














THOSE
THE FUTURE
LEFT BEHIND




[image: Image]




Copyright © 2021 Patrick Meisch


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


Published by SparkPress, a BookSparks imprint,


A division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC


Phoenix, Arizona, USA, 85007


www.gosparkpress.com


Published 2021


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-68463-079-0


E-ISBN: 978-1-68463-080-6


Library of Congress Control Number: 2020918799


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




For Steve and Christine
for teaching a young boy to dream.





1


0001 – The Gambler


“Good evening. I’m here for Mr. Chaezka on behalf of the Bureau of Fortune. He, most likely, is not expecting me.”


After hearing my introduction, the young woman in the snappy gold and green vest paused for a second to look me over as concern surfaced in her expression. As she decided what the best course of action would be for her, admittedly, small part in the following performance, I surreptitiously admired her gaudy outfit before my gaze defaulted to somewhere around her shoes. Given the shoes were obviously bespoke, and the tiny rakes with which they were adorned real gold, and they alone were most likely worth more than my relatively pedestrian garb in its entirety, bestowing these outfits on a lowly greeter such as the lady before me, who was in the process of circulating her fist above her head as some sort of signal, was a tremendous show of wealth.


I glimpsed an imposing woman moving directly towards us through a crowd of revelers behind the greeter. Her outfit was all boring black except for a white button–up shirt. Even centuries from its inception, the clothing used to portray an individual employed as security has not changed much, although, in an establishment such as this, the individual marching towards me was anything but inconspicuous.


“Thank you for waiting! Ms. Alexia will be taking care of you until Mr. Chaezka is ready to receive. Please ask her anything that is on your mind, and I am sorry I was unable to assist you further.”


The greeter finished with a practiced, sheepish grimace. She sidled past me on to the next guest and, as I looked back around, my eyes were met by the stern countenance of Ms. Alexia, presumed security woman extraordinaire. She turned her head to check that no one was attempting to eavesdrop, and I noticed the barely visible, yet telltale slit scar of a ComCom implant procedure rippling along her muscular neck, which lent credence to my previous presumption.


“Good evening, Collector, and with that out of the way I’ll drop the bullshit and we can move on. Sound good?” Ms. Alexia asked, in a smoky voice.


“I appreciate your candor, Ms. Alexia, it seems as though you know my purpose in being here this evening.”


“Candace is fine. And affirmative, but you seem to have arrived sooner than Chazz expected. He is still preparing, so he asked me if I could distract you for twenty minutes or so. So how ’bout it? Have anythin’ in mind?”


“I suppose I could be distracted for a bit with a tour if you wouldn’t mind taking me around. I’ve never been to one of these casinos before, and I hear The Govy’s Rake is supposed to be the best of the best, though you don’t strike me as the guiding type.”


Candace emitted a short, tired laugh at this and then replied.


“I’ve been ’round enough to take you for a spin, I guess, and I could probably clue you into a few things the rest of these bimbos don’t know about. Chazz told me to spare no expense while I ‘distract’ you, so it’s probably the least I can do. I’ll bring you to some of the best spots ’round if you tell me you’ll answer a question for me when we’re done. It’ll be a personal one, so I understand if you turn me down … and I don’t know if I can trust a Collector at their word.”


“Though it might not assuage your misgivings to hear me say it, you can trust that I’ll answer your question. Unfortunately, I doubt that I’ll be welcomed back to try my luck at the tables when I am finished with my work here anyhow.”


“Fair enough.” She said as she gestured me over to the entrance of the main floor. “Why don’t we start at the start and you can tell me if I left anything out since I’m sure you already know the lay of the land from your intel.


“These statues here,” Candace began by gesturing at pairs of bronze statues cast in the likeness of Greek gods that flanked the three entry hallways into the casino proper, “combine an Old–world charm with cutting–edge tech.”


Candace proceeded to demonstrate her herculean strength by tilting one of these statues over to show me the housing panel underneath.


“Inside is a GC reader, much like you’ll find in typical stores, just in a purtier package.”


“From where do you hail originally, Candace, if you don’t mind me asking?”


“Atlanta, SER. You gonna take me away for the accent next?” She jabbed.


I chuckled one of the more genuine chuckles I had in quite some time.


“Hardly. I think standardizing the language of the business world to English was enough. Attempting to squash its accents is overkill in my opinion. I find your SER drawwwwwwl to be mighty charmin’!” I offered in my best imitation of the accent. She returned a look that made me feel as though she was terribly offended and then softened up and laughed at the fleeting expression of doubt I must have shown.


“Trackin’ guests has never been easier. Since the worth of the credit account you have linked to your CFOB is taken down as soon as you walk through these here doors, we know how much yer comin’ in with and, hopefully, how little yer leavin’ with. That’s also how we knew you were trouble when you walked in. Non–standard CFOB ping. Most of the time, you would have been promptly escorted off the premises, as we only allow possible customers on the floor, but Clete, our head of visual security, said you had a different look about you and Mindy, your greeter, confirmed that and gave us the signal to move in. Speaking of which, have you noticed the walls?”


It’s true that I had looked the place over as I had come in on top of the intel I had gone over tirelessly before arriving. The infrequent check–ins on my ComCom allowed me the opportunity to review if necessary, as well. I knew that cameras were ubiquitous in casinos and that this was no different here, but the way Candace put it was good enough to include in this memoir of sorts and the sight was quite spectacular, especially due to the fact that the average person wouldn’t notice or appreciate the difference.


“Ain’t a single place an ant could shit on this floor where we wouldn’t be able to find ’im, and we’d be able to squash ’im no more than thirty seconds later. Part of the reason Chazz chose the emerald color for The Rake is that the cameras that are woven into the one– way mirror walls give off a twinkle if yer lookin’ at ’em at the right angle, so he said that the walls will look like real emeralds shinin’.”


“Fashion and function.” I quipped. “You do have quite a spectacular venue.”


“Do you want to see the tables?”


“Lead on!”


All of the floor employees of The Govy’s Rake had been trained to glide amongst the throngs of customers with a mesmerizing, swaying motion, which made the trip to whichever table would most likely be your financial demise a pleasant experience. Candace was eschewing this training at the time and a perspicacious eye could see she was nervous, despite her security background. We walked along the floor, which was made of a fluffy green synth–fur, the wispiness of which reminded me of an Old–world treat I had read about known as cotton candy, which was not made of cotton. I told Candace about this musing, and she opened up a bit while a pair of personal defense drones buzzed overhead to promptly escort a newly–creditless dignitary of some kind, who was causing a ruckus behind us, off the premises.


“My great great grandpappy used to run one of those cotton candy machines in the summertime for a while. Actually, you kinda shot the bull about the Old–world look. Chazz is obsessed with the Old–world look. In fact, not just the look. I’m sure you’ve noticed the music.” She said, gesturing around to the ceiling and wall panels in which indistinguishable microspeakers had been embedded. I had noticed.


“I’ve heard this kind of music only once before. When I was really little, I was playing with one of my neighbors in a unit next to our orphanage, and his grandmother would fall asleep in an old wooden chair listening to this kind of music every night. Although this song had less of … that,” I emphasized by pointing up, “blaring digiment in it.”


“That ain’t no digiment,” Candace said, listening to the music with her eyes closed for a few seconds and snapping. “That’s the real thing. A real trumpet.”


“Huh. Amusing. I thought imitations had become advanced enough to be indistinguishable in this day and age.”


“Naw. Hearin’ this tune every week kinda makes me sad,” Candace said, her expression becoming somber for a moment, “to think about what we have lost with all the streamlinin’ we’ve done, I mean. But I guess that’s part of the reason I accepted the job here.”


Candace took me past each table, most of which were at capacity with guests in various states of inebriation cursing and carousing, enumerating each game as we went: Blackjack, Choice Poker, 5–Card Draw, UTH, Skitsgy, Mahjong, Craps, Cortifo … The green floor and brown wood of the sides of each table made the casino look almost like a forest, something I had yet to see in my travels but I had heard about on the fairytale stream channels one of my caretakers, Graciela, used to cue up for me in my youth before she went off on her errands. As I walked through this forest, I did not sense that any wolves were creeping up on me. No ambush. Only Candace. I wondered why there had been no signs of resistance so far. Many of the example cases in the BoF training vids ended when the Collector was ambushed by a larger force, but there seemed to be no danger of that sort, at the time.


“Do you have a favorite game?” Candace asked me.


“I’ve only ever gambled a little bit in makeshift parlor units. I know about many of the games, but most of the ones I’ve played are Old–world in origin. I suppose Texas Hold ’em is my favorite, but I’ve not really played enough to be terribly good at it. Plus, these days ComComs can calc part of your odds for you, so there’s much less risk.”


“That’s why we have readers to check for ComCom activation at each table. You’ve heard about these, right? Ours are a bit more specific than the types installed in school classrooms to detect cheatin’, but they work on the same principles.”


“Ah, yes, I have. Unfortunately, in the parlors where I played, while most of the people who played were too poor to afford a ComCom, some people were able to get their hands on devices that were similar from black market sources that would only do calcs and would have no other functionality, so many players would be ‘cheating.’ I stopped playing after watching a vid on a parlor where the house player strangled a person to death who was suspected of cheating using one of these types of devices, and then it turned out that she was just really good.”


“Fortunate that we won’t ever make that mistake,” Candace said while showing me a table and the window–like slits where the ComCom readers were housed. Then, she took me behind the tables into a Pit Boss Room and showed me a screen that tracked tables. “Each unfilled circle is an empty seat at a table, green is an active player, pink is a player stepping away momentarily. If one of those circles starts flashing black and red, that’s a ComCom or like calc app activation.”


“What do you do if a calc app starts up?”


“ComCom and other direct calculation applications must be deactivated before a player starts playing at any table. If any accidental or intentional application reactivation occurs during the remainder of play at the table, all winnings that the user has are stripped, the user is blacklisted based on ComCom ID Number and CFOB Number and banned for life from all of Chaezka Casinos. Your ComCom can still ping paramedics and carry out any other typical functions, but if the direct calculation application is engaged, yer outta here.”


“So when did the table I was just at pick up on my calc app?”


“The average scan distance is about fifteen meters. Calc app users that are on the floor but not at a table are tracked with floating blue dots on the screens that I showed you.”


“Impressive. There were very few blue dots on the screen that I saw, so most of your customers are either returning or they know the rules pretty well.”


“Yup. We try to run a tight ship ’round here. Anyway, I was informed that Chazz is ready to see ya’ now. Are you good to go?”


“Since I arrived,” I replied, checking my surroundings for the sixty–second time in the seventeenish minutes I had been on the floor. “However, I did enjoy the tour! The peek into the Pit Boss Room was completely new to me.” I smiled at Candace, feeling a slight sense of remorse that I’d only spend a few more moments with her, but that’s the job.


As we walked up to a personal elevator whose frame was cast in the shape of a golden lion’s head, Candace waved off two more security guards that were sizing me up and they proceeded to walk the floor.


ComCom: transmit location: penthouse elevator on approach to target EndCom


“There’re only three people in this building that know what you are about to do, and, when you leave, I’m going to be the only one stickin’ around who is allowed to remember. I won’t say a word about it for the rest of my life, and I’ll go with whatever story is concocted by yer Bureau, but I do still want the answer to that question you promised me. Whatever happens next, I want you to know that Chazz is a good man, and he has taken mighty good care of us for as long as he could. You’ll be free to walk out of here on my and Chazz’s honor if you can trust us at our word.”


I was not expecting this kind of treatment for one of my first jobs. Unfortunately, in this kind of work, it is all too common for these types of scenarios to turn into a bloodbath and I was prepared for that eventuality. A saying I had heard from a veteran of the Bureau was: “The luckiest Collector is the one who only has to collect one life per job. The unluckiest Collector is the one whose one life is collected instead.”


“I certainly trust you, and I imagine I can trust Mr. Chaezka. I’ll answer your question whenever you are ready to ask.”


An archaic ding sounded the arrival of the elevator door, and Candace and I walked in. If she was going to betray me, this was the moment. My body tensed in response to the close-quarters environment. After she turned an old, metal key, a panel opened, and she pressed the revealed button.


“I wanted to be a Collector once,” Candace sighed, “but the officers conducting my test said that I wouldn’t qualify because I showed signs ‘demonstrating a lack of resolve to finish a job.’” She said this last mimicking whatever monotonous government psych officer denied her. “They were right. I’d never be able to kill someone like Chazz, but you can.” She looked at me holding back tears, undoubtedly out of habitual restraint. “I was angry the day they refused me, partially because my future was uncertain, partially because it made me feel like I wasn’t good enough. A month and a half later, I joined a general security firm and a year or so later Chazz hired me because he wanted to take a gamble on a kid that was down on her luck. I’ve worked for him, with him, ever since. Sixteen years and change.”


Ding. We walked into a gorgeous marble foyer. Clack clackclack clack the sound of our shoes as we walked up a large ballroom staircase. ComCom chatter about backup mobilizing.


“Now I know that being refused was a blessin’. So, Collector,” she stopped, and I turned to face her. I can’t remember her face well enough to describe her in that moment, likely due to the nervousness I felt on my first real Collection, despite all of my mental training, “my question is: Do you feel satisfied doing what you do?”


“I believe it is honestly too early for me to tell you exactly if I am satisfied or not and why. I know that probably isn’t a satisfactory answer. I know that it will probably not set you at ease in any way. What I can tell you is that I have asked myself this question before, and I will never stop asking myself this question, and, by the time I am done, I can promise you that I’ll have a definitive answer. … Will that be enough?”


Candace opened the door in front of us, and I saw a man sitting and shuffling a deck of cards behind a desk.


“I hope that it will be, for your sake,” she said, softly, any sign of tears in her eyes erased.


I watched Candace walk into the room ahead of me and stop. The man at the desk put the cards down and stood up, looking directly at Candace.


“How do I look?” He asked, arms up and swiveling slightly from side to side.


“Like a million bucks.” Candace crooned.


“Goodbye, Candy.” He said, a tone of finality in his voice.


“Goodbye, Chazz.” She returned with an air of stoicism.


Then, Candace turned around and walked past me, nodded once, donning the mask of a quivering smile, ding, and she was gone.


“Good evening, Collector!” Mr. Chaezka boomed. “Come on down!”


I proceeded into Mr. Chaezka’s penthouse with trepidation, checking every corner, listening and watching with all of my being. Compared to the casino floor, his quarters were less ostentatious, though not lacking in style by any means. Candace mentioned Mr. Chaezka’s love for the aesthetic of the Old–world, and he was beginning to walk over to what was, undoubtedly, one of his most prized possessions.


“Can I fix you a drink?” He asked, taking two tumblers off of an overhead rack as a bit of dust fell from one of the corners, illuminated by the soft, green light of a dingy lamp.


“I appreciate the offer, but I don’t drink much other than water and the occasional soda.” I scanned Mr. Chaezka’s eyes for the first time. They were blue and slightly reminiscent in how they were lidded at that moment.


“I’ve got twenty or so different sodas in back, mostly older brands. How ’bout it?”


“The Bureau would consider it irresponsible to partake, but I’ll admit I have worked up a bit of a thirst. Roy Rogers?”


“Good stuff!” Mr. Chaezka beamed. “I can’t say I don’t like drinking alone, but I haven’t had a chance to get back behind Old Ma’ here in a while due to my travels, you see.”


I had seen. Mr. Chaezka hadn’t been back in the NER in quite some time. In going over the travel logs pulled from his not–so–private drone, I had seen that he had been bouncing from one casino of his to another over the last two years and making stops in different resort towns along the way. Seoul then Hokkaido, Shanghai then Bangkok, Cairo then Harare, JoBurg then Rio, San Jose then Aspen, Louisville then, finally, ending up here in one of the few remaining structures in Atlantic City standing above the sea.


Mr. Chaezka put my tumbler away and slid a glass in the shape of a triangular prism less the top surface out from behind the mahogany bar and deftly filled the bottom sixteenth of its volume with grenadine as I admired the surroundings. It was evident that Mr. Chaezka was quite fond of this bar. All of the glasses were sorted by shape, hanging, where possible, from customized rack slides that curved gently in a pattern evocative of seaweed tendrils through which a mermaid had been engraved turning about to show off her elusive, shapely form. The rack was mahogany as was the bar, hence “Old Ma’,” I assumed.


“Do you like the bar?” Mr. Chaezka asked, smirking as he was guessing at my answer as I slid on to one of the cushioned stools that creaked ever so slightly when I shifted my weight into a comfortable slouch.


“I think I do like it, although I have never seen anything quite like it.” I tested my weight again as he slid my Roy Rogers over in front of me, just a few centimeters off stage right from the axis that would bisect my body. “And I imagine you wouldn’t mind telling me more about it—?”


“HAHAHAHAHA!” Mr. Chaezka burst out. “You’re slick, kid! I might as well tell someone who appreciates it a bit more. Let’s see …”


I kept surveying the bar as Mr. Chaezka spoke. The shelves on which the liquor was stored were worked into the shape of an open clam. There were thirty–five bottles in all of various shapes and brands.


“My father was a bartender for most of his life. He used to tell me that he started drinkin’ at fourteen, and he started tending a day after. There was a man in his complex that ran a bar …”


The spacing between each bottle and the next was almost perfect enough to make me feel more comfortable just looking at it. Order.


“And so he inherited this bar, Old Ma’, from that man. It’s a single cut of mahogany from a country that used to be called Brazil that is now part of Nueva Amazonia, close to Rio, where I just was a while ago.”


The clamshell was a fitting design for the old standard bottom–, middle–, top–shelf system Mr. Chaezka had been telling me about. There were only a few bottles on the bottom shelf, although I got a sense that these would all be top–shelf bottles if you were to be buying from the dispensary machines popular these days, which have no shelves at all but still have a sorting option labeled top, middle, and bottom, for your selection. Most of the bottles were in the middle shelves of the clam and then the numbers tapered off to leave a single bottle up by the lip. The engraving on it was in the shape of an M.


“It’s eighteen feet and a quarter long, three and a half feet wide, and it rests on a piece that is four feet even deep. Another Roy Rogers? Oh! I see you’re lookin’ at the shelves. You sure I can’t tempt you with a drink? You know the funny thing about that there M bottle?”


The bottle was about five–eighths full.


“Is it as expensive as it looks?”


“Probably more nowadays. The damn bottle cost more than the scotch itself. But the scotch is damn good.”


“It’s a fine looking bottle, though. The surface of the glass, when you look at it straight on, has vertices that conform to make an M shape.”


Here, Mr. Chaezka came over and stood in front of me and looked at the bottle for a second.


“Sunuvabitch. I’ve had that bottle sittin’ there for, what … thirteen some years. I never noticed that! No wonder it cost a fortune. The fuckin’ bottle’s an M! I always just looked at the M on the label. I thought that the scotch tasted good enough to merit the price, but this kinda eliminates some of that buyer’s remorse I had at the time. You’re sumthin’ else, kid.”


I smirked in my discomfort and looked over at one of the lamps affixed to the wall behind the shelves that bathed the clamshell in light to give it an aura of splendor that mimicked the shimmer one can see playing across the surface of the ocean while immersed within it.


“So I have only four stools at the bar because of what happened to Dad. After he was tending bar for years, he started hating some of the people who would come in. He didn’t like how the times were changing the generations, and he thought they were getting ruder. My dad liked Old–world things, too, and he passed that nostalgia down to me. He liked serving drinks to a few people at a time and finding what they really liked while having a conversation or two with ’em. In his daddy’s time, people would only come to these types of places for the hospitality and for extra–fine drinks that couldn’t be found anywhere else. Nowadays these types of places don’t exist. No one cares for the hospitality anymore and the extra–fine drinks can be shipped by drone to the highest bidder. He always used to tell me that all this advancement was making us become less personable. I think he was right. Turns out, he had been gambling every now and again with some friends to try to make himself feel better about what the world was becoming, I guess. He got into trouble, somewhat, but he told me that that was the only thing he liked as much as tending bar for respectable clientele. He said gambling gave him hope. Back to the four bar stools. He wanted to serve only to friends after he made a small fortune gambling, so he started restricting his bar to member–only, and that made him happy for a while. He said he’d never turn away a newcomer once, but he wouldn’t necessarily welcome them back.”


Any sign of joviality in Mr. Chaezka had seeped away by this point, and I saw through his veneer to the knot–ridden fibers that composed his history.


“Seven men from the casino that he won his fortune from came to the bar one day to have drinks. I was sitting at a corner table, polishing some glasses for him. He served them his best and thanked them for coming, even though he didn’t expect such a large crowd of newcomers. They got up and swept out around the room over the next minute or so except for two guys at the bar. Then, they all pulled guns and told him that they wanted the money he cheated from them. Not all of it, but a good amount. He told them that it was gone. He spent it. He didn’t tell them that he spent it on most of the aspects of this bar you see before you, thankfully, I guess. I couldn’t look away from the gun a man had pulled on someone sitting next to me at a table. I heard them say they were going to kill him and all he said was ‘could you do it outside, so you don’t disturb my customers?’ They took him outside. We all heard one shot. Thump. Scraping. Jump jets. You know the rest. Both those parties left me with something that day. My father left me Old Ma’, and those thugs left me with the idea that casinos were the most powerful organizations in the world.”


“Which is why you made the choice?” I finished my second Roy Rogers, the balance of which between grenadine and cola was so well-made that my taste buds never, to this day, have known a better one.


“Partially.” Mr. Chaezka said, beginning to smile again. “Another Roy Rogers?”


“My thirst is quenched for now, but I’d like to hear more of your story if you wouldn’t mind.”


“I don’t! Actually, I’m kind of happy to talk about it with you. I’ve only told this to a few others in my life. All of them sat at those stools. You know the most fucked up thing about it?”


Incoming transmission from Reaper 6–2, receive?


ComCom: receive last


“Check–in.”


ComCom: Send: “All good. Still working.” EndCom


“What’s that?” I replied, genuinely intrigued by the tale.


Mr. Chaezka took my glass, and it was only a glass, as he made the drink so well that he was confident enough to not include ice or a stir rod of any sort with it, cleaned it, dried it, stored it, and spot– cleaned the bar with mindlessly mechanical precision.


“After witnessing my dad die from gambling trouble, the most impactful choice I made in my life was a gamble itself. He also left me with hope and probably some bad genes that make it so I can’t stay away from it. Isn’t that fucked up?”


“Indeed, it is, but I’ve often heard people say that life is a series of gambles.”


“Isn’t it, though?” Mr. Chaezka asked, becoming excited.


“I think those people are certainly correct. Everything I have done this evening would certainly fall under the classification of a gamble.”


“Could I entice you for one more gamble, then?” He asked, the corners of his mouth turning up, slyly.


At this, my body tensed again, but I replied.


“Perhaps.”


“Wonderful!” He yelled, and a crucifix on a chain jangled out of his double–breasted, white suit as he lifted his arms, as if up to the Lord, ruffling his Sunday best slightly. “But first, I would like to offer you one more drink.” He began to reach for the M–shaped bottle.


“As I said before, I don’t drink. I’ve drank only once in my life before, out of curiosity, and never to the point of drunkenness. I can, without doubt, say that I abhor the taste of alcohol and would prefer to maintain my wits in their optimal state at all times. That said, I have always been curious as to why many people choose to imbibe such drinks, and I have often been told that many drink for the taste and most for the stupor. So, were I to entertain the notion of accepting your offer, which would be under literally the most special of circumstances, as I don’t imagine I am likely to ever do this again, I would guess that the amount I would taste would not affect my wits much, and I would ask if you really feel as though it is worth tasting for a newcomer such as myself, all while ensuring that you understand that I am extremely appreciative of your offer.”


At this, Mr. Chaezka turned around, bottle still in hand, and said. “That is the wordiest reply I may have ever had while tending bar. I’ll tell you that I think it tastes good. But you are inexperienced in alcohol, so you may still hate it. I still think you should try it, though. I won’t be insulted if you don’t like it, especially since you told me you appreciate the offer.”


“I am curious about the taste enough to think about it, and, since you don’t know me well, I’ll tell you this is almost entirely a function of trusting you, based on hearing your story, which is not something I expected to occur at all this evening.”


I also trusted the cocktail of antitoxins and preventative medicines running through my system, but he didn’t have to know about that.


“I didn’t expect you to be so interested, either. In fact, I thought that you were just going to walk in, bang bang, and that was it. As you can see from my attire and the twenty minutes I tried to use to sort my affairs, I knew this day was comin’, based on the contract, but I didn’t expect you to be so prompt. Three days after my thirty-sixth, and I don’t expect I’ll see the fourth.”


“Unfortunately, you won’t, but why don’t we go and enjoy that gamble about which you were speaking?”


“Deal!” Mr. Chaezka belted, pumping his fist, and removing the stopper of the bottle. “And I tell you what. I’ll pour one for me now and one for you that I’ll let sit here, and you can drink it later if you want or don’t and it’ll be no skin off my back. Just for you if you want it.”


“Deal.”


We walked over to Mr. Chaezka’s desk and the deck of cards he was shuffling earlier. The only things on it were the deck, an open case filled with poker chips, and a data pad.


“More than any other type of gambling, I always liked poker. People will tell you that you can tell everything about a person from how they play poker, but I’ve played enough and seen enough to know that that’s bullshit. You can barely learn anything, but it’s a lot of fun to see how people react in that situation. So … I was wonderin’ if you would honor me with a game?” Mr. Chaezka asked, and I believed that was all he wanted.


“That’s it? That’s the gamble?” I replied, chuckling a bit.


“That’s it! I know you’re a busy person, so I can limit it to three hands if you like. I just want to get one last game in before I go.”


“So you’re one of those rare gamblers that can enjoy a game, even if there’s nothing at stake for the other player? There is nothing at stake for me, correct?”


“Well, seeing as you could’ve killed me any time you were here, I figured you’d be wagering some of your time against the dwindling minutes I have left. That’ll make it fun enough for me, and I imagine you could enjoy the game as well. I know they wouldn’t send you if you weren’t going to finish the job.”


“I just want to see the famous gambler play! I certainly don’t know as many games as you, so how about Texas Hold ’em?”


“Sure! It’s the best one anyway,” Mr. Chaezka said as he gave me the deck to inspect and deal. He slid a pile of chips, equal to his own, towards me and I took a seat, anteing to match the 10 percent worth of chips he put in for a friendly game before dealing the pocket.


He peered at his cards in a practiced fashion while I held mine up, not worrying about cameras behind me, for once. Jack and eight suited in clubs. I checked. He checked. I dealt out the flop.


“How was Candy?” He asked, diverting his attention from me for the first time since I entered.


“Candace is a loyal person, at least from what I can tell. She admires you greatly, and she feels indebted to you for the gamble you took for her sake.”


The flop was a three of clubs, an eight of diamonds, and a king of clubs. I checked. He checked. I dealt the turn.


“Candy is the safest bet I ever made! I’m proud of the woman she has become. I had originally planned on leaving my entire company with her, but she refused. Said she would only feel comfortable watching over this place.”


Four of clubs. I bet 10 percent of my chips.


“Your first-class hospitality has been appreciated. Do you feel as though you have achieved your goals? Most of the guests on the floor seemed hopeful, and I can’t sense any foul play in any of the games you have.”


“I think you’ve got it, kid. Fold. Most of my casinos have been operating the way I dreamed. There are always a few power struggles here and there at the ones I haven’t visited in a while, but they shape up quickly when my senior members show up. The only trouble I ever had was from a hitman that was hired by the casino I won my capital from. Candy saw to that, though.”


I gathered my chips, shuffled the deck, handed it to him, and put in my ante.


“I thought the Bureau had a No Kill Mandate on all of our Blanks. If you would have informed us of this earlier, we would have snuffed that establishment out.”


“I thought about it, but I didn’t want you all sniffing around any earlier than you needed to be. That was only three months after I made the choice. I took you all up on your offer to be able to gamble for quite some time, but, back then, I was still reckless. I took the fortune and I bet it on a couple of hands of 50,000 GC–a–hand blackjack. Beat the dealer’s bust the first time after doubling down and blackjacked the second! It was the luckiest I ever felt. Now, The Rake brings in about a tenth of a percent of the NER government’s revenue through our 30 percent ‘dues.’”


He cracked a smile at this. Still no bargaining. No real grief, either.


I cut, and he anted and dealt the pocket. I had pocket nines, diamond and I can’t remember the other suit. I raised the ante and he called.


“Given you found out the identity of those who hired the hitman, I could still file a reconciliation order if you give me a name.”


The flop was a pair of twos and a queen. He checked. I checked.


“Candy made me swear that I would do just that if she ever got a sense that this could happen again, but most people don’t try to violate NKMs. I don’t need to sew any more death on my way out.”


The turn was a seven. He bet the ante. I called. I was wary of a slow roll, but I had little to lose if I lost the hand.


“Are you enjoying the game?”


“Very much so. I wish I could have played with you more back when I was younger!”


He dealt the river. My old friend the Jack of clubs. He checked. I checked in case he happened to have a pocket two. He had two–pair at the showdown sevens and twos, and he laughed when I tossed my nines over his sevens.


“Risky business, there,” he said, wincing.


“When in Rome, as they used to say.”


I slid my chips over, slightly pleased that I was beating such a renowned gambler.
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“Rome is a shithole these days. I was there three or so years back. Now that the Vatican sees less use and the rebellions destroyed so many of their architectural marvels, tourism has gone down the drain. A great deal of their lower class has migrated to Aria Bloc to the North East. So many monuments and churches destroyed.” A conflicted look crept across his visage.


I dealt what would be our last pocket after he anted. His poker face was flawless. I had the three of hearts and a king of spades. I checked. He checked.


“I saw your crucifix earlier. Art thou a religious man?”


He emitted a weary grunt at this before replying. “My dad was one of the last real Christians. Devout, I mean. I’ve tried to be, but it’s hard when you are away from the community so much.”


He pulled his crucifix out and ran its chain through his fingers while he looked at the flop, which was a three of diamonds, a three of spades, and a ten of clubs. He only ever looked at his cards once, whereas I would check mine every once in a while, as if to ensure that my king hadn’t vacated the throne to become a wandering joker. I bet twice the ante.


“People only believe in what they see these days, like on those things,” he said, pointing derisively at my data pad. “But it’s the things we can’t see that’ll matter the most in life … and in death. The times have changed. I loved the Old–world my grampy used to talk about and its old values, but I can’t see much of those anymore. New world. New values. New god in machines.”


He called like it was nothing. I became wary and went over the outs again.


“I’ll divulge one thought to you that I can’t seem to quiet.”


“What’s that, Collector?”


The turn was an ace of hearts. No flush potential. Security, to some degree, as I didn’t think he had an ace. I bet twice the ante once again to scare him off. Another call. There was no flush potential, but there was straight potential. He had a few sensible outs, but his risk-loving personality made this estimation much more difficult.


“I expected more resistance from you.”


“What? In the game? This is still anyone’s hand!” He beamed.


“In the Collection,” I replied, perplexed.


“Oh, but that is the essence of gambling,” he said, looking directly at me. “If there is no risk, then there is no feeling of triumph. I wouldn’t have had nearly as much fun all this time if there were no one to come and end it at some point. That’s common sense. You’ve gambled before, and you don’t even understand that?”


“This is one Hell of a gamble, though,” I said, with consternation.


“That’s right! It was one Hell of a gamble!” He crowed, ecstatically, his expression that of a salesman trying to convince me to buy in.


I guess that was the hallmark difference between us.


The last river he would ever see was a seven of diamonds, a useless, hopeless card that would be meaningless in the impending showdown.


I bet twice the ante one final time. He smiled and folded.


“That was fun!” He chirped, his face struggling to return to one full of expression as if the poker face he had worn for so long in his life was the more comfortable of the two.


“I’m glad you could enjoy one last game, but I expected to lose at least a hand. I suppose your luck is running out.”


“Nah. I think it’s stronger than ever, and I’m gonna need it. All of the gambling I have done in my life is nothing compared to the bet I’ve been trying to make … that I’m about to make,” Mr. Chaezka replied, setting his crucifix on top of his fold and looking at me with what I truly hoped was an expression of prescient wisdom. A nigh– unbelievable faith, from my perspective. Still, there was hope somewhere in my mind.


I knew he was ready. I walked over to him as he checked his suit one more time. As he settled himself in his desk chair, a beautiful wing–backed mahogany masterpiece upholstered with green leather, I showed him, already figuring his choice, my Einherjar Industries R–45 pistol in my right hand and an injection gauntlet with a newly spun-up syringe on my left. He pointed to my left, his face softening somewhat in relief.


“How do I look?” He asked as I inspected him for one last indication of resistance, paying extra attention to his extremities.


“Like 20,000 GC,” I replied, as I shook his outstretched hand and punched the injection into his shoulder.


Mr. Chaezka’s wide smile faded somewhat as he grew unconscious in seconds. He was dead two minutes and eighteen seconds later.
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I turned to leave and the glittering gold of Mr. Chaezka’s crucifix caught my eye. I walked over to the desk, picked it up and ran its chain through my fingers. Then, I set it aside and looked at his hand. It was the three of clubs and the ten of diamonds. I found myself smirking uncontrollably.


I hope your last gamble pays off as handsomely as would have that hand.


I took a seat at Old Ma’ and looked at the amber color of the drink Mr. Chaezka had poured me, as it rippled in response to my weight. I measured my curiosity, as I have so many times before, and relented. I nodded at the drink, admired the ambiance once more, almost sensing the chill of the waters of the mesopelagic benthic regions, swiveled off the stool and walked to the elevator.


Some things don’t change with such facility, but you have given me hope.
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Interlude – The Post–Mechanized World


“Constant improvement in technology brings increasing prosperity to humanity.”


This has been a resonant theme throughout history. Mr. Chaezka’s fondness of the Old–world impacted me early on in my career and, as you can see in its twilight, reflection on this idea and its limitations still has as strong a hold as ever on my psyche.


Despite what I may have learned from my studies of ancient through postmodern through post-mechanized history, I remain skeptical of this theme, at least from a holistic standpoint. Perhaps this is due to my career requiring me to consistently wade through the afterbirth of these nascent improvements, but these words ring hollow in the same way as does the tune “history is written by the victors,” a ring full of discordant exceptions. When one invents a paradigm–shifting technology, rarely are the first thoughts thereafter ones of caution related to the eventualities that will, one day, cause the suffering of many. I’d like to think that the nuclear weapons of the 1900s would be an exception to this idea, but I can’t help but to think that many of their inventors were primarily holding images in their minds of the prosperity their own people might experience in the wake of the devastation they would wreak as they tinkered away in undisclosed locations, inventing the demise of others.


Should these ramblings that I feel compelled to write down in half–minded rebellion ever become a part of history in their own right, a history I hope to be at once more calculating and compassionate than its predecessors, I feel as though I would be remiss to continue recounting my selfish microcosms of experience without describing the World–state, albeit however briefly, should other counts of history be restricted.


As technology steadily improved throughout the 2000s, the consequences that had been put on the rear–searer during times of invention began to rear their ugly heads. I learned in my BoF training that the people of that time brushed off ideas like the earth’s realistic carrying capacity, and global warming, and extinction of pollinators in order to continue pursuing their hedonistic lives. The prevailing rationale at the time was one of the majority of humanity mindlessly yielding to notions of instant gratification, as we have always been one of the more intemperate organisms. “It’s not my problem,” many would say. “I’ll be dead before that happens …” the surreptitious thoughts of others. As one of the generations that remain to clean up the mess, my pleas for moderation will never reach the perpetrators of these problems, and it’s quite possible they will be lost on the current generation as well.


The population surge associated with improvements in technology coupled with the compounding scarcity of resources plaguing our present era has made the disparity between the upper and the lower classes starker than ever. It’s ironic to think that the only organizations that are radical enough to really address these matters are required to put a throttle on, arguably, our most precious resource, the lives of our fellow humans, and, while I happen to work for one such organization, I am still dissatisfied with the associated cost. I, too, am avaricious in that I want everything to work out for the best, and it is this greed that drove us to create all the marvels that are now ensuring incredibly fulfilling lives for many, but too many are born in hopes of having a chance at one of these lives. Until a few years ago, we, as a species, didn’t have the mind to deny these aspirations. Really, I guess we still don’t have the power to definitively deny a birth, but some governments of the blocs have pioneered a way to limit the longevity of one.


Providing you with a distillation of the slew of mechanical innovations of the 2100s that will exemplify the ideals of the times might be a useful exercise before I continue with my tales of the Bureau of Fortune and its affected.


Improvements in medical technology have allowed those of us with means to design our children for success at the genetic level. This has not been realized at quite the level imagined in the late 1900s, but a small amount of improvement coupled with a massive population has allowed those fortunate enough to dabble in the genetic composition of their offspring the ability to afford said offspring slight competitive advantages that might increase the likelihood of this child becoming the next gravball superstar, the next vid vixen, or the next scientist to invent such a polarizing technology as the one from which his or her allelic advantages were spawned. These chimeras, as they are often called in derogation, frequently endure bullying, perpetrated almost exclusively by the jealous have–nots, from a young age if they so happen to have a recognizable phenotype. However, most of these alterations go undetected until the situation from which their owner may benefit arises.
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