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[This story picks up mere seconds after the ‘ESC: Delusion 2’ final chapter.]




chapter 9 montreal

“Like we’ve never done this before.”

Standing on a wharf and pointing to a 3-story super-sized ship, Lenard was oblivious to the seagull staring at him as he tried to smile and joke the people surrounding him into good humor.

The seagull sitting on a wet wharf-post with a tiny drone-camera around his neck, twisting his head to peer at the lurking tourists like they were after his lunch.

“Look alive, people.” Lenard said in a quiet voice. His pose said he was pleading with Glamora. “Only half of us can sneak on that barge right now.”

“Why do we want to do that again?” A dour Mutalio looked at the St. Lawrence river in distrust. There was a distinct wif of nearby open-air sewage-plant in the misty morning. In disguise as a fishman that would’ve looked at home in St. Johns, Mutalio did everything but adjust a bright yellow mac-cap as he glared around.

“Oh yeah. A trace of nanos. Great. So that rust-bucket has some goods, the tramp we aren’t looking at.” Pointing at a small craft, a weekender burning diesel out on the river as it bounced and slapped waves, Mutalio grimaced. It looked like Clem’s rowboat with a hut tacked on top, a better engine and a mad captain. Both he and an equally sour Lou-fisherman chuckled at something and listened to their boots squeak.

“The Observer’s goods are there, some of them. You expected them maybe to find all that stuff stashed in Gypsie headquarters?” Glamora corrected quickly, shaking a finger at Lenard empathically. She was dressed as a frumpy housewife and seemed to take a great delight in nagging Lenard, who looked like a fat little salesman carrying a bulky briefcase right now.

Lenard seemed to saying ‘Yes Dear’ a lot right now; and not much else.

“To be that lucky.” Under a mac and with boots on, Lou looked like he’d fit right in on a fishing trawler. Forsaking the super-model disguise, Mutalio was another booted and burly sailor hanging with him. Glancing at Mutalio, Lou whispered another aside. “Mutalio, I hate to say this but we like your old face better. You had more teeth.”

“Bite me, Lou.” Mutalio growled back at him. He did seem secretly pleased. The two looked like they were trying to sell Lenard a boat and Glamora was completely against it. A boat they didn’t have here, to be precise.

“Whoa. Move it, people. News-flash. Almost everything from that stash is for sale already.” Glamora commented in a whiny tone. “Everything nanoed with navigator gunk is posted as a collection of repo’ed computer equipment at a second-hand shop near here. Most of it, anyway.” Lenard cringed in reply to Glamora’s overbearing glare and kept muttering placating words; Lou seemed disgusted with him.

“Not a pawn broker? Odd.” Putting one hand over his eyes, Lou seemed to be scanning the river looking for something. Glamora was hitting Lenard right now, slapping his shoulder and trying to make his life a misery as she stamped her foot and snapped at him.

Her talk was actually a recipe she was sharing. Motor oil, one the spiders liked. “The secret is powdered Graphite Lubricant.” She murmured quietly, shaking Lenard’s shoulder a bit and snarling at him. “You’ll love it, they do.”

The slapping and his cringe seemed odd as Lenard was a shape-shifter nanobot; normally you could pump him full of bullet holes and he won’t even notice.

“Fine. Lou and I will check it out. Your recipe too.” Looking bored, Mutalio put a hand on Lou’s shoulder and shook his head. The two nodded at a henpecked Lenard and wandered away, leaving a victorious Glamora scolding Lenard about something behind them.

Glamora’s conversation was mixed, to say the least. “I TOLD YOU WE COULDN’T DO THIS!” Glamora screeched at Lenard, doing a good imitation of a fishmonger’s wife.

“Wanna slump off into the sunset? You can swim over there in a minute or two to check that ship by yourself.” Got murmured to Lenard in a quiet undertone and without moving her lips. “YOU IDIOT! I can stomp away if you want, my flounce needs the workout.” Glamora went on, looking furious with Lenard.

“We’re bots. We do have radio. Dear.” Lenard was looking browbeaten and miserable now and his answering whine was barely a whisper. He was not looking at Glamora anymore. Slumping, he nodded at a nearby café, pulling a phone out of his pocket. “Lou says hi and to leave me alone. He has a score already.”

“He’s shopping at the pawn-shop, right?” Glamora snapped and crackled that over the radio as she folded her arms and glared down at Lenard, tapping her foot. “Mutalio, keep him out of there, Lou has enough junk at home.” She narrowed her eyes and seemed to be fuming at Lenard again.

“Second-hand shop, not pawn. Lightly used parts. Hey, Drama-queen.” Lou hit the airwaves in a quiet internal crackle. “You’d like some of this stuff, trust me. Go change somewhere join us here, please. Fast.”

“I’m going for a swim first.” Lenard murmured. “A kid will join you in a few minutes. Blond, muscled, tall, torn tank-top, sandals.”

“With IQ of zero, gotcha.” Glamora sighed as no one answered her. “Fine. Lou, you’re my date when I get there. I’m your main shrew and that means you get a kiss. Try and make it look natural, would you? Remember that. I’m leaving now.”

She turned and stomped away, leaving a crestfallen Lenard behind. He looked at her fury and quietly slunk off in the opposite direction from the one Lou and Mutalio had taken, his briefcase still in one hand.

***

The second-hand shop was a wonder of a shop; not quite a traveling magic shop, but close. A closed sign and squealing door was the start. The inside of the shop was completely out of this world; the Navigator’s DB from the Smuggler’s ship came in very handy IDing parts.

It looked like an explosion in a junkyard and was manned by aliens wearing holograms meandering around the shop, dusting item gingerly with feather dusters they seemed afraid of. That made for a startling scene. Bad souvenir flags were in the window and oddities lined the walls. The sticky, squealing door was like a bad alarm that only allowed the right people in.

Some items were kept behind glass or in cabinets; guns probably. One of the oddities was a saucer hyperdrive module, shielded and modded for low emissions. It was sitting on a counter and looked like an old vacuum cleaner. This module fit right on top of the reaction chambers.

There was everything but a car-hoist here; the shop looked like a UFO repair shop, complete with aliens. Mutalio and Lou traded glances. This place meant a lot of intergalactic smuggling was done out of Montreal. Tons of it.

“Dusters but no little french maid. A garage and we’re strangers here.” Lou whistled at something he spotted and he pointed it out. It was another ZPE, this one festooned with wiring and plug hookups. “Betcha we need references before anyone sells to us.” He murmured to Mutalio. “Someone they already know and can call.”

“Or we might just get shot. There are a lot of murder and repairs here.” Mutalio pointed his nose at certain rack. “Weapons. Smugglers and pirates. Look closer, you can tell. These parts are leftovers with blaster-burns all over them.”

“I love this place. We have a rat-pack ship, sir.” He explained to a wandering salesclerk as she came close. “A junker from Aries but it flies. Right now we need another scanner, ours is crap. Where are they?”

“We had trouble coming in. Something spotted us and we had to sit in a snow-storm for hours.” He explained to the clerk. “So we’re upgrading before sneaking out again.”

A sign and bin got nodded at by the silent clerk. It was full of optics of some kind and Lou took a moment before he hit the right items from his internal Navigator DB.

There were actually several shield units in there, all looking very worn. Battered to the point of not running, really. Both Mutalio and Lou were looked like they were broke smugglers and were getting pointed to the cheap items.

Mutalio hated the part-swap and wanted an upgrade; Lou was determined to keep costs down. They were still arguing when Glamora wandered in, making the door screech like a demented banshee. Taking one look around, Glamora kept yakking on her phone, giving Lou a peck on the cheek as she caught up to him. Her phone died and she put it away regretfully.

She looked like a lost housewife again, but not the one that’d been nagging Lenard.

Glamora was now a leggy redhead that would’ve fit right in at the farmer’s market selling flowers from a basket. Or a bar. Black spike heels, hot-pants, short auburn hair, a halter top, sunglasses and big white hat completed her outfit.

“Hey. Lenard is complaining vigorously about the hidden subs in the harbor.” She noted, looking around the shop and cataloging items. She tended to linger over the expensive ones. “He says they’re UFOs but he collected the item from the boat and is on his way here.”

“What was it?” Lou was thoughtfully rummaging thru another bin, waving a detector over items and setting a few of them aside.

He had an almost-complete and functional shielded Hyperdrive now; Mutalio was helping inspect the items for flaws.

“A beacon.” Glamora blinked as the door started its screeching, mournful howl as it opened.

The door screamed protest being closed, too. Walking into the shop as an over-built teen and beach-bum complete with cut-offs, sandals and a rope belt. Lenard whistled in awe at the stock in the shop. “Wow. Which is the contaminated pile?”

That’s when the walls grew guns and focused on the four with audible clicks and deep whines as various things charged up.

***

“Never mind, found it.” Lenard tossed the item from the harbor sidearm and it clattered and banged to a stop in a separate bin of dirty goods, totally ignoring the guns pointing at him.

“Bad news. Not everything is there.” Lou mentioned, nodding at the bin he’d just basketed. He seemed bored and was oblivious to the guns pointed at him too. “Where did the rest of that stuff go, anyone know?”

“Not yet.” The wandering clerks ignored everyone and Glamora seemed thoughtful. “I’m carrying.” She mentioned, cuddling into Lou. “Wearing, actually. Stealth mode suit and they don’t know yet. Mind if I have some fun?”

“No! Don’t you start, Gal.” Lou grumbled, eyes wide. “No wrecking the place, we need a few things first.”

“Really! My options begin with leveling the city and get nastier from there.” She confessed to Mutalio, gloating as she hung onto Lou’s arm. “I can disable out everything electronic if I want right now. You included, probably.”

“Wanna twist arms or yak this out? There’s lots of loot here. Look, the back-office is shielded.” She noted, looking at a curtained door as the staff started inching closer. None of them had said anything yet. “Let’s go check this out.”

Flouncing a bit, Glamora headed to and thru the bead curtain. Lou shrugged and followed her, with a disguised Lenard and Mutalio following. Mutalio’s hat had grown an eye to watch the clerks behind him with.

The weapons-shop guns retracted and everything settled back down as the four got out of sight. The clerks shrugged and started gingerly dusting things again.

***

Warm sunlight streamed thru a dirty window and onto a desk. There was a little gray alien working a terminal behind the desk on this side of thick curtains, one that looked only vaguely like the Observer or the locals. He coughed sickly waved at a few chairs, but made no comment as Mutalio and Lenard grew their own places to sit and stared at him.

He didn’t pay any attention to anyone. Glamora had settled into an armchair in the corner, a place she could shoot everyone from if she wanted to, instead of Lou’s lap.

“Two minutes.” The alien muttered, oblivious. “A few things have to be taken care of here.”

Finally closing the terminal down, he turned to look at the crowd in his office. Then stopped and he almost cheered when his gaze got to Glamora.

“Holy… An Observer suit! Unfixed. A real one.” He breathed, looking shocked. “Marvelous. I’ve heard one was loose.”

“And you came to me. Wow. Great! You’re selling, of course.” The Shopkeeper stuttered on, getting a bottle out of a drawer and pouring himself a stiff drink of something ocre-colored and smelly. “Great!”

“Man! Do you know that thing is a walking death-sentence?” The shopkeeper went on, looking shocked and belting his drink back in one small gagging cough. He stared at Glamora. “In a couple different ways. Pure trouble. I’m Geneie.” He wheezed, putting his glass down.

“Please don’t call me that. No one I know keeps cash enough to buy one of those around.” Blinking, The Shopkeeper Genie looked at Glamora pleadingly. “Wanna try consignment with free muscle enough to collect payment from deadbeats?”

“That much muscle enough doesn’t exist except as other super-suits. Hand it over to you and hope to get paid one day? No.” Glamora didn’t even look at the little dealer. “Geneie, eh? No deal, Geneie. No sale, nothing. Relax, I need to keep it a while longer anyway.”

“Don’t call me that, please. Keep me in mind, then.” The arms-dealer breathed heavily and stared at the suit Glamora was wearing in awe. “Please. I never thought I’d see one of those in my life; They’re rigged eight ways from tomorrow to explode if they wander at all.”

“The Observer gave them to us. I would not argue with her.” Lou was a cyborg and completely outclassed here. He looked enviously at the various weaponry items on the walls. “My girl gets grumpy when you do.”

Then Lou stopped and looked very hopeful. “I don’t suppose you do meat upgrades here, do ya? Geneie?”

“Ya. It’s called healing. We do. Don’t call me that.” Geneie snapped at Lou, obviously disappointed. “There’s a med-tube in back for emergencies. It tends to kill locals, tho. Or at least they die screaming in there most of the time.”

“We have no painkillers for humans yet.” Grumping at Lou, the shop-owner poured himself another healthy shot. “Two tubes, actually. You and whoever you were shooting at each get one, usually.”

“Pay in advance if you’re feeling lucky about trying for upgrades, earther.” He added, belting another shot back and licking his lips. “Just like the other losers we get in here.”

“For some odd reason a lot of shot people come in here in pairs.” He confessed as Mutalio lowered his head and glared at him. “We try to stay neutral. We can do a lot here, but upgrading locals gets real iffy.”

“Heals and regrows, mostly. We wake the brats separately just in case they want to pick up where they left off.” He added, shuddering. “If they don’t make it we recycle the parts, so no biggie.”

“The local biology is tricky and so are the upgrades.” He went on as Lou seemed disappointed. Genie sighed and looked up to the sky. “These are not military or hospital-grade tubes.”

“Try a military unit, kid. They need to make friends occasionally. Good luck. They might kill you for knowing enough to ask them about it.” He told the disappointed and slumping cyborg.

“Lord help me, yahoos with guns are bad enough. Sending local idiots with freshly embedded tech back out is just asking for trouble. Big trouble.” The shopkeeper sighed, looked at his bottle wistfully, then corked it up and put it back away.

“So what can we do for ya in here today? Nano weapon-libraries?” He asked, looking at Mutalio and Lenard. “Modern weapons? Upgrades? Ship repair?”

“Pay in advance. Jeez. Nanos? No? No freebies.” He snapped, glaring at Glamora. “Not even gossip. I gotta make a living here somehow.”

***

“No counterfeit money, thanks. No local currencies. No trades or swaps. You pay in Galactic credits or something I can use, like that suit.” The Shopkeeper sighed as Mutalio and Lou just looked at him. “And you don’t have what I need, trust me.”

Glamora giggled and recrossed her legs. “He’s hurt.” She com’ed to everyone. “Something a med tube can’t cure. Dying. My suit says so.”

“We have to barter here in this backwater, pest. Make me an offer.” He went on.

The silence grew and the Shopkeeper sighed. “Oh, swell! Newbies.” He grunted, fuming and angry as everyone stayed silent. “Fine. Let’s get on with this, I have things to do today. Start your threats, please.”

“Don’t have to. I’m wearing it and you know it.” Glamora mentioned softy. “You do not want to know what the other three do.”

Mutalio and Lenard dropped their disguises, turning into large nanobots hulking in the office. Lou just sat there, staring at the weapons on the walls and looking disappointed.

His disguise was still on. Throwing away a perfectly good mac bugged him; and besides, his disguise was made of nanos from Mutalio. The problem was he wasn’t wearing a lot underneath it.

“Wonderful. What do you want?” The Shopkeeper snapped. He was looking at the drawer he’s put the bottle away in and licked his lips. There was still a shot-glass on the desk.

“And what are you offering for it?” He added sourly. “Silence, right? HA!”

***

“Don’t make me laugh.” The Shopkeeper went on, shaking his head sadly. “We get a thousand refugees trying to make that play every year. A couple a month, anyway. My shop is prepped for extortion by the desperate.”

“Yeah, on a good day you get the desperate. Today, you got us. There’s four subs in the harbor, disguised saucers hiding in the muck.” Lenard started ominously. “Why are they staying out there?”

“Four? Oh, the Gaderous came in; packed wrong again too from the sounds of it.” The Shopkeeper looked interested in the news.

“Goods for this stop are at the back of the storage.” He explained quickly. “Well, usually. They have to be dug out and everything repacked. That can take days of bot-time sometimes.”

“It takes a while to get everything ready for pickup and deployment.” He groused on. “And those stinking locals are a pain to deal with. They spend most of their time on strike or on break.”

“Don’t tell them I said that. They hold grudges too.” Geneie went on with a groan. “Great! Now, what do you four want today?”

“Fine, I’ll tell ya. First, the good news. The contaminated Observer shipment.” Mutalio growled. “The one you got here recently. Some computer CPUs?”

“The one lousy with our nanos. We want it back.” Lou chimed in dryly. “It’s prepped and we need to get them somewhere before a Singularity gets built from it.”

“Contaminated? Singularities? Oh, clouds. Nano contamination can be cleaned out.” The Shopkeeper grunted, looking worried. “That has to be done perfectly for it to work and we charge for that. The pile was dirty, was it?”

Everyone just looked at the little Shopkeeper.

“Damn.” Tapping a button, the Shopkeeper beeped an order harshly. A few seconds later an answer came back and he did not look happy.

“Yah. Found it.” He grunted. “Excuse me, I gotta make a call and right now.”

Sighing, he tapped his sleeve then babbled to his wrist for a moment. Glamora shifted and gave everyone with her a running translation over their com.

“Sal? Geneie. Those parts you got yesterday? They’re dirty. Nanos, forcing a cloud-build.”

“That’s why I’m calling, I just found out. You’re welcome.”

“How should I know? Bring ‘em back if you want. Right now? Fine. In fact, that’s great. Five minutes is good. Oh, heads up. The Gaderous came in and is shuffling things around in the river. Get your stuff ready.”

The small alien looked up, relieved as he stopped talking to his wrist. “We’re good. One of my oldest customers picked up some things yesterday, and a few of those CPUs. He does med-molecules and needs lots of modeling and production power. He says the CPUs are still sealed; not unpacked or installed yet.”

“This mudball is one of the few places he can make his stuff.” The Shopkeeper explained, looking around happily. “It’s a specialty market and his work is illegal in most of the galaxy. Mobs and pitchforks illegal. It’s also very hard for him to get parts here.”

“Good. Are you grateful enough to give us a good price on those goods?” Glamora asked absently. “Or do you want to take it out in trade?”

“Fair is fair. We can up the ante. What do you need around here?” Glamora asked as Lenard and Mutalio looked aggravated and peered around the office. “Other than trade for hot goods. We’ll tell the gypsies, sorry, locals about not stealing them again, don’t worry.”

***

“All but one, and I see enough pieces to say we got it all.”

“Busted.” The bottom of the bin got scraped as Mutalio collected the contaminated goods, dumping them into a bag-lined cardboard box. “A broken fan. These go to NY to help the super-spiders and that kid.” He muttered happily. “We get this there and all the kid has to do is stay out of the way.”

“A double-double to go? That kid might actually get something running soon. It might get difficult if he doesn’t feed them enough metal, tho.” Glamora sighed and looked worried. “And nanos. We can leave a message with one of our spiders, that should get to him.”

“A message that says ‘Feed these nanos or they’ll eat your house.’” Shivering, Lou seemed worried. “Then what? We hope the cradle they make down there make burns the nanos out, right?”

“There are a few sterilizing methods. Nothing I’d want running in the tower, but it does kill nanos.” Lenard seemed disturbed. “One problem is these nanos eat Observer alloys and nothing else. The Observer will provide or they starve; they watch themselves to death.”

“Don’t let them get near you two, then.” Glamora commented quickly. “You’ve been mooching Observer nanos for months now.”

“Here, I’ll put in a note, with the address of the construction site. Stop worrying, Gal. The cradle is made from nanos, people. Remember?” Sounded disgusted, Mutalio taped the top of the box shut and followed everyone out. The Shopkeeper had abandoned them long ago.

“They all burn up in there, trust me.” Mutalio went on. “Call it the final flare you need to make the field; it almost killed me a few times. You need to burn a quite a few Observer nanos to do it right and they’re tough.”

“Do we tell the kid asking for more supplies means the Observer pays a visit to snoop around?” A Montreal cab arrived at the door of the shop and everyone piled in the car. The bots got some disgusted looks from a cabbie worried about his suspension.

“Rail-station,” Glamora smiled at the driver from the middle of the back seat. “Drive slowly, I want to remember Montreal. Do they have a post office near there?”

“Gare Centrale?” The driver grumbled, still unhappy. “Poste Mail next door. Want some souvenirs too, tête carrée?”

“Naw, we’re good. Use the address we got downtown as the return address, dad.” Lou commented to Mutalio. “The boat Lenard collected a beacon from would be better but might be anywhere in a few weeks.”

“I wonder who the Observer was working with here.” Glamora looked outside at all the odd buildings passing by and seemed cheered by that somehow. “Was he a boat person? A mafia flake? Gypsie?”

“Look for a skier, Gal.” Lou commented. “They have lots of them around. One that likes smuggling.”

***

“The Shopkeeper? He was a heat-score.” Riding the high-speed rail, Lenard was thoughtful as he stared at the landscape whizzing by. “He really wanted to get rid of us. Geneie did everything but oil the door and take down the ‘closed’ sign to get rid of us.”

“We got out of that dirt-cheap, yes. He was profoundly grateful Montreal scammers didn’t kill his best client with dirty CPUs, then there was the fix on his still we did. A new Singularity popping out here would call all sort of attention he didn’t need.” Glamora seemed miffed. “But he needs something else, and desperately. I hacked around looking for it and have lots of encryption to get thru.”

“He was really grateful the steroid-freak skier the Observer tried to set up hadn’t found him too.” She added thoughtfully. “The hustler goon.”

“That freak had a building to put things in downtown. That says money and lots of it, Gal.” Mutalio sighed and rubbed his eyes. “So does travel cross-country to ski.”

“But not enough clout for permits or bots. Whoever stole that stuff knew enough to get it into an alien pawn-shop, people.” Lenard said quietly. “And he kept the beacon. They might be holding a grudge against someone right now.”

“Remember the beacon? Someone wants to talk to the Observer.” Lou looked interested. “About smuggling something, right? The Observer is into this right up to his nads.”

“The boater probably did not want a supply of fresh-baked bread, true. Who would be foolish enough to try extorting anything from the Observer?” Lou asked reasonably.

“Montreal gypsies.” Everyone else in the train-nook answered in unison.

“Or anyone who liked money. You don’t bet, you can’t win.” Lou noted, his hand clenched on the armrest. Lou did not travel well. “Even with Observer minions.”

“Ew. Low-life? The scrounger’s scoring machine and vapor-world strike again.” Lenard seemed irked again. “Not deep. Candy from the babes, guns to deadly babes.”

“Extort anything from the Observer twice, then.” Lou grumbled unhappily. “Anyway, who knows? He had an offer the Observer couldn’t refuse, maybe.”

“At least The Shopkeeper has a working still now.” The military-bot added absently. Mutalio winced at that. “That was important to him.”

Glamora seemed thoughtful. “He does. I have a clean bottle or two of whatever it was he was making, one of which he gave me. Anybody want to try it? It’s twice-distilled and should be nicely aged by now. It’s hours old.”

Lou ignored the pointed looks Glamora was giving him. Mutalio sighed again.

“That was no still overhaul, it was a cleaning. We zapped a pile of filters, fixed a few leaks, found and plugged a rat-hole, then gave his bots a manual on running water distillation.” The cyborg looked disgusted. “He was drinking that crap green and dirty and liked it that way. Did you notice?”

“His brew? The Shopkeeper called it a tonic. Vitamin additives, replacements for various deficiencies and a lonely aliens heart club band. If you sing. Stuff like that.” Glamora seemed hurt. “It’s a health-food, Mutalio. Honest. Nano-enhanced.”

Mutalio sighed wearily. “Humans age everything they rot and drink. Sorry, ferment. Can’t say I blame them or like the rocket fuel they can make. Betcha humans can’t drink this crap without taking the antidote first.”

The shape-shifter sighed and stretched. “I do not want to see the list of people you dislike enough to hand a glass of this to, Gal.”

“People! Wanna head to NY and see what’s going on there?” Mutalio went on in a bored way. “We can tell the kid a shipment is on the way, how to get nanos out of the Observer and a couple hints on how to get cradles going.”

“Naw. He gets an active beacon with this load and will till it gets eaten. Wait till the kid there deals with the help that shows up.” Lou chuckled as Glamora nestled into him happily again. “Us, for instance.”
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