      “I could always talk,” Griznak answered with a smirk. “You just never bothered to listen, and after a while, I gave up trying.”

      Griznak let out a bark, and a steady stream of dogs came walking out of the gate and sat down next to Griznak. The smile on Blognard’s face grew wider with each passing moment. Nearly every dog he had ever owned was there...Griznak, Rolf, Scooter, Wincer - Every dog except Brutor.

      “Where’s Brutor?” Blognard asked, the fact that he was dead overshadowing any hope of a talking dog being odd.

      “Well,” Griznak said, “It is true that all dogs go to Heaven, because we have life figured out from the get-go. No matter how miserably you treated me and the others, we always loved you.”

      “Then where’s Brutor?” Blognard whispered, almost pitifully.

      “You see,” Griznak continued, “Brutor was a bit of a jerk in the end, but everyone here realized that was because you raised him that way. And... well...we couldn’t get Brutor to meet you at the gate.”

      “I’m so happy to see all of you,” Blognard said, now happier than he’d ever been. He started to stride toward the gate when the dogs got up and stood in front of him, blocking his path. His heart felt heavy.

      “Boys?” Blognard asked, the smile running away from his face, “What’s going on?”

      “You see, all dogs go to Heaven, and we are, in fact, all here. But...well…” Griznak’s voice trailed off a bit before he continued, “You didn’t make it.”

      Blognard stared at Griznak, his eyes wide and mouth agape. “What do you mean I didn’t make it?”

      “Nope. Sorry,” Griznak said.

      Blognard started to shake. “You mean I am being judged by my own dogs?”

      “Oh, not a bit of it,” Griznak explained. “We’re just here to deliver the news, you were judged long before you got here. You've been dead awhile. Meeting you at the gate just had something to do with karma. They did try to explain it to us, but we can’t say we entirely understood. Except maybe Brutor.” Griznak reflected. “He was there when they asked us to do this. You know, I have never heard Brutor laugh before? It was quite unsettling. Anyway, the elevator going down is over there.”

      Blognard's jaw dropped, and the blood drained out of his face. Suddenly, every bone-headed, mean-hearted interaction with his dogs played out in his mind like a montage. “What? What do you mean elevator down?” Blognard asked. Whatever this is, it can't be good.

      Griznak looked over to one side. There to Blognard’s right, some thirty feet away, was an elevator, not connected to anything. Blognard was certain there hadn’t been anything there a moment ago.

      “Off you go now,” Griznak said, “toddle on along.”

      Blognard looked at the elevator. A wave of despair came over him. The doors were the deepest black he had ever seen. All the light seemed to be absorbed by the blackness. “What do you mean down?” Blognard groaned.

      Griznak huffed, air passing rapidly out of the shiny black nose at the end of his long muzzle. “Down is just sort of a way most people relate to the whole thing. The elevator could go sideways for all it matters. In the end, you’ll get to the same place.”

      The doors of the elevator slid open. Inside, the elevator had a plush red velvet interior and deep red carpeting. Standing at the controls of the elevator was a Votalken that looked suspiciously like Greta Galnaeus, dressed in the most expensive business suit Blognard had ever seen. He turned back only to see Griznak leading the other dogs back through the large gate that swung shut after the last dog passed through with a resounding bang.

      “Going down, Sir?” The Votalkin said with a smile.

      Blognard wanted to turn and run, but he realized there was nowhere else to go. He stepped onto the elevator, and the doors snapped shut behind him. Blognard turned around and faced the front of the elevator. Running down the side of the elevator in several impossibly long rows were large brass buttons, each one numbered, increasing to high four-digit numbers at the bottom. He watched as the elevator operator pressed the last button on the last row at the very bottom. The Votalken turned back briefly to Blognard and smiled. “It’s good to see you again, Sir,” the elevator operator said.

      Blognard managed a weak, half smile, “Thank you...I think.” He paused, then added, “Again?”

      The elevator began to move. Only then did Blognard notice tinny, unpleasant music hanging in the air. Noticing the grimace and growing frown on his face, the Votalken smiled a sinister little smile.

      “It’s an ancient Earth tune called ‘Sentient Being from Ipanema,'” the Votalken said.

      “Whatever it’s called, it's irritating,” Blognard growled.

      “That sort of the point, Sir,” came the curt reply. “Considering where you’re headed and all.”

      “That’s another thing,” Blognard said, “What’s all this ‘Sir’ business?”

      “Oh,” replied the Votalken, ”You are quite renowned here, but if you don’t mind the informality, you can call me ‘George’ if it makes you feel any better. I'm from Earth.”

      “No, you’re not,” Blognard shot back, “You’re clearly of Votalken heritage.”

      “Oh, I look Votalken to you, do I?” asked George, “Well, well, that is telling now, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?” Blognard asked.

      “Well, it’s sort of a karma thing, Mr. Blognard, Sir. What it means is that, at least in this last life, either you were killed by someone who is Votalken, killed someone who is Votalken, or regularly mistreated Votalken people.”

      Blognard cleared his throat, rocked back on his feet, and stared at the ceiling before he replied.

      “Well,” he said, pausing, “sort of a combination of all of the above.”

      “My, my,” George replied, “We have been busy this lifetime, haven’t we, Mr. Blognard?”

      The elevator came to an abrupt halt. The doors slid open onto a room with old wooden desks and hard wooden swivel chairs. At each chair sat a Votalken, half of them smiling, the other half weeping. Each desk was piled high with reports of one sort or another. The doors opened all the way, and two Votalken stepped onto the elevator, wearing expensive business suits that matched that of the elevator operator, George. The two Votalken stepped to the back of the elevator and faced the front.

      “Murder,” the first Votalken said.

      “Embezzlement,” the second said.

      George, the elevator operator, pressed two more brass buttons, and the elevator whisked away in a downward direction.

      “You know, it’s a curious thing about the first floor," George said, clearly addressing Blognard. “One person’s Heaven is another person’s Hell, and that’s exactly what that first floor is. Half the people on that floor really enjoy their work. It helps give their lives purpose. The interesting thing is, so many people talk about wanting to live forever, but no one stops to think about what they’re going to do with all that time, do they? As I’m sure you can relate, having been a businessman yourself this go around, both Heaven and Hell take quite a bit of organization to run.”

      “And the others?” Blognard asked.

      “Oh, those are the people who spent most of their lives getting ahead by walking over the proverbial ‘dead bodies’ and standing on the shoulders of other people.”

      The elevator came to a halt.

      “Thirty-second floor,” George said, “Embezzlement, Aggravated Assault, and Criminal Negligence. Going down.”

      The Votalken who had requested the embezzlement floor got off the elevator as two others approached. The two newcomers, each dressed like all the other Votalken, got on the elevator.

      “Greed,” the first said.

      “Pride,” said the second.

      The Votalken who had called out for the Greed floor looked over at the one who had requested Pride. “Pride? Seriously? Just two eons on the job and you have a promotion already?”

      “What can I say?” came the reply. “I’m just good at being bad.”

      The two laughed as the elevator continued. George announced each floor in turn as they reached it...pride, greed, and murder.

      “153rd floor,” announced George, “Murder and Extortion.”

      With that, the last Votalken got off the elevator. The door slid shut, leaving only George and Blognard on the elevator, and that horrible midi version of Sentient Being from Ipanema, which was now all the more noticeable with just the two people in the elevator.

      “You might want to relax a bit if you can,” George said, “this is going to be a while.”

      With that, the elevator descended rapidly, picking up speed, giving Blognard that feeling that he had left his stomach somewhere else, which, in fact, now that he was dead, he actually had done. After an hour and a half, the elevator came to a sudden halt.

      “Here we are,” George announced, “5736th floor - complete and utter lack of compassion. And, might I add, it was good to see you again.”

      With that, the doors slid open, and there waiting in front of the elevator doors was a Votalken attendant. This Votalken could have been the twin of the elevator operator. Blognard did a double-take, staring at one individual and then the other.
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