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Collectorate Standard Year (SY) 5390

hat's a god without many eyes? Answer: Not

much of one. The merger with Ixoca brought
us a step closer. In fact, I'd recommend body-
sharing with a Jewel of Eternity to anyone sporting
messianic ambition.

After four months of fits and starts, Moon and I saw the
galaxy through hundreds of eyes, from Azteca to Amity
Station to Earth. The essence of Ixoca, which he'd broken
off for generations into his generals, observers, and
guardians, also fell under our jurisdiction.

To be clear, this gorgeous arrangement lacked
perfection. Imagine continuously watching hundreds of
security monitors. At any given time, nine out of ten were
filled with the mundane customs of life, while only a few
tickled the ears and titillated the eyeballs. I had to learn
who, when, and where to follow, all while carrying myself
like a proper (and undistracted) god around my devotees.

Today, I watched from my internal control room as
three lieutenants — all recipients of a piece of Ixoca — led



our most important assault yet against the enemy. I
despised not being at the slaughter’s front line, but
Ixoca reminded me of what I sometimes forgot: A god’s
role was to see the faithful do his bidding. Then he'd
make a dramatic entrance at the perfect moment.

Ixoca proved his worth as a teacher and collaborator.
So far.

I watched events unfold from an overland chaser
inside the south gate of Conquillos Base, once hub of
United Naval Forces operations on Azteca. The base
closed fifteen years ago when the UNF downsized, but
its infrastructure remained. Conquillos was an
abandoned city awaiting new owners.

That temptation lured everyone here.

Commander Bett “Stopper” Ortiz spearheaded the
strike against the enemy, who huddled inside the old
Aztecan Central Command. Our targets were
negotiating a future we intended to pause.

“Tracer,” she said from her perch fifty meters from
the ACC. “"How's the picnic?”

Gerald “Tracer” Tolan, her second, led a team of
snipers from the northwest. They entered the base
overnight after we received confirmation of the
meeting’s locale, and hunkered down behind a cloak I
devised with Ixoca’s help. The same tech hid his three
thousand ancient terraform shafts from surface
detection. We also installed quite a beauty over



Desperido.

“In position, Stopper. We have a bead on both Mary and
Sue.”

I chuckled at the coded UNF language which meant
Tracer’s unit could wipe out the hired help on her order.

“Standby, Tracer.”

I watched Bett study her pom, which scanned ACC's
interior for human movement. Our targets had arrived in
flatcars and sedans, which they parked in an adjacent
structure. We were all trespassers, but for one lonely
Aztecan who remained at a safe distance.

“You good with this, Raul?” Bett said.

Her scan matched what I saw inside the building. Two
of Ixoca’s many eyes stood amid nine others gathered in
a conference room. Their personal security hovered, most
outside the room.

“They're sitting down to conduct business, my friend.”

My words echoed in Bett’s mind, courtesy of Ixoca’s gift.
She was one of seven ‘generals’ with whom Moon and I
had two-way internal communication. Our original table of
trust plus our top professionals — Stopper, Tracer, and
Iago “Inky” Sisal — owned a piece of Ixoca.

Most of our lieutenants at first resisted the idea of gods
popping into their minds on a whim (a perfectly logical
response). Nor did they care for the inevitable invasion of
privacy at intimate moments.

Moon and I barred ourselves from entering their minds



except during military operations or when they initiated
a link. In the early weeks, I fought the urge to become
a voyeur. When I made a couple of ‘mistakes,’ they
sensed my presence and called me on it.

In some ways, we became their D7ru-shayas. Theo
had watched everything I did for centuries. Though he
intervened with nasty little remarks on occasion, he kept
his distance far more often than not. I exercised the
same discipline.

Bett gave Tracer the order to initiate the assault.

“Say goodnight to Mary and Sue.”

As soon as Tracer's team unloaded on outside
security, Bett ordered her team to move in. They
needed to secure the building before our targets
scattered. I wanted all actors in position for the
floorshow.

“Stopper, take out bit players only. Leave the masters
alone to piss their pants until I arrive. Per Ixoca, no
harm comes to our inside man.”

“You know the drill, Raul. T run a guarantee-free
zone. Those fucks don't fall to their knees, we drop
them.”

Damned if I didn't love this coit. Ever since the
mission to Todos Santos, Bett reverted to full-on UNF
killing machine. She didn't realize how much she missed
it until the first engagement.

“They don't require knees to talk,” I said. “If you have



to, aim low. I'll be there in a jiff.”

“On it, Raul.”

I popped inside the youngest member of the assault
team.

“Make some corpses, my friend.”

Ship stood at Bett's side, loaded for hard-core business.

“I'm on it, boss.”

The kid — damn, I really needed to stop calling him that
— was no longer the well-meaning stumbler and bumbler
under my tutelage. After I tossed him into the care of our
war veterans, the kid developed an iron stomach for what
had to be done. He absorbed a black eye, broken nose,
and multiple kicks in the gut during the first week under
Bett's regimen.

Turned out, Ship needed someone to literally beat the
fear out of him. I spent too much time encouraging the
little bastard.

Eh. Live and learn.

Bett's team approached the building unopposed.
Tracer’s quick efficiency meant the folks inside did not yet
know they were in danger. Our advantage wouldn't last
long.

I jumped from the chaser and straightened my apparel.
Ixoca, pixelated red today, stood at my side, a projection
of my mind'’s eye.

“"What do you think, my friend? Stylish but not
overstated?”



A pixelated Ixoca revealed no facial reaction to my
fashionable attire, but I heard a certain relish in his
voice.

“You'll haunt the prisoners,” the Jewel said. “They’ll
know you're not to be taken lightly.”

I chose a black motif. My leather vest was as dark as
midnight. It disappeared inside a black triple-breasted
jacket, matching pants, and a wide-brimmed hat which
shaded my gorgeous mane and seductive golden eyes.
The continuity broke with tinges of silver on the cuffs,
polished shoes, belt buckle, and pistols.

“You know what I've missed most about godhood,
Ixoca?”

“Besides the omnipotence?”

That line was always good for a stilted laugh.

“The grand entrances and the pop-ins. I couldnt get
enough of those piss-your-pants moments. Humans
don’t know how to conduct themselves in front of a
higher life form.”

“They never have, Royal. Never will.”

I wouldnt have expected an artificial intelligence
three million years old to be such a delightful
conversationalist.

“And yet we continue to give them breaks. Go figure.

“Oh, we must keep faith, Raul. A few may yet rise to
the occasion. At the very least, Aztecans. That's my
dream.”

n



Ixoca obsessed with the Aztecan people’s fate. He still
sought to redeem himself for killing roundabout sixty
thousand colonists ... eleven hundred years ago. Move on,
already.

He knew my opinion, even if I never said the words.

"I hope these people don't disappoint you, my friend.
We'll be walking a fine line in there. I'd rather not kill your
favorites, but if they choose poorly, I can't allow them to
walk away.”

Ixoca stared at the tallest building on the base. He saw
the same thing my eyes followed as Bett's team engaged
our targets’ security officers. It appeared the rich and
underwhelming — including at least two valued members
of the Children of Orpheus — took cover while their paid
sacrificial lambs faced long odds.

“Understood, Raul. Assassination is a messy business.
Preserve Senor Jimenez, and the rest I'll leave to your
expert judgment.”

On that point, we agreed. Martin Jimenez was more
than mere Governor of Monteria Province and direct
descendant of an original colonist. This man had his
fingers in lucrative pies of all flavors, from real estate to
drugs to silver mines. He stuffed the pockets of at least
three cartel heads, the admin of Unified Global Shipping,
and two of the planet’s four reps to the Interstellar
Congress.

More important, he was Ixoca’s chosen to organize and



unite rebel forces against the Collectorate-aligned
planetary government at an appointed time. Moon and
I agreed to help Ixoca set the right conditions for an
insurrection; in return, he aided our goal to build a
private army we'd carry far beyond this planet.

Killing Jimenez would set back both our goals.

Honestly, I was surprised President Aleksanyan
hadn’t targeted that malgado for assassination. Her
agents pinpointed several likely Aztecan suspects in the
growing “Q6 insurgency” (which was an enormous feint,
courtesy of Q6 himself).

On the positive, two of his associates attending this
clandestine affair were on the President’s hit list. Moon
and I acquired their names from the drop at 40-Cignus.
They were cagey assholes, hard to pin down. Then
Ixoca’s many eyes learned of this serendipitous
meeting.

We had one day to prepare and difficult decisions to
make. Moon, Elian, and Genoa were already leading a
team to Bolivar to set up our second off-world Motif
production facility. We had promised to eliminate a
crime lord and his animals in exchange for loyalty from
local tribes plus guaranteed employment in our service.

After much debate, Moon and I led separate missions
for the first time in our long and glorious history. If all
went well (and why in ten hells wouldnt it?), we'd
rendezvous in Desperido for a late dinner, followed by



drinks and cigars.

With our assault at Conquillos nearly done, I told Ixoca:

“Time to run, my friend.”

I removed my hat, tucked it against my side, kicked up
my heels, and morphed into a blur. When I arrived at the
ACC building seconds later, the final laser blast signaled
an end to the fighting.

At the entrance, I patted down my slightly wind-blown
hair and nestled my hat until the brim ran parallel to my
eyes. Ixoca gave me the thumbs-up. He also loved the
theatrics.

I sauntered through the building, filtering my
perspective to two locations. Outside, Tracer's team
descended from the snipers’ perch. Their next task:
Disposal. Upstairs, Bett's team herded survivors into a
conference room with big windows.

Naturally, our captives — especially Martin Jimenez —
asked the predictable questions. Who are you? What's the
meaning of this? Someone with legitimate fashion sense
might have also asked: Where you did buy that desert
camouflage? Was it on sale?

Terrified folks never asked fun questions. Very sad.

The building ran on low-tier power, so the lifts were
down. No bother. I simply followed the bodies up a stalled
escalator. Three hung over the side, one with half his head
blown off. They mustered a short-lived fight against highly
motivated professionals.



So motivated that I spoke often with Bett about not
allowing personal feelings to interfere with tactical
judgment. Our targets represented the entities who
shunted aside Swarm war veterans. Today’s outcome
demonstrated on a small scale why the powers at large
wanted to marginalize these warriors.

Moon and I employed three hundred disaffected vets.
Not a bad showing for four months of steady recruiting.

The corridor outside the conference room showed
ample scarring from laser blasts. Other than a few blood
splatters and a pair of contorted corpses, the situation
appeared settled.

Two of Bett's team greeted me, including Ship. He
stowed his rifle and saluted. I offered a reciprocal
salute.

Bett's idea. She wanted a clear hierarchy. Salutes,
chest-pounding, and secret handshakes seemed petty
to me and much too human.

“Well done, my friend.”

“Nothing but glitter,” Ship said, emulating Elian’s
favorite phrase. “We cut through them like they were
standup toys, boss.”

"I see. And now’s time for cleanup.”

I reached into my jacket and found a pair of our
special cigars. These were Moon’s creation, but we
modified them to smaller, sleeker form. Their recipe
remained as potent.



Ship’s eyes lit up when I handed out the cigars.

“"Why don't you and Viera take care of the bodies?”

“On it, boss.”

I produced a light with my index finger. The two soldiers
— Viera was twenty-five years older than Ship but fit as
anyone his age — puffed on the sweet leaf and proceeded
to their new task.

I shouldn’t have been surprised when my soldiers took
a fancy to our method of quick battlefield cremation. From
the first time Moon showed the little trick to Elian and Ship,
they were hooked. Fire was clean, efficient, and powerful.
And our humans loved the power to make a body
disappear on contact.

They loved working for gods and exulted at using our
tools.

As Ship set the nearest corpse ablaze, I entered the
conference room. Bett and five of her team parted so I
might pass.

I approached our hostages with a slow, methodical gait,
all the while shifting my gaze so the seven survivors felt
me in their bones. I sensed Ixoca’s jealousy; he wanted
to command the stage, too.

Eh. He'd have his day on a global scale. Until then, I
was the star.

If these wannabe titans didn't know they were in a
shitload of trouble before now, my dramatic entrance
surely clarified their tenuous state of affairs. Five of the



seven sat at the far end of the table. Two stood, flanking
Martin Jimenez.

I greeted them a smile any mother would love.

“We're reshaping the world, are we not, senors and
senora?”

I grabbed another cigar — not one of our special tools
- and lit it. This was a fat bastard with a gold band,
definitely Moon’s favorite. He'd be honored I opened the
festivities this way.

“I'll introduce myself soon enough, but I do want to
allay your fear before we enter negotiations. Some of
you will live to see the next sunrise. You have my word.”

Judging by the tight jaws and nervous twitching, they
didn’t believe me. Frankly, two of them shouldn’t have.

“Five of you matter.” I shifted my gaze to the tall men
in suits flanking Jimenez. “The others are mere tools on
a pay stamp.”

I glanced at Ixoca, and she (having turned blue and
developed a feminine curvature) responded with a
sharp nod. She agreed with my choice. Time for a
proper display.

My mind’'s eye tapped into Ixoca’s molecular
restructuring matrix and then inside Jimenez's personal
guards.

Their hearts imploded.

One collapsed onto Jimenez, who fell off his chair.
The other tipped unceremoniously onto his back like an



old stone sculpture.
I waited for the cries to die down and said:
“This would be a wonderful time for introductions.”
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TRUE SHOWMAN KNEW HOW to command a

stage. I practiced the art as a teen, refined it
through war, and mastered the nuances after
ascending. Common rabble took the bait quite
easily and fell for the wow factor. Case in point: My
six hundred contractors in Desperido. However, 1
preferred to entertain rich, self-satisfied malgados
who built fortunes by sucking at the tits of the
common folk.

These assholes had the furthest to fall. I afforded
them the rare chance to examine just how sizeable the
drop between their current lordly status and the gutter.

In my experience, few things were more emotionally
satisfying than to humble privileged humans.

These five needed an extra stir before we began. I
pulled on my cigar while they trembled.

"I don't like this arrangement, my friends. You're all



clustered at the end. Perhaps ... yes. Let's create a more
intimate setting to have a convivial conversation. Yes?”

The wide-bodied fella who should've been most
terrified, given that I'd just killed his security, pushed out
his chair and stood tall. He straightened his tie and glared
at me with an earned indignation.

Gov. Martin Jimenez wore a silver mustache so thick it
smothered his upper lip. A sprawling birthmark covered
most of his left ear.

“We'll do nothing until you explain who you are and
what you want.”

The other four displayed none of the Governor’s
courage.

“Projecting strength comes naturally to you, Senor
Jimenez. You built your fortune turning nasty enemies into
allies. The resume is impressive. Might I point out the six
rifles aimed at you, the fact that your entire security
contingent is dead, and that your personal guns fell like
stones. Bet you'd love to know how we did it.”

He didn’t miss a beat.

“Name. Now.”

Jimenez made a valiant go of it.

“Commander,” I told Bett. "Take Judge Barron to the
back wall and shoot him in the head.”

“On it.”

Reynaldo Barron was a fiftysomething High Court
Justice with a pin-shaped nose, wire-frame glasses, and



resounding gut. He was on the President’s hit list, so
he’d be gone soon enough. However, he served a
purpose in the upcoming negotiations. The terrified,
corrupt sack of shit grabbed hold of the table, as if that
would make a difference.

“No. Please. Martin, sit down. Now!”

Gov. Jimenez relented.

“Stop. No one else need die. What do you want of
us?”

I shrugged. “You'll find I respond well to submissive
behavior. Governor, why don't you take the seat directly
across from me? Judge Barron, next to the Governor.”

Sixty-year-old Anton Cherry, one of the five
wealthiest Aztecans and a man with a decades-long chip
on his shoulder, joined Barron on the President’s
terminal list. I asked him to flank Gov. Jimenez. He was
a well-manicured gentleman who no doubt paid a
personal valet to dress him in the morning. Yet his eyes
failed to hide the seething rage that pursued him for the
past thirty years.

When the three took their seats, I sighed.

“Quite the triumvirate.” I pointed to Jimenez. “The
middle-man.” T doubted he appreciated my snark. To
Senor Cherry, I said, "The man who would be king.”
Nodding to Judge Barron: “And the man who would
make it all legal. What a trio.”

I turned to the remaining assholes.



“Senora Sylva, sit to my left. Senor Limon to my right.”

Maris Sylva, the CEO of UniShip Global (the Montez
Group’s chief rival), largely disappeared behind a layer
cake of makeup, cherry red lipstick better suited to
Desperido’s care workers, and wore an orange lily over
her suit jacket’s lapel. No one played the commercial real
estate game like Senora Sylva.

Except perhaps for a certain pair of gods who vaporized
whole planets in their heyday.

Jesus Limon was chief solicitor for Esteban Poros, head
of the Poros Cartel, which had been squeezed heavily of
late. Poros dug into this deal as a last-ditch chance to
rejuvenate his imploding empire. I empathized.

“There now,” I said. "Much better. We can have a free
and frank conversation as equals. People who sit at the
head of a table are often drunk with power. With the
exception of Senor Limon, all of us understand the allure
of power. We're never satisfied. We can't rest on our
laurels. Our paranoia is off the charts, as they say.”

To the Governor specifically: “In response to one of
your questions. What we want, like you, is to secure the
future. We are here to negotiate a deal that will serve our
interests and yours.”

“At the end of a gun?” Jimenez sneered. “We do not
negotiate with terrorists, and you are most certainly not
our equal.”

Time for a witty retort.



“Correct, Governor. You five come up short. As for
this notion of terrorists? Yeah, no. These outstanding
Aztecans joining me today protected this planet from
the Swarm menace. They sacrificed so you could live
free. And now, as compensation, people like you are
setting aside guarantees made to these heroes.”

He retracted his chin with mock indignation.

“I have no idea what you mean.”

“But you do, Senor Cherry. Records show your
businesses haven't hired a veteran in fifteen years, and
the last in your employ was pushed out not long after.
You have a strange aversion to these warriors.”

Cherry got his dander up, to no surprise.

“That's what this is about? Angry vets out for
revenge?” He glared at my soldiers. “And you call us
paranoid.”

I chuckled. "Commander, are you here for revenge?”

“The fuck we are,” Bett said in her most lilting tone.
“We don't do revenge. We do justice.”

“There, Senor Cherry. You see? Justice. Equal
treatment under the law - both Aztecan and
Collectorate. Those pro-Collectorate voices are a threat
to your goals.”

He started to speak, but I cut off his inevitable rant.

“Now, now. You're hardly the only violator present.
Senora Sylva, what a lovely game you’ve played. Not
only downsizing the vets at UniShip, but many who have



a history of voicing their support of the young empire.”
She licked her cherry lips but held her tongue.

“And there’s you, Judge Barron. You’ve worked so hard
behind the scenes to toss out laws that strengthen the
Collectorate’s role on Azteca. Tariffs, shipping regs,
environmental mandates, minimum pay stamps,
vaccinations, SI investigations. And on and on.”

I pointed to my proud soldiers.

“They’re what you fear. When you make the big move
to distance Azteca from the Collectorate, a whole army will
spring up in opposition. Fighters with experience and a
track record of honor. Theyll remind Aztecans that
without the UNF, this world was defenseless against the
invaders. Once word spreads about your plot, you'll have
to act fast. You'll need to overthrow the continental
governments and establish a foothold before the
opposition organizes. And that's where men like you,
Senor Limon, come into play.”

The solicitor froze. Did he expect me to overlook him?
To emphasize my point, I blew a thin stream of smoke in
his face.

“Men like you front the cartels. They want a piece of the
action. Your employer, Esteban Poros, has promised to
use his street soldiers to quell local uprisings in exchange
for greater territory and a cut of the profits when Azteca
goes independent. I'd reckon half the cartels made similar
pledges. Yes?”



He stammered — understandable, given the jury.

“I ... I know n-nothing about such madness.”

“Not to worry, Senor Limon. Everyone’s in denial
today. But not for long. I intend to lay out terms that
will clarify our positions and, as I noted earlier, secure
the future for all our interests.”

Blue Ixoca crossed her so-called arms and laughed.
These people were doing exactly what she wanted,
setting the stage for outright rebellion. Yet she also
knew they were arrogant bastards. They belonged to an
oligarchy fighting a wave sure to smack them in the
face. These self-indulgent cowards would hide at the
first sign of trouble, demand their underlings see the
work done, and take credit if the tide turned in their
favor. In defeat, they’d make fast alliances with the
victors to save themselves from the wall.

Ixoca knew they weren't the best bets for elevating
the Aztecan people. It's why she didn't object to us
killing some of them today. As long as we left Conquillos
Base with certain transactions finalized, Ixoca
considered a few losses to be acceptable collateral.

Oh, that Jewel of Eternity loved to play games.

I resumed. “I am going to spell out what's been
happening here, my friends. You will not refute a single
word because you can’t. We know your plan to the nth
degree. And because we're privy to the intimate details,
you will wisely negotiate. Am I understood?”



I blew smoke rings while waiting for each to verbally
confirm.

Huh. Hadn't done that in centuries. Interesting!

“Your plan is clever but fragile,” I began. “You, Senor
Cherry, want to purchase this base to use as a staging
ground for your Aztecan army of independence.”

I wagged a finger when he tried to object.

“You purchased many light transports and sedans with
weapon mounts as well as heavy arms though your private
holdings but leased them to outside operations in order to
evade Collectorate law. Most leases were sold to UniShip
under Senora Sylva’s careful eye. The armaments were
smuggled into safekeeping through the cartels, who
control the night market for weapons. The Poros Cartel
offered the best price — a loss leader in exchange for
future benefits.

“Now, in order to acquire this base, you needed Senora
Sylva’s contacts in UNF Ground Operations to break down
the bureaucracy. You asked Gov. Jimenez to push through
a law revoking the UNF's fifty-year charter on this land.
And you required Judge Barron to uphold that law by
saying the charter violated the Aztecan Constitution.

“Four days ago, Senora Sylva made a deal with her UNF
contact. In exchange for a considerable payment, Ground
Operations will agree not to fight any effort to revoke the
charter. You, Governor, plan to propose the change this
week. Senor Cherry called you here to discuss not only the



price he and his silent investors will pay, but their
timetable to take possession of Conquillos, recruit like-
minded zealots, and free this planet of the Collectorate’s
yoke.

“Details aside, I'd say that’s a fair summation. Yes?”

Cherry would’ve leaped across the table to destroy
me but for the rifles aimed at his head.

“How?” He seethed.

“How what?”

“How in ten hells did you ...?"

“Nope. Not today, my friend. But don’t worry, Senor
Cherry. No one in this room betrayed you, so far as they
know.”

Senora Sylva jumped into the fray with her first
words.

“Who do you work for? We demand an answer.”

“Why, I take offense. Do I look like someone who
reports to a higher authority? A mere hired gun?”

Which I was, depending upon one’s perspective.

“You're a murdering malgado and ...”

“Much more. None of which you’d be happy to learn.
Now, let’s backtrack for a moment before this show
goes off the rails. Your actions would be considered
treason. According to the Aztecan Constitution, treason
usually means a quick death.

"My good friends with the rifles were trained to Kkill
enemies of the Aztecan people. Commander, does



anyone in your ranks have hesitation about executing
these five for their crimes?”

Bett glanced to her left and right. No one on her team
nodded.

“We'd prefer a jury find them guilty, but we won't lose
sleep.”

Ah, humans. Very easy to radicalize.

“To recap, my friends: Treason. A firing squad. No
leverage. It's time for you to hear my terms and comply.”

“Your terms?” Jimenez said. "What did you say about
equals? About a convivial dialogue?”

“Oh, that? Ages ago. Now that we've established your
treasonous behavior, we move into the penalty phase.
Nothing congenial, convivial, or cordial about it. No, I'm
going to lay out terms that might — and I emphasize might
— allow you to leave here alive. Each of you will accept
these terms and complete necessary transactions. Reach
carefully into your pockets and retrieve your poms. Slowly,
please. Do not open them until told.”

They held their golden devices close; they must've
suspected I was about to rob them blind. They were not
wrong.

“Senor Cherry, you were prepared to pay fifty million
UCVs for this land, while your silent investors added
another thirty. Yes?”

Even staring into the face of Death, he couldn't help
himself.



“Oh, I see. You intend to redirect that payment.” He
oozed with condescension. “You talk of these noble
protectors of Azteca seeking justice, but you're no more
than a gang of thieves.”

That brought ironic smiles to my fighters.

“Justice, my friend, is also found in monetary
compensation. But yes, to the point. Of course, we're
thieves. As is everyone in this room. Some thieves are
more clever. Are they not?”

“You will not see one credit.”

I loved how the most entitled humans carried a
smugness that said, “I will always squeeze out of the
tightest corner.” None more so than Anton Cherry.

“You're a fascinating specimen, Senor Cherry. At an
early age, you fought the Chancellors while they
controlled the skies. You were coming into your own as
an insurgent the same year the Chancellory fell. You
and a band of enthusiasts attacked Chancellor loyalists.

“Within a year, you joined the interim government.
You had a fast track toward prime minister. And then ...
overnight ...” I fluttered my fingers like a conjurer
casting a spell. “You fell. Your family’s hidden
connections to the Chancellors destroyed your career.
Very sad.”

What could he do but sneer?

“My past is not your ...”

“Business? No. But I set up the past as a way to



demonstrate how far you’ve come. You rebuilt your image
by laying low, starting innovative businesses, and
establishing contacts with everyone who pulled the levers
of power. You followed few if any rules, and you did it in
pursuit of a singular goal: A new Azteca with you on the
throne. Conquillos would be your most important
purchase. You wanted this for thirty years and cleared
every obstacle — except my group.

“If you intend to claim this land, pay us to step aside.
You are bringing eighty million to the table; that means
you can afford much more. Our price is thirty million UCVs,
payable immediately.”

He stared at me, his conspirators, my fighters, and did
the only thing any rational creature might.

Senor Cherry broke into a fit of laughter.

“Oh, of course! I'll contact my broker and have him
transfer the funds. Thirty million? He'll think nothing of it.”

I smiled for good measure.

“We both know you don't need a middle man. The UCVs
reside in a sequestered personal account accessible
through your pom. I'll provide you with my transfer point,
and our business will be quick.”

He rapped the table. "I assume your account is off-
world and dark, so no one will be able to track the funds.”

“Please open your pom and access your SPA.”

“You'll have to kill me. But that will cost you dearly.”

Ixoca shook her pixelated head. False bravado was a



quality we both hated in humans.

Oh, well. On to the backup.

I opened my pom and searched my holos to find ...
ah, there it was. A live feed from a home in the city of
Mantuega. A woman sat on her couch, huddled with two
daughters, both less than ten.

Our third team, led by “Inky” Sisal, did well. They
secured the house ten minutes before we assaulted
Conquillos.

The dam collapsed around Senor Cherry when I
showed him the image of his daughter and beloved
granddaughters. The future king of Azteca became a
blubbering heap.

“You have three minutes to transfer the funds,
Senor.”

As Cherry wiped his tears and fumbled to open his
pom, the others laid into me.

“You filth,” Jimenez said. “You would kill an innocent
family for money?” The most corrupt judge on the
planet said, "“When you're caught, the torture will not
be gruesome enough.” The shipping magnate offered a
feeble, “Oh, those poor little girls. Monster.”

The lawyer played it cool and said nothing.

“Never make the mistake of thinking you're any better
than me,” I responded. “The roster of lives you people
and your associates have destroyed is long and diverse.
The only difference? You fill your egos with justification.



I don’t waste the effort.”

It might have been a good time to wax philosophical
about the degrees of difference between monsters.
However, humans under great stress never find revelation
in such moments.

I waited for Cherry to access the funds, grabbed the
transfer point from my account where the President’s
payments also landed, and waited for confirmation. Cherry
stammered.

"My ... my family ...”

When I received notice of transfer, I closed my account
holo and popped inside Inky’s mind, where I spoke to him.
“No more glass to break, my friend. Tell your team.”

“On it, boss.”

The hard part was finished. Surely, the others would fall
in line.

“On behalf of Black Star,” I said, “thank you for the
contribution. We'll put it to good use. Now, who's next?”
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