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Collectorate Standard Year (SY) 5389 

 

odamnbody respects a god. Oh, sure. Humans 

beg when times are apocalyptic. Some take a 

knee. Some pray. Some plead for mercy. 

“Oh, please, solve our problems, wolf god! We’re so 

helpless without you, serpent god!”  

They’re just looking for an easy fix. Those flailing arms 

reaching toward the sky never did impress me or my 

business partner.  

Several years back, we whipped up some well-timed 

intergalactic hocus pocus and did the human race a 

prodigious solid.  

Royal the Wolf and Moon the Serpent saved the forty 

worlds of the People’s Collectorate from enemies bent on 

conquest. I’m talking savagery on an apocalyptic scale. 

We prevented several billion deaths.  

You might think humanity would recognize our 

achievements with a little fanfare. A monument or two, 

maybe a parade, or a charitable contribution. We wouldn’t 

have complained if a few churches popped up on the 
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landscape.  

What was our reward? 

Pfft.  

The powers at Central Command didn’t tell a soul 

where the help came from. They didn’t want the rabble 

to worship us deities who took out their trash. 

Worse yet, our heroism came with a steep damn 

price.  

Omnipotence? Gone.  

Ability to jump anywhere in the universe at will? 

Nope. 

The skillset to vaporize whole planets? Poof! 

Instead, we woke up in the middle of a red desert on 

a sorry rock called Azteca, forced to live like … 

I can hardly say the word. Moon, as serpent god, took 

our fate very badly. Went insane for a year.  

Oh, OK. Fine. 

Humans. 

There. I said it.  

We lived like humans. Kind of. 

The first seventeen years on Azteca were grim, but 

we waited for the future to catch up. You see, back 

when we were still maximos deos, Moon and I studied 

the continuum of time from the creation of the universe 

to the last flicker.  

As wolf god, I was savvy. I saved the life of the 

woman who would someday run the Collectorate. The 



 

  

investment paid off. We have gainful employment working 

for the President, although she’ll deny it until her death (a 

certainty, I might add).  

We travel undetected to wherever the President decides 

to inflict a body count. We go where the government, 

Special Intelligence, and the United Naval Forces won’t. 

They’re bound by strict adherence to the Collectorate 

Constitution. That’s what happens when you give the 

unwashed too damn many civil rights.  

The gist of our verbal contract was simple: In and out, 

don’t create a fuss, eliminate the targets with no collateral 

deaths, return to Azteca, and stay clear of trouble.  

Eh. Sometimes we have to make a mess. 

Take our current job on the planet Qasi Ransome, for 

instance. I saw long before we reached zero hour that this 

thing was gonna get ugly. We ingratiated ourselves with 

some particularly offensive assholes – the wealthy kind – 

but our primary target (the one we were commissioned to 

kill) remained elusive. 

We landed an invitation to meet at a place where this 

man, Matisse Alaine, and his co-conspirators felt safe. Our 

hard work brought us to a reception hall at the swanky 

Club Moulet.  

Unfortunately, this social club featured the type of 

humans we hated most: Smug, humorless fools with an 

inflated sense of their place in the grand scheme. Self-

important, self-indulgent, and all those other hyphenated 



 

  

selfisms.  

These people, wearing more pastels and silk than I’d 

ever seen in one room, drifted about as if levitating on 

air. They held their backs straight, shoulders stiff, noses 

elevated to match their self-esteem, and carried stupid-

long fluted glasses with bubbly libation.  

The rich and underwhelming. 

Their children were dressed like miniature show toys, 

and not a single one deviated from the stiff social 

graces. Moon wondered whether they might be fitted 

with shock collars to keep them in line. How else to 

explain five-year-olds devoid of personality?  

Moon and I dressed for the occasion. I chose a milk-

white suit with a triple breasted jacket and dayglo neck 

scarf. My fedora matched the jacket. I added a playful 

touch with wire glasses – one lens red, the other sky 

blue. Moon went for an ensemble with beige suit 

trimmed in magenta plus a Panama hat. He refused to 

wear the glasses. Claimed they made him look like a 

fool. Moon had no fashion sense. 

Frankly, I didn’t care for the vibe most humans gave 

off – especially these criminals drifting on the upper 

crust.   

These people seemed to ignore a few simple facts. 

One, they’d each die sooner than they had the good 

sense to realize. Two, very few will be remembered by 

folks who have their own miseries to endure. Three, 



 

  

their replacements were queued up to fill the void.  

Mortality is a temp job.  

Having said that, I must admit to being a fulltime 

hypocrite.  

I was born human. Well, bioengineered in a lab. Close 

enough, like in horseshoes. Turned out, they designed me 

to be immortal. I didn’t know until the first time I was 

killed. Woke up ten minutes later with a headache but 

came around to the idea that living forever was a sweet 

deal. After that, I racked up a body count. Might be fair to 

say I was a smug little psychopath.  

Moon was also born human. When circumstance 

elevated us to godhood, he also developed a jaundiced 

view of mortals. We wanted to hold humans in higher 

regard, but the job forced us to associate with the most 

nefarious of the species.    

So when surrounded by people of that ilk – such as in 

the Club Moulet – we followed the local etiquette and 

endured their disreputable company until time to strike. 

While we waited in the reception hall, I grabbed a glass 

of wine, knowing it would be too sweet for my discerning 

taste. Moon politely declined. He was happy smoking a fat 

cigar with a gold band. No one outwardly objected to the 

whitish cloud above us. Or perhaps they knew better than 

to tempt fate. 

Did our pasty white skin give them pause? Maybe the 

ocean blue eyes and delicious golden locks? Plus, we 



 

  

bucked seven feet tall. They had to be asking: What in 

hell were a pair of Chancellors doing on Qasi Ransome? 

Best they not know the answer. 

Or what it took to maintain this form for ten standard 

days. 

Not everyone feared us. My eyes accidentally walked 

into the gaze of a fiftysomething woman with a duck on 

her head.  

No, seriously. A blue-feathered duck with rubies in 

the eyeholes.  

She wasn’t the only local wearing an ornamental 

animal atop her hat. Status, I reckoned. Etiquette 

required me to acknowledge her, so I raised my glass 

of sickly-sweet wine.  

That was all it took. Soon enough, she accosted me. 

She offered Moon a blink-and-miss-it glance while 

keeping her focus on me. 

Poor woman. If she knew I was Royal the Wolf, she 

would have run without looking back. Same for the rest 

of these fools.  

Oh, well. Too late.  
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HE RAISED HER GLASS as if to prepare a toast. 

“You have the entire club frothing at the mouth. 

Mr. Jorgensen, is it?”  

I tapped her glass. If she knew my alias, then she 

belonged to Matisse Alain’s group.  

“Oh, please,” I told her, with the haughty air of a 

gentleman. “No need to stand on ceremony. Call me 

Mikkel. This fine man to my right is Rudolph Hartman, but 

I wouldn’t try to get familiar. He’s big on honorifics and 

short on words.” 

Moon didn’t object. He hated verbal gamesmanship. He 

preferred to stand there like a silent totem, imagining how 

he’d stick this woman’s decapitated head on a pike, avian 

accessory included.  

“I’m curious, Mikkel,” she went on. “What possessed 

you two to make such a bold move? I doubt anyone has 

seen a Chancellor on Qasi in thirty years.” 

“Mr. Hartman and I have no use for the past. We’re 
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businessmen. We go wherever the deal is most 

lucrative.” 

She let slip a sly little grin, the kind that said she was 

ten steps ahead of us. If we were human – let alone 

Chancellors – she might have been right. I wasn’t about 

to spoil her self-delusion.  

“I trust we have Mr. Alain in common?” She said. 

“Could be.” 

“Playing coy, are you? Never mind. The truth will out 

itself soon enough. Still, I’m dying to know. Who made 

the first inquiry?” 

“A good conspirator never tells.” 

She sipped her wine.  

“Ah. So, we do have Mr. Alain in common. He said Q6 

had opened unexpected channels. Might he have been 

referring to you?” 

I shrugged. Playing coy was loads of fun. 

“Never spoken to the man. Intermediaries did the 

heavy lifting.” 

“Yet he invited you anyway. Mikkel, my name is Hari 

Sidras. I was twenty when the Chancellory fell. Mother 

and Father ingrained in me a healthy disdain for your 

people. The idea we’d have common cause after all 

these years is confounding. Wouldn’t you agree?” 

I might have if I was actually a Chancellor. Still, she 

made a valid point. The Chancellor caste once ruled 

over humans for three thousand years. Their empire, 



 

  

the original Collectorate, collapsed thirty years ago. The 

Chancellors tried to reclaim their home world, Earth, but 

lost a civil war. Their hardliners roamed the stellar vicinity 

like a tribe of nomads. When the People’s Collectorate 

reunited the forty worlds ten years later, the Chancellors 

settled in small colonies on whatever planets allowed them 

to sniff prime real estate. Qasi Ransome stayed far away 

from that business. 

“It’s true,” I told Hari. “The Huguenots and Chancellors 

have had their share of rough patches.” 

“Ah. Is that how you classify centuries of rape and 

repression?” 

“I wasn’t there. Rudolph and I were waist-high to our 

current status when it all came crashing down. What you 

call rape, I believe was nothing more than the Chancellory 

taking what mineral wealth it was owed under treaty.” 

“Oh, Mikkel. You Chancellors have not changed.” 

“We’re playing a game as old as civilization,” I reassured 

the woman. “Enemies often become allies of convenience. 

Once we rid ourselves of the current administration, all the 

factions will try to grab the biggest pieces of what’s left 

behind. Odds are, we’ll become enemies again.” 

I matched her devious little grin. She appreciated my 

candor. 

“Your parents trained you well, Mikkel.” 

“Just Mother.” I made sure not to deviate from the faux 

biography we planted for Alain’s group to find. “Father 



 

  

died in the civil war. He was true to his last breath.” 

“I see. And now you intend to fulfill his legacy.” 

“No. I’m servicing my own cause.” 

“To increase your credit tally, no doubt.” 

We toasted. “What the hell else is there?” 

“I look forward to our unexpected alliance.” 

The intel on Alain’s group made no mention of Hari 

Sidras, but her tone suggested she ranked high in the 

pecking order. My contact with the President’s office 

also didn’t say a damn thing about Q6. I almost asked 

Hari to explain the group’s name, but I choked down 

the tactical mistake before it crossed my lips. 

“It’s not a done deal until Mr. Alain gives his blessing,” 

I reminded her. “He might sooner have us shot than 

allow us to join the club.” 

She waved off the notion. 

“You wouldn’t have made it inside the facility if 

Matisse had ill intent. I’m sure the approval will be a 

formality.” 

“Good to know. I’d hate to think our long wait came 

to naught.” 

“Matisse is a cautious man. Avoids the public 

spotlight. We are servants to a schedule of his choosing. 

Won’t be long now.” 

Made sense. The intel on this guy was paper thin, 

which was odd. He was supposed to be one of Qasi’s 

leading industrialists. A major player for the Interstellar 



 

  

Shipping Guild. Yet SI couldn’t pinpoint his permanent 

residence. To my way of thinking, a man who did all his 

work in the shadows was a coward when push came to 

shove. 

“A piece of advice,” Hari added. “If you want Matisse to 

feel at ease, ask him about his golf game.” 

She had me at a loss. “Golf?” 

“Oh, yes. He has three private courses. You play, I 

assume?” 

Yeah, no. Never heard of it.  

I shrugged, giving her my best doesn’t-everybody? 

harrumph.  

“Been a few years, but I’ll muddle through.” 

“Tell him that, Mikkel, and he’ll challenge you to 

eighteen.” 

Eighteen what?  

I felt a familiar scratch inside my brain followed by: 

   “Holes, dumbass.” 

My congenial pose held steady despite the snark inside 

my head. I responded to the irritable inner voice without 

moving my lips. 

“I told you to keep a zipper on your goddamn quips, 

Theo. I don’t need running commentary while I make nice 

with this coit.” 

My synthetic brain itched whenever my D’ru-shaya 

copped an attitude. A simple human mind might think of 

a D’ru-shaya as an AI, but that wasn’t quite the proper 



 

  

comparison. Moon and I both absorbed one during our 

ascension to godhood. At the time, we were told it was 

the ultimate interstellar comm, and much more.  

The extent of that last bit didn’t become clear until 

we lost our omnipotence and woke up on the red clay 

of Azteca. By the end of our first miserable day stuck in 

human form, our D’ru-shayas revealed their true 

characters. They demanded names and civil rights.  

Yeah, that’s how much sense it made. 

Moon got lucky. He and his D’ru-shaya went insane 

for the first year or so. When his mind broke free of the 

fog, his D’ru-shaya did the same but had the 

temperament of a woman who constantly spread her 

legs without objection. He named her Addis, who was a 

sexual favorite of his in the years before we ascended. 

I did not experience the same good fortune. My D’ru-

shaya fought me at every turn. Blamed me for the 

circumstances that brought us to Azteca. Rather than 

listening to an endless string of grievances from a voice 

I didn’t have the power to remove, I negotiated. Six 

months later, we reached agreement. More or less. 

I gave it the right to consult on all bigtime decisions, 

so long as it exercised impulse control at mission-critical 

moments. A D’ru-shaya was damn helpful in a pinch but 

also akin to a backseat pilot who wouldn’t stop asking, 

“Are we there yet, dumbass?” 

And I couldn’t toss it out an airlock. 



 

  

Sometimes, I longed for the days of omnipotence. 

My D’ru-shaya wanted the respect of a fully 

enlightened, sentient creature, so I allowed it to choose a 

name. It selected Theo, who mentored me in my evolution 

to godhood. The choice was not a sentimental tribute; my 

D’ru-shaya blamed me for wiping out Theo’s entire 

species. He wasn’t wrong. 

So there I was, minutes from meeting my primary target 

for assassination, and Theo rolled out the wrong side of 

the bed. 

“How do you not know about golf?” Theo insisted. “They 

play it on seven different planets.” 

His attitude jarred loose the data.  

“Wait. Is that the game with a white ball and wide open 

spaces?” 

“You passed the golf course on the way in. Some god 

you are.” 

Nineteen years with this wag, and I hadn’t lost my 

sanity.  

“Theo, I’m all you got. Anything else happens to me, 

and you’ll be scattered to the cudfrucking cosmos. Do as 

you’re told. Drop into your hole and wait for the trigger. 

Like we planned. Feel me?” 

Theo yawned. Typical.  

I returned to my delightful Chancellor persona, a 

comprehensive knowledge of golf now processed, and told 

Hari Sidra how I’d find it a great honor to hit eighteen 



 

  

holes with Mr. Alain. 

“I was known to swing a mean three-wood in my 

day,” I told her, envisioning a perfect drive off the tee.  

Of course, we’d never get around to that silly 

business. Hari, Matisse, and a crap-ton of other humans 

were gonna be in no shape for games of any kind.  

It was time for Moon and me to earn our credits.  
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ARI SIDRA SUGGESTED we mingle, but idle 

chatter with strangers wasn’t our game. I had 

a tendency to ramble while Moon stared through 

people with razor-blade eyes. We compromised on 

her advice: Rather than burn a hole in the carpet 

right here, we moved to an empty patch five 

meters to our left. It brought us closer to our key 

contacts, the Bosch brothers. They’d signal when 

the puppet master arrived. 

Moon had smoked his cigar to a nub.  

Huh. Faster than usual. He was chomping at the bit.  

“We should level this place,” he mumbled.  

“Without Alain?” 

“He’s here. I feel it. He’s playing games.” 

“Men like him were born for games, my friend. He ain’t 

an empty suit or anydamnbody’s fool. You heard the coit. 

He’ll crow on his own terms. We need line of sight on all 
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these assholes before we strike. A wise man once said, 

‘When the laundry’s done, make sure you don’t leave a 

sock behind.’” 

Moon dropped the cigar to his side and glared at me. 

Damn, he was a frightening son of a bitch no matter his 

shape. Mass murder was never far from his thoughts.   

“That’s supposed to be wise, Royal?” 

I bristled. “Mikkel. The name is Mikkel. And yeah. It’s 

wise.” 

“How so?” 

“Because a wise man said it. That’s what they do.” 

“What in the stars does it mean, Mikkel?” 

I sipped my limp wine.  

“Verbal wisdom is an interpretive artform, Rudolph. If 

I paraphrased, the metaphor would lose its value. It’s 

like explaining the nuance of a good joke or revealing 

the technique behind a conjuror's magic trick. You’re 

too literal, my friend. Chill your syneth.” 

Moon grunted. “And you’re a condescending jackass.” 

I smirked. “From day one.” 

“Balls like nobody else.” 

“Trust me. We’ll take out the whole nest soon enough 

and return a nice chunk of intel to the Prez. I reckon 

she’ll up the ante on our next commission. Patience, my 

friend.” 

I shared a knowing glance with both Henri and 

Leonidas Bosch, who were Alain’s top fixers. They were 



 

  

fraternal twins, as suave as they were handsome. Henri 

was definitely my type, but I long ago drew a red line: 

Don’t lay a man before killing him. Rude, even by my 

problematic standards.  

The Bosches were also stone cold assassins. In that 

regard, I hated having to put them down. See, humans 

got no trouble killing each other. Everyone that’s ever 

been born has the ability; they just need to be primed. But 

there’s a small group of us for whom it came natural – and 

without remorse. We understood each other. 

I wondered what would happen if like minds teamed up 

to form our own guild. No conscience allowed.  

Think of it. A hundred thousand like Moon and I joined 

at the hip. There wouldn’t be an army big enough.  

Eh. Pipe dreams. 

“I understand the meaning but not the reference,” 

Moon said. “Why a sock?” 

Sometimes, Moon couldn’t let shit go.  

“He’s dense, for a god,” Theo quipped inside my head. 

“Lay off the man, Theo. You know what he’s been 

through.” 

“Oh, tell me about it! The stories I hear from Addis.” 

Among their many talents, D’ru-shayas communicated 

without their hosts’ knowledge. Theo insisted he and Addis 

limited their dialogue to essential data sharing and 

“emotional support.” Not a month ago, Theo said Addis 

carried so much baggage, she “moaned like a foghorn and 



 

  

cried like an oversaturated sponge.”   

I reckon existing inside Moon would be a challenge 

for any not-quite-AI. It wasn’t a battle I deemed worthy 

of my time. 

“The reference,” I told Moon with a sigh, “apparently 

is a few centuries old. Or maybe it wandered over from 

another universe. I forget. At any rate, people used to 

dry their laundry in rotating barrels. A sock would get 

stuck in a cranny where they couldn’t see it, so they’d 

remove their clothes none the wiser. Then they’d go 

into a hissy-fit when they discovered a sock was 

missing.” 

He responded with a predictably empty stare.  

“I warned you, my friend. Once the art has to be 

explained, its value falls over a cliff. Don’t fight the 

current. Follow the stream. Feel me?” 

Moon grunted. Somedays, that’s all he mustered.  

Hard to blame him for the sour attitude. Playing by 

human rules often felt like a bridge too damn far.  

Yet here we were, searching for fun and excitement 

wherever we could find them.  

Judging by a sudden shift in the Bosch brothers’ body 

language, our quest for thrills was about to reach its 

final destination. Henri tapped his right ear, nodded to 

Leonidas, and started toward a door I had earlier 

pegged as our final passageway to Matisse Alain.  

Henri scratched twice beneath his chin, a signal 



 

  

indicating the time was at hand, but not for us 

Chancellors. He wanted Matisse to feel comfortable with 

folks he already knew. Hari Sidras and a pair of other 

Huguenots glided past. Hari winked at me.  

Yeah, she was proud of herself. I let her have the 

moment. 

Leonidas hung back, finished off the last of his wine, 

and sauntered over to our position.  

“He’s skeptical,” Leonidas said. “My brother and 

Madame Sidras will set him at ease. When Henri sends the 

all clear, we head in together. Don’t make a thing of it.” 

He studied the crowd. “These other people are club 

members, but not our club.” 

“They’re not expecting an audience with the great man 

himself?” 

Leonidas stared at me cross-eyed. 

“What? You thought all this was for …?” He chuckled. 

“That’s my fault. I told you it was a reception, but I 

omitted for whom. No, this is the Galatian Anniversary for 

Madame Sidris’s daughter and son-in-law.” 

“And where are they?” 

“You don’t know the tradition, Mikkel?” 

“Not a Huguenot. Sorry.” 

Leonidas sighed with a certain frustration, as if every 

off-worlder must be an expert in Qasi cultural life.  

“Galatian Anniversary is rare. It marks the arrival of a 

tenth child. The boy was born last month, their tenth in 



 

  

fourteen years. Other families come together to honor 

the achievement. They watch the kids and allow the 

bedraggled parents a day free of the burden.” 

I pieced it together. 

“So, these kids I see are …?” 

“Madame Sidris’s grandchildren. The newborn is in a 

nursery somewhere close by.” 

“These families? They’re all members of Club 

Moulet?” 

He nodded. “For generations. Even when your people 

looked down on us from those Ark Carriers.” 

“Eh, well. We might yet have the last laugh.” 

Leonidas dissolved his grin. 

“Hold that tongue if you expect to do business with 

Mr. Alain.” 

“Oh, please. I’m just spouting the party line. It’s 

puffery. So, you call it Galatian Anniversary. What does 

the first word mean?” 

Leonidas tapped his ear and listened to someone on 

the far end. It must not have been the all clear.  

“Galatians were an ancient sect among Huguenots. 

They started the tradition called ‘life rediscovered.’ 

Those who bear ten children earn the right to rediscover 

what they lost in their youth. The parents are far away. 

Rediscovering. Is that clear enough?” 

“Sure. The family friends are bedraggled for a day. 

The reception lasts how long?” 



 

  

“Until the morning. The parents will arrive for breakfast, 

share a toast, and collect their children.” 

Now, that seemed like a shitload of work to earn only 

one free day apart from the rodents. I told Leonidas the 

number felt arbitrary. Were the parents who stopped at 

nine kids left in the cold? He took umbrage, probably 

because I made sense. 

“I didn’t create the tradition or set the bar, Mikkel.” 

“Reckoned as much. So, Mr. Alain uses an event like this 

as cover for his activities.” 

“He subsidizes everything. His generosity is well-

known.”  

Leonidas turned his attention to Moon. He pointed to 

the cigar. 

“You must dispose of that. Mr. Alain abhors smoking of 

any kind.” 

I spoke for Moon. “Not a problem. There must be a 

receptacle around here somewhere. I …” 

Moon stepped on my words. 

“Is there a law against it?” 

Leonidas wagged a dismissive finger. He didn’t know 

Moon was fast enough to bite it off and spit it out before 

Leonidas realized he’d become a feckless, four-fingered 

fool. Ah, the temptations of a god.  

“The law is what Mr. Alain decides. Don’t challenge me, 

Rudolph. You will not smoke in his presence.” 

At last check, I was the only one who told Moon what 



 

  

he would or would not do. Others tried. I remembered 

their screams. Moon’s victims reached a specific decibel 

level before they expired.  

I prepared to intervene with a verbal massage, like I 

did to quell an uprising against his cigar smoke on a 

public transport before we earned our first commission. 

That day, I prevented him from incinerating everyone 

in the second-class cabin.   

This time around, Moon didn’t need me to talk him 

down. He grabbed my wine glass and dropped the cigar 

inside. 

“Done.” 

Succinct. Very nice. I’d have to give him high marks 

during the mission debrief. For now, it was enough to 

ensure entry into the back room. Leonidas received the 

all clear.  

“My brother will make the formal introduction. Wait 

until Mr. Alain acknowledges you. Then you’re free to 

speak.” 

A true Chancellor would’ve been insulted by the 

indignity, but I figured these assholes hadn’t dealt with 

Chancellors in decades. Leonidas didn’t suspect a thing 

when we agreed to the terms.  

I expected to see our primary target behind the door, 

but it opened into a long corridor flanked by a wide bank 

of windows. I glanced outside. Sure enough, Theo was 

right. We passed the golf course on our way in. Two 



 

  

idiots stood near a tee box, dressed in two-piece, pastel 

uniforms. The third took a huge swing, blasting that 

speckled little ball in a line drive down the fairway. 

Stupid game.  

Leonidas led us into a room where Henri waited. 

“My brother briefed you on protocol?” 

“He did. We’ll play nice.” 

Henri studied Moon with an overlong glance. We’d been 

negotiating with these brothers for a week; I suspect they 

sensed Moon’s appetite for slaughter. But what were they 

to do? We and our credits came as a package deal. 

“Time to meet the boss,” Henri said. 

A half-dozen folks sat around a narrow table on what 

appeared to be cheap folding chairs. Boxes and crates 

lined one wall. Damned if this wasn’t a storage room. 

Might not have been my first choice if I was a wealthy 

conspirator looking to bring down the galactic 

government. Or maybe that was the point. 

“Mr. Alain,” Henri said. “Our final guests. May I 

introduce Mikkel Jorgensen and Rudolph Hartman from 

Elric Province on Brasilia Major.” 

Up rose the most uninteresting man in the room.  

Seriously. This guy? 

Couldn’t have been more than five-six, bald, pudgy in 

the gut, thick-frame glasses, three-day stubble, dressed 

like those men on the tee.  

This guy? Sure enough. 



 

  

“Welcome, gentlemen. I am Matisse Alaine.” OK, so 

the voice fit: Stylish, cultured, upper crust for damn 

sure. “Please join us.” 

The Bosches unfolded a pair of metal chairs, which 

squeaked against the bare floor as we slid into place 

across from Matisse. We towered over these 

Huguenots. Eight sets of eyes bore into us with more 

than a little suspicion.  

Matisse folded his hands and leaned forward.  

“As those in my circle know, I do not mince words. I 

do not hide behind obfuscation or euphemism. I do, 

however, take great stock in who hears my words. 

Bringing you into our network is a high-risk proposition. 

Either you will convince me of your allegiance to our 

cause, or you will not leave this room alive.” 

I admired a man who spoke plain.  

But this guy? Oh, if he only knew the irony.  
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