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PROLOGUE: IRIE
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“I found something that might appeal to you during the horn-beast hunt,” Usi told his brother Irie as he flexed his magnificent wings. 

“I have horns aplenty,” said Irie as he motioned at the razor-sharp trophies on the shelves lining the curved walls of his domicile. “And teeth as well.” Horn-beasts were both fearsome predators and useful animals. Usi was the best horn-beast hunter in the village.

“This is different, something I found at the back of its lair.” Usi’s beaked face took on a perplexed expression. “It glimmered strangely in the darkness. Strange visions assailed me when I touched it.”

“Stranger than those brought on by Upo vapors?” Preparing that concoction for the lunar festivals was among Irie’s tasks. 

“Much stranger.” Usi trembled. “I was another, not one of us, one without wings.”

“That is intriguing.” Irie tapped a clawed foot on the floorboards. Several possibilities leaped to mind. “Were you injured during the hunt?” One without wings? How bizarre.

“No. Nor did I drink blue water.”

Two possibilities down. Yet, it was just barely possible... “May I inspect this object?”

“You may have it.” Usi removed a hollow Togo gourd from his belt and tossed it on a table cluttered with papers and curios ranging from reflective shards to jars of colored powders. “I must prepare for the feast tomorrow.” He turned for the door, only to pause. “Sia says she will be performing a new ribbon dance.”

Usi’s epic courtship with the ribbon-dancer was the talk of several villages.

“I look forward to her performance.” Irie refrained from staring at an ornate urn emblazoned with silver symbols off to the side. Liri’s death still stung.

Usi leaped into the air. Irie watched him fly past the grove of pale Ica trees that supported the village, alighting on the triangular plateau above the sea that held the amphitheater.

Irie turned his attention to the gourd. Opening it proved difficult as Usi had tightly jammed the pieces together. But it eventually came apart, revealing a pinkish oblong crystal the size of an eye that bathed the chamber in a faint radiance. 

“What are you?” Irie bent over the crystal, noting different colored shapes within its depths. Unlike the faceted exterior, these were smooth spheres connected by fine webs. 

“Extraordinary.” Irie dared the slightest touch with one of his talons. Visions instantly filled his skull, forcing him to the floor. Irie lifted himself up. There was knowledge here. And he meant to have it. 

He fortified his mind with esoteric disciplines and touched the gem again.
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CHAPTER ONE: NEW YORK 
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“Today, we have hope,” said Sitex as the elevator began its descent.  He said those words each morning, but that promise often fled before dark.  Today, though, was different.  “Hope,”  Sitex repeated the word, savoring it, rolling the syllable around his tongue.  That still wasn’t enough, so he punctuated the statement with a slap of his cane against Sloop’s broad chest.

Sloop’s response to the blow was an indifferent grunt.  But then again, he was a Slope, not a Trueman like his master, and therefore incapable of subtle emotions.  

The elevator lurched twice during its descent, prompting Sitex to grip the brass handlebar to steady himself with a white-gloved hand.  Normally, he’d have cursed the mechanism and the technicians responsible for its upkeep, but he refused to let the incident interfere with his jovial mood.

The elevator doors opened, and Sitex stepped into the Excelsior’s lobby.  He checked his appearance in the mirrored wall.  Yes, the bowler hat covered his thinning black hair.  The brown pinstriped suit that encased his lean frame displayed no wrinkles.  The patched spot in his underlying shirt was tucked out of sight.  His black shoes gleamed, and even an expert eye would strain to find the notch in his right heel.  

Sloop stood three heads taller than his master. The fangs protruding from his overbite were clean (though one was fractured).  The bluish horizontal ridges atop his skull gleamed with gel.  A tight tan tunic beneath a long black vest covered the Slope’s bulbous body.  

Inspection complete, Sitex stepped past the Slope, exiting the Excelsior’s glass entry and onto the bustling streets of New York.  A cabbie offered him a ride, then spat when Sitex refused.  Urchins tried to sell him merchandise of dubious quality and legality.  He swatted the brats away.  A veteran missing his left foot asked for change.  The fellow reminded Sitex of his brother, so he tossed a coin into the veteran’s cup. The gesture depleted his reserves, but after today, that wouldn’t matter.  Then he set off into the crowd.

Two blocks later, Sitex stopped short and stared in disgust at the oozing mud and filth that blocked both the street and sidewalk.  “What is the city coming to?”  He waved at the quagmire.  “I swear, this city's decay grows exponentially.”

Sloop responded with a grunt.  Mud didn’t bother Slopes.  

Sitex threw his hands in the air and took an alternate course towards the waterfront.  The traffic thinned.  Tall, blank warehouses loomed to either side.  Then, he was on the docks, staring at a battered troopship passing the Golden Lady as it entered the harbor.  

The vessel reminded Sitex of his brother: bold, boisterous Tarx resplendent in the red and gold uniform of a Purity Knight.  Would Tarx be in attendance?  Sitex had received no word from him, but Tarx was notoriously slack at letter writing.  Or, perhaps the letter was lost in transit.  

Sitex strode past drunkards, ladies of dubious repute, and a team of Slopes inspecting fishnets before selecting an alleyway alongside a brackish canal.  He eyed the disturbances in the murky liquid with disdain; monstrous, ravenous creatures swam in those channels.  Still, the alleyway was headed in the correct direction, so he took it.

Ahead, a train bearing a garish image of a Parisian Palace on its coaches flashed over a bridge and disappeared.  The picture reminded Sitex of his sister Eta, who’d spent most of the past decade in Paris, pursuing this or that dandy.  Could she tear herself away from the Parisian social scene long enough to come here?  Sitex doubted it.  But Eta had surprised him on prior occasions.

Three men in knee-length coats, two tall and one short, emerged from the bridge's shadow, blocking the narrow street. Sitex didn’t realize the peril until Sloop placed a broad, clawed hand on his shoulder. “Naxat,” said the slope in a guttural voice.

N Naxat.  

Sitex stopped in his tracks.  His heart pounded.  N Naxat was his chief creditor. And Sitex was behind in his payments.  

Sitex plastered a smile across his face.  After today, his money woes would be a thing of the past.  Perhaps Naxat would grant him one last extension.

N Naxat, true to form, didn’t waste time.  “You owe me.”  He jabbed a pudgy finger at Sitex.  A garish gold band studded with emeralds encircled the digit.  

“I have come into money.”  Sitex opened his arms, as if to hug the money man.  

“Then let’s have it, right here and now.”  Naxat jabbed at the ground.  

“I must meet with a litigator first and sign documents.  But, I shall have the full sum tomorrow.”

Naxat’s eyes narrowed. “Sitex, I’d like to believe you. But, I’ve given you five extensions already.”  He motioned at the hulking men beside him.  “I must maintain respect.  Examples must be made now and again.”

Sitex took a step back. “You would harm a Dataman?”

“A broke one, yes.”

Naxat’s goons approached Sitex.  He swirled the cane and fingered depressions set in the carved handle. A sharp point sprang from the tip. “I suggest you reconsider.”

The money man shook his head.  “A sword-cane, eh?  My men will snap that twig in half.”

Sitex aimed the tip at Naxat and pressed a hidden trigger.  The bottom third of the staff shot across the gap and embedded itself in the money man’s chest.  Naxat fell on his back, stone dead, coat spread around him like a dark halo.  

Naxat’s thugs paused and stared at Sitex.  In so doing, they disregarded Sloop, who wrapped his thick elbow around the first man’s neck and twisted.  Bones cracked, and the goon dropped to the ground.  

The last thug ran towards Sitex.  

Sitex twisted his cane a second time, extracting a long stiletto from its casing.  A yellow substance coated the weapon's tip.  One prick later, the thug writhed on the ground in fatal convulsions.  

Sitex trembled with shock.  He loathed killing.  It represented the triumph of the inner brute over logic and knowledge.  But this wasn’t the first time he’d been forced to such drastic action.  A memory flashed through his mind of dead bodies on a jungle floor.  

Sitex took a deep breath.  No witnesses, and given the city's sad decline, it wouldn’t matter if there were observers.  No bloodstains, either, though his shoes bore brown discolorations.  He turned to Sloop.  “Toss the bodies into the canal.”  No doubt Naxat had intended the same fate for him. 

The Dataman applied his mental prowess to the situation.  Naxat’s demise set a timetable in motion.  Tomorrow, Naxat’s associates would realize he was dead.  The next day, they’d set about divvying up the money man’s assets.  And one of those assets was him.

The bodies slid into the foul water, which churned and frothed as reptilian creatures devoured the repast.  

Sloop approached and dropped the moneyman’s garish ring in Sitex’s palm, along with a dozen-odd gold coins.  He sighed and pocketed the loot.  Cane cleaned and reassembled, Sitex resumed his walk.

Two once-familiar faces in an outdoor café stared at Sitex as he reached the Hall of Justice.  

Tarx pushed aside the remnants of the toxic-looking meat treat he’d been devouring and rose to his feet.  “Long time, no see.”  A smile creased his face.

Eta glanced up from a plate covered in hair-thin greens and tiny bits of meat. She expertly appraised his appearance.  “Fashionable.”  A high compliment from Eta.

Sitex smiled and bowed, returning the appraisal.  His sister’s black hair curled about her head in interlocking braids that resembled a serpent’s nest.  She wore a strapless pink dress with cream frills that could have paid his rent for months. A pinkish crystalline pendant dangled from her neck. He recognized the ornament as Ithquik’s Heart, a talisman supposedly possessed of unusual properties. No doubt it was a gift from one of her lovers. More jewelry adorned her fingers.  She looked stunning.  And yet...Eta’s attire seemed ‘well-worn,’ a favored outfit cleaned too often. “As are you.” 

“Fashionably late, as always.” She motioned at the giant clock over the entryway. “Shall we?”

“After you.” 

Tarx motioned at Sloop.  “You’re still keeping that ugly oaf around, I see.”

“He’s useful.”  

Sitex remembered the Hall of Justice as a grand palace, populated by notables in excellent attire and filled with curios from around the world.  Not anymore.  Now, dark stains marred surfaces that used to be polished. Half the lights were out, casting much of the hall into deep shadow. The notables were replaced by litigators in cheap suits and petitioners in rags.  Most of the display cases were empty.

“What a depressing place.”  Eta peered at a shape in a gloomy alcove.  “Is that a body?”

“Drunk,” said Sitex with a confidence he didn’t feel.


“This place has gone downhill,” said Tarx. “I saw classier joints in Ghana.”



Sitex peered at a directory.  “This way.”  He guided his siblings along a dim corridor.  

The nameplate above the opaque window read ‘S. Moxut, Estate Disbursements.’

The trio stared at the sign.  Sitex put his hand on the handle.  “Well, time to discover our uncle’s bequest.”  That bequest was supposed to be mostly money.  Lots of money.

“Let’s get it over with,” said Tarx.

“I don’t wish to remain here an instant longer than necessary.”  Eta shuddered. “I can feel the filth seeping into my clothes.”

They entered the office.  

The preliminaries were rudimentary identification checks that the trio passed with ease.  The laxness repelled Sitex.  It seemed an invitation to larceny. 

A door on the opposite wall opened, and two men entered the office.  The first was a balding, middle-aged litigator in a drab suit – undoubtedly S. Moxut.  The other made Sitex waver on his feet.  Jax Akkad.  The man whose machinations had destroyed his career.  Here.  A cold lump formed in Sitex’s gut.  He fought the impulse to shoot the schemer with his cane.

Sitex wasn’t alone in his dismay.  Eta doubled over as though physically struck.  Tarx’s fists clenched and unclenched.  He placed one hand atop the hilt of his ceremonial sword.

S Moxut either didn’t notice the reactions or didn’t care.  Instead, he gave the trio an incurious glance through cheap spectacles.  “Who are you?”

Sitex composed himself. “We are the Vixit siblings, come to claim the assets of our late uncle, Rix Vixit.”

“I’m afraid you were misinformed,” said the clerk.  “Or perhaps the revised missive did not reach you.” An aggrieved sigh escaped the petty bureaucrat's lips. “That occurs with depressing frequency these days.”

“I don’t understand.” Sitex felt as though he stood on thin ice about to break.

S Moxut glanced at Jax Akkad before replying. “The Vixit Estate, including all financial instruments and real properties, is impounded by edict of Imperator Axeland.” 

“And the grounds for this seizure?”  Sitex fancied he could hear the imaginary ice beneath his feet breaking as he spoke.

“None of your concern,” said Jax Akkad. “Suffice it to say Rix Vixit is the subject of a sensitive government investigation.”

‘Is,’ not ‘was.’ Sitex considered Akkad’s choice of words and his uncle's secretive behavior in the months preceding his demise.  Why, he’d only seen Rix twice in the past year.

“Surely there must be something you can give us?”  Eta put a depth of emotion into the question.

S Moxut appeared unmoved by the display.  “There are some items not covered by the edict.  You can collect them at this address.”  He scribbled on a piece of paper.

Akkad eyed Eta. “My offer stands.”

“I’d sooner marry a slope.”  Eta whirled on her heels and marched out of the office.

Sitex paused long enough to snatch the paper from S. Moxut before following her.  

“How did that utter bastard get here?” demanded Eta as they reached the street. “I left him in Paris!”

Sitex gripped his sister’s shoulder. “Not here,” he said in a low voice.

Eta wrenched her arm free. “Unhand me! I swear that walking piece of excrement has made it his life’s mission to destroy me.”  She flopped onto a bench, heedless of the stains marring its surface. “And he succeeded.”  She looked at Sitex with red eyes. Her left hand clenched Ithquik’s Heart.

“I should have killed him back then.” Tarx stared at the Justice Hall’s cavernous entry with narrowed eyes.

Sitex waved Moxut's paper before Eta’s eyes.  “We have this.”

Eta blew through her nose. “A false hope. That ass would never part with anything of value.”  She made to swipe the document.

Sitex snatched the paper away from Eta’s grasp. “We don’t know that for sure.  Not until we collect whatever these items are.”  Privately, though, he agreed with his sister.

“Let’s get this over with.”  Tarx turned from the Justice Hall. “Lead on, brother.”

Sitex extended his hand and assisted Eta to her feet.  He consulted the scribble. “This way.”

The route took them through streets of tall tenements with tiny shops crowding their lower floors.  Well-dressed shoppers and passersby thronged the sidewalks, which showed few cracks and potholes.  

“It’s like the old days didn’t die,” said Tarx. 

Sitex nodded. Districts such as this were rare anymore.  The next street underlined this point; it was filled with craters and bordered with structures in a state of near collapse.

The address proved to be a massive warehouse of weathered stone surrounded by a double fence.  Bars covered the windows, and dark-uniformed guards patrolled the perimeter. “It looks like a prison,” said Eta.

“It does present a foreboding appearance.”  Sitex found himself reluctant to approach the edifice.

“We’ve come this far.”  Face set, Tarx strode right past them to the security station, Sloop trailing behind him like a giant puppy.

Sitex glared at his servant. Then he continued after the pair, Eta clenching his arm for support.

“Here.” An unshaven gorilla stuffed into a too-small uniform pushed a large satchel across a table at Sitex. 

Sitex eyed the parcel.  “Is that it?”

The warden glanced at the slip. “That’s all there is for the Vixit Estate.”
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