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Collectorate Standard Year (SY) 5389

N othing roasted my juices like an ambush in the

dead of night. Mainly, it was that whole lying-
in-wait bit. The one where I watched the victims
approach with a shocking level of casual
indifference to risk, unaware they were being led
to an inglorious and brutal end.

Contrary to popular belief among wannabe assassins,
an effective ambush required a fair amount of study and
stagecraft. The many considerations included: What were
the intended victims' capabilities? Would they adapt to a
sudden onslaught, thereby inflicting casualties upon the
attacking party? And of greatest import: In what ways
might the instigators enjoy the experience?

Killing without a side helping of fun was an empty
endeavor, like eating cereal minus the milk. I learned that
lesson in my formative years and passed it on to anyone
who'd listen.

That philosophy applied to the black hole known as
Desperido, where our burgeoning militia prepared to



welcome a passel of ruffians into our tragic embrace.
These misquided miscreants approached on the one
road into town, prepared to send a clear, bloody
message: Defying the Horax was not an option.

I finished my walk through the dark town, studied the
long-range schematic on my pom, and tapped my ear
bead.

“Everyone’s in position. Well done, my friends. I
expect the curtain to rise on our show in about seven
minutes. Hold your ground.”

I glanced at Ship Foster, who'd been tailing me
around Desperido like an eager pup.

“For all you first-timers,” I continued, “Try not to piss
your pants. It's difficult to focus on killing a man when
your legs are drenched in warm urine. Raul out.”

Ship chuckled when I tapped off the bead.

“Good one, boss.”

“Nervous, kid?”

"I don't feel a piss coming on, if that's what you
mean.”

We reached the bottom of the ladder. If not for my
night goggles, ol Ship would’ve blended in with the
pitch dark.

“You've been tapping your pistol for the last ten
minutes. Itchy fingers can easily get a man in trouble.”

“No worries, boss. I'm on this. I'm ready to do my
part.”



“Which hand?”

Ship reached for the holstered pistols and
contemplated.

“Depends. If it's point-blank, I'm faster with my left.
The kid loved his new arm, and why not? Anything crafted
out of syneth often surpassed its biological predecessor.
“Long range, at least ten paces, I got better aim with the
right.”

That seemed a fair assessment based on ten days of
training. Whenever he fired a pistol, my slender pupil
revealed a harder edge than I first observed. Give him a
blast rifle?

Shit. He'd be a professional someday. A top lieutenant.
A man I'd count on to finish the nastiest jobs.

All that stood between him and a fabulous future was
his first kill. That's where tonight’s carefully conceived
strategy came into play. I wanted Ship to experience the
thrill up close. He'd never fully appreciate the
transformative allure of murder without staring his victim
square in the eyes.

“Climb, my friend. We'd best take our positions.”

“Gotcha, boss.”

We settled in on the roof of the cantina, the only
building in town not shrouded in darkness. I wanted
tonight’s foul interlopers to see their target from a
distance. The old saw about drawing moths to a flame
applied.

n



We watched the drama unfold from a pair of comfy
chairs. I threw open three holos. The first showed a
gaggle of Horax thugs advance in two sedans, now
halfway inside our twenty-kilometer surveillance ring.
The second pinpointed the militia’s defensive positions
— a few on other roofs but some in newly dug cavities
my protege nicknamed trigger holes. The third captured
a live shot directly beneath us.

The cantina was a hive of unusual activity for two
hours after midnight. Twenty good citizens nursed their
drinks and engaged in spirited chatter while the
showstopper — Lumen herself — played matron behind
the bar. She was the object of Senora Evelyn Cardinale’s
disaffection and thus, marked for death.

As with most things, Lumen did not betray a hint of
fear. In this case, with good reason.

Ten days ago, Lumen stopped paying the Horax a
weekly twenty-five percent tribute (I gave her no
option). Under my incontrovertible orders, Lumen did
not respond to outside inquiries regarding her
unacceptable oversight.

At that point, Senora Cardinale might have been
inclined to send her best men to pay us a visit. Alas,
poor Vincente and Mando inconveniently died of a
rather repugnant and highly contagious disease which
infected hundreds of folks in Machado. Caused quite a
stir; its origin unknown.



They never suspected my partner Moon planted the
virus through a simple handshake. Nor would they ever.

We framed Lumen for the crime. She poisoned their
lentil stew. Truly a shameful example of poor customer
service. We made sure the tipoff reached Vincente and
Mando before they became incoherent. Did they die with
revenge on their lips?

I suspect it was all quite Shakespearean. If you gotta
die, bring some melodrama to your last breaths. People
remember!

To no one’s surprise, Senora Cardinale responded in a
predictable manner, albeit a few days later than I
anticipated. Just as well: Gave our new militia extra time
to prepare.

The Horax were known for nocturnal reprisals. They
built a rep on killing folks in their sleep. I respected but
did not admire the mercy they granted their victims.

I preferred my targets wide-eyed and unafraid. I
wanted to feel their contempt when they recognized my
purpose and hardened to their fate. A man who took the
time to curse his killer or unleash a good solid wad of
saliva made the most of his final breaths.

“Wish I was down there with the action,” Ship said,
studying my holos. “You sure there’s gonna be someone
left alive for me?”

“If everyone does their job.”

“These Horax ain't the type to surrender.”



“You give them too much credit, my friend. They're
employees, not martyrs. And they have families to
support. When theyre deprived of options, they'll
extend the game.”

The kid flipped up his goggles and rubbed his eyes.

“Here's to hoping, boss. I just want my first.”

“And you'll have it, whether on this stage or another.
Follow the plan, Ship Foster. Understood?”

“Yeah. Sure, boss.”

The kid belonged to me in every way that mattered.
Followed orders without question. Until he developed a
mind of his own, I needed to handle him with care.
Otherwise, he'd get his ass killed. That would be a waste
of a perfectly fine left arm.

The sedans dropped their speed and their headlights
half a kay from town. I opened a private channel on my
pom.

“Seeing this?”

“They're coming in full stealth,” Moon said from our
little home near the northeastern corner of town. "“Like
you predicted.”

“Eh. An educated guess.”

“You think they suspect we're waiting?”

“These folks are assholes, not idiots. Open the shield
and let’s see how circumspect they are.”

A vertical gap unfurled in our perimeter defense, a
transparent door opening wide across the central



avenue.

“Looks good, my friend. Now, cool your syneth while
these pricks make their move.”

Moon hated the plan, but not for its strategic
inefficiencies. Oh, no. My partner wanted these scoundrels
all to himself. Moon argued he was stationed in the perfect
position to catch them from behind once they entered
town. With his speed, he'd dispose of these disreputable
rogues within seconds.

I agreed. But what lesson would that teach our militia?

“Empowerment, my friend. Our army must have the
courage to fight with us, not stand aside and watch us do
all the goddamn work.”

Moon imagined lighting a bonfire in the center of town
with bodies stacked high. It was an affecting visual,
granted, but perhaps a touch too self-indulgent.

Few in Desperido felt comfortable around Moon despite
my best efforts. I suggested he ditch the ubiquitous cigar,
but that idea proved a bridge too far. Nor was Moon suited
for a charm offensive given his lack of said charm. He and
I agreed on one potential remedy: The town’s fine stable
of care workers. He paid them well, and they took a fancy
to his considerable skillset.

“Twice a day,” I suggested. “An afternoon warmup
during downtime and a closer before lights out.”

“I'll give it a go, Royal, but I make no promises.”

Moon fell back on his original complaint: The more



intercourse, the more human he felt. Weaker,
somehow.

To his credit, Moon stuck to the routine. Even found
one care worker he prized for her extensive repertoire:
A tall brunette named Lula.

I stuffed her account with a few extra creds to keep
him happy.

"Don’t get too cozy, dumbass. You havent covered
all the angles.”

Instinct told me to ignore Theo. As usual, my D’ru-
shaya’s timing and lousy attitude snipped away at my
joy. Such was his goal.

“Enlighten me, Theo. What am I missing?”

His long, disturbing grunt echoed through my brain
like an old drunk burping uncontrollably.

“You know who I mean, Royal. You gave him too
much rope.”

"Who's that? Vash?”

"He’s had two weeks to play along. That bastard’s
working an angle with his mother.”

Vash Rodriguez failed to assassinate me at Lumen’s
request, begrudgingly accepted my help to repair the
very leg I shot up, and brought a team of fellow
murderers to town, ostensibly to help train the militia.
He had ample opportunity to shift his aim toward me
and Moon but settled for sideways glances and veiled
threats.



So far.

I indulged Theo:

"I weren't born in the past thousand years, my friend. I
know when a man’s biding his time. Vash has a plan, but
he won't move until Mommy gives the green light.”

Theo chuckled.

"You're not thinking four-dimensional, old man. Vash
won't shoot. He knows how fast you move. Hell come
through the back door and fuck you through your blind
spot.”

"Now, that’s an image I cant unsee. Thanks, Theo.
You're a charmer.”

"Doing my part, dumbass. If you go down, I lose my
anchor.”

Theo assumed I hadn't considered every alternative,
which was insulting. However, he lacked access to my
human consciousness, so his theories were no more than
derogatory conjecture. Or maybe it was the same old
song: He was bored and craved attention.

I knew Vash hadn't fallen in line. Ditto for his mother.
But at some point, they must’'ve agreed to consider the
grand scheme.

Desperido’s secret economy stood on the verge of a
financial eruption, and a hefty chunk of its success landed
in the coffers of their beloved cult, the Children of
Orpheus. Dared they undermine the new order? Dared
they risk the wrath of a town in love with its newest



benefactor? Course not. They'd play my game so long
as it suited them — and until time was right to push me
off the throne.

Vash passed my first big test three days ago when I
asked him to send home most of his eight-person team.
Our militia was forty-five strong, fully capable of
defending the town, I insisted.

“Your people are better suited helping Orpheus stop
busybodies who might expose whatever your group
seeks to achieve.”

Whatever being the operative word. Neither he nor
Lumen cooperated when I gently probed for more
information, so I laid off — for a time. My own research
— even with Theo breaking off his essence into highly
encrypted systems — produced no concrete answers.

Ticked me off.

But like the Rodriguez clan, I too excelled at biding
my time.

Vash agreed to send away six of his people. I
admitted to a certain relief when they and their tumbler
departed town without incident. He blew his best
chance to come at me directly.

Now, he waited in a trigger hole on the east side of
central avenue, across from the cantina. If he did intend
to surprise me tonight, it would happen at the height of
our impending conflict. Of all our people in the field, I
studied Vash with a discerning eye.



“Any minute now,” Ship said, leaning forward in his
chair.

The sedans entered the shield opening, unaware of our
scan. An array of data accompanied heat signatures on
my holo. No sign of any particular vehicle mods. Twelve
upstanding Aztecans inside. Eight men. Four women.

Impressive. Cardinale must've been a forward-thinking
leader to employ so many deadly women in a male-
dominated industry. She earned my grudging respect.

These assholes came loaded for war: Mark 11 blast
rifles, a variant of the style used by the Unification Guard
during the first Collectorate. These folks were old school,
packing thousands of rounds of flash pegs.

“Their ambition extends far beyond Lumen,” I told Ship.

“What do you reckon?”

“They’re here to take her out then hold the town.”

“And anybody who objects ...”

I chuckled. “Long time ago, my friend, the soldiers who
carried those guns were called peacekeepers. They did a
lot of things, but keeping peace was not their primary
goal.”

"I heard stories about them. Weren't they monstrous?
Like ...”

“Seven feet tall, built like boulders, engineered to hold
an empire for the Chancellors. The colonial governments
called them in to handle internal conflicts and maintain the
so-called rule of law. They did, but peacekeepers used the



locals for live-fire practice. As if anyone had the
wherewithal to fight back.”

“These rifles ...”

“Banned by the current empire. What of it? The
Constitution of the People’s Collectorate doesn’t allow
soldiers to drop out of the skies and mop up the riff-raff
anymore.”

Ship reached for his left pistol.

“"We're like the colonials, and the Horax are the
peacekeepers.”

“Settle down, kid.” I appreciated the analogy, flawed
though it was. “Yeah, no. There are three things inside
those sedans: Big guns, big dicks, big cunts. And every
one can be put out of commission with a single laser
bolt.”

The vehicles rolled to a halt a hundred meters shy of
town. I tapped my ear bead for all to hear.

“It's time to play, my friends.”
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ARDINALE’'S ASSASSINS huddled outside the

sedans. One spoke. Instructions, I reckoned.
They were brief, but the momentary delay allowed
me to decipher the leadership structure. The
twelve pressed toward town in two waves.

The forward threesome consisted of the speaker and
likely his top lieutenants. Nine others trailed by six or
seven paces. That group steadily expanded east and west
with a rubber band effect.

Interesting formation.

I opened my ear bead.

“They're covering a wide swathe. Not a surprise, my
friends. We discussed this potential. Track until I give the
order. Raul out.”

If the first wave followed a predictable path, our plan
would fall into place. However, I couldnt promise we'd
escape without casualties; every good general knew the
price of war.

“"Why walk so slow?” Ship whispered. “*Do they know
about the ambush?”



“Nah. Whoever’s running their operation is careful.
He knows to take every precaution, especially when the
job appears too easy.”

“What if they’re tracking heat signatures? That would
sniff out our people, wouldn't it?”

“No worries, kid. Scan was clear. These assholes ain't
carrying any special equipment. Those Mark 11s are like
comfort food.”

In their shoes, I'd have felt the same way. High-
volume flash peg dispersal was a fine technique for
slaughter. It had a track record centuries old. Why mess
with perfection, as they said?

Eh. I fought with better. Many years on a battlefield
taught me the wonders of a gorgeous little thing called
a Force Drum. Large as an arm, and integrated to act
as one. It dispensed an energy ball that carved a hole
through a man six inches wide. Even the best body
armor stood no chance.

Killed me a few times, too.

Those were heady days. I was a simple,
bioengineered immortal trying to make his way back
home. Died. Reborn. Died. Reborn.

Hell of a cycle.

None of it stacked up to godhood, of course, but
there was something special about living in the moment
and having no damn idea where the next one might lead
you.



“These jackasses are taking their sweet time,” I told the
group. “Patience will win out, my friends. I'm interested in
the three up front. We don’t make a move until we have
those three in our grasp. Target only the rear guard. Wait
for the signal. Raul out.”

Ship tapped his feet against the roof.

“You're so calm, Raul. Aren't you worried at all?”

“"Worry does a man no good, Ship. I analyze and
anticipate.”

“But you're not entirely a man. That's your advantage.
Right?”

Good thing the kid didn't see my eyes through the
goggles. He would’ve feared my gaze.

“Now is not the time, my friend.” He'd been a good boy
keeping my secret thus far. “You know nothing of what I
am.”

“Sorry, boss. I was out of line. It won't happen again.”

“Patience. I'll tell you my story when you‘ve earned it.”

“Yes, boss.”

The first wave picked up its pace. Those three made a
direct line for the cantina. They held their rifles at their
sides. The second wave entered the killing zone, too, with
one dumbass walking within a few feet of the home I
shared with Moon. My partner showed considerable
restraint, hidden at the bottom of the stairs.

Six months ago, I wouldn’t have trusted him to hold his
fire. He'd come a long way.



I glanced at the scene inside the cantina. The lively
chatter had died, much as one might expect at such a
moment. Yet no one made any reckless moves or played
their hand too soon.

They understood the necessity of timing their actions
with precision and uniformity. Lumen had given up any
pretense of going about business as usual. She threw
aside her rags and laid a rifle on the counter behind the
bar. After thirty years living in the anus of Azteca, she
found herself desperately in need of the locals’
cooperation.

“One more minute,” I said. “Hold those triggers. Hold
your breath if need be. I want the lead team inside
before you make the first move.”

I double-tapped the bead and entered the ears of a
new audience.

“Steady yourselves. The door will open shortly. Do
nothing until you hear it close behind them. Lumen will
provide the cue.”

Nothing suited my sensibility more than pure quiet at
the vanguard of madness. Even better? To witness it
beneath a clear night sky.

“Ship, did I ever tell you I can name every star in the
universe?”

“Um, no. They all have names?”

“"Oh, yes. Most weren't classified by humans, of
course.”



“Who then?”

“Now that, my friend, is the greatest story ever told.” I
leaned over with a big, wide smile. “Earn it. Yes?”

“Sure, boss. I ...”

He didn't finish the sentence. I waved him off with a
condescending finger and watched the three badly
misguided misanthropes step into the light.

The cantina door swung open. A pair of rather
handsome gentlemen — I detected strong breeding in their
well-apportioned suits — sandwiched a fortysomething
woman with dark red lipstick and a tomboy haircut. I took
a fancy to her trench coat and its strong angles. I
reckoned she and Moon might have hit it off in another
lifetime.

They raised their rifles, and the woman made clear her
business.

“Yesenia Rodriguez! I have a message from Senora
Cardinale.”

How rude, referring to Lumen by her birthname. That
must have cut deep. The subsequent message was certain
to be loud and fatal.

“Not tonight,” Lumen said, delivering the verbal cue.

The instant she raised her rifle, everyone in the cantina
stood in unison, precisely as they rehearsed. Twenty-one
rifles and pistols challenged three Mark 11s. A fairly even
fight.

I expected casualties here. One jittery trigger finger



would’ve introduced a massacre. Instead, we had a
standoff.

Nice.

I spoke: “Tell them to surrender, Lumen. Quickly,
please.”

“Drop the rifles,” Lumen shouted.

“You're surrounded,” the woman in the center
replied. “None of you will make it out of here alive. Be
smart.”

Enough of that nonsense. I single-tapped my bead.

“Send them to hell.”

The pure quiet ended in a cacophonous masterpiece
on the central avenue. Not to mention a healthy light
show.

Clusters of tiny stars erupted from the Mark 11s in
response to the rough linear projectiles of green and
yellow laser bolts from positions high and low.

A few screamed. It happened so fast, most of the
departed had no chance to contemplate pain or
consider the humiliating way their forgettable lives
came to an abrupt end.

The holo showed action from every defensive
position. Only a few enemy flash pegs targeted any of
our snipers’ locations.

“Follow me,” I told Ship.

We walked toward the edge to view the carnage and
account for each of my team. I heard Lumen tell her



visitors, “We're not surrounded anymore. Drop the rifles,
or we drop you.”

Cardinale’s chief messengers weren't suicidal. No doubt
they sported generous bank accounts and a taste for
comfortable living. People often mistook assassins for
lowlifes or degenerates. On the contrary. The best ones
appreciated the trappings of luxury. Many were highly
educated and refined in their pursuits, only one of which
was the desire to kill people.

So, after a few seconds of stubborn hesitation, the trio
laid down their rifles and on order, kicked them away. I
double-tapped to open a channel inside.

“Search them for surprises and make them ready for
interrogation. See you soon.”

Ship and I stared at central avenue. Our people
emerged, walking slowly toward their victims, who lay on
the dusty red street in all manner of fascinating
contortions. I tapped once and asked everyone to check
in.

One by one, they sounded off.

Huh. A hundred percent.

“Anyone hurt?”

A lovely silence followed. Oh, yeah. This was going to
be a great marketing tool for new recruits.

I tapped into the town’s power grid and flicked on
external nightlights for the nearest cluster of buildings. I
tossed away the holos and stored my pom.



“Now that is what I call teamwork,” I shouted. “Drinks
on the house after we conclude our business with these
unfortunate creatures.”

I looked across to the nearest roof and nodded
toward Vash. Now would’ve been a perfect time for him
to shoot me. Guard down, fresh off a shared victory.
Why, I'd never see it coming.

He had to be thinking it, but Vash learned his lesson.
He'd seen my draw. No, not tonight.

“Why don't you climb down, Ship? I'll meet you at the
front door.”

“Sure. Whatever you say, boss.”

Moon emerged from the shadows and kicked a couple
of corpses. He told the others to make sure each one
was dead. If not, end them with a shot to the head.

Time for me to take command. I pushed off gently
and leaped. The syneth acted as shock absorbers and
allowed for a smooth landing.

“That could not have gone better,” I told Moon.
“Agree, partner?”

“I'd have done them myself, but yeah. Team effort.”

Several first-time snipers gathered around their
benefactors. They fit every mold: Young and old, short
and tall, gangly and muscular, men and women.
Unlikeliest bunch of killing machines a fella might ever
recruit. I underestimated the whole lot. As it turned out,
many people who lived in holes itched for a change of



pace. At the very least, something with a sharp edge.

“Here’s where we stand, my friends. I'll head inside and
speak to those Horax ruffians. If they have any
measurable intelligence, they’'ll take our message back to
Cardinale.”

A graybeard slung his weapon over the shoulder and
asked:

“What about the bodies, Raul?”

“Exceptional question, Cass. Exactly my next point.
Since we've succeeded without having to mourn any
losses, I'd like to proceed with the deluxe rewards
package.”

Amid a confusion of quizzical smiles, the old painter
said:

“My brain’s a bit hazy right now, but I don't recall
hearing that term in the rehearsals.”

“Because it's not for you. No. We're going to reward
Cardinale with an artistic rebuttal she’s certain not to
forget. Ilan, you can show them how to arrange the
pieces. Yes? A couple of you ought to drive those sedans
into town; my partner will lead you through the rest.
Congratulations to everyone. I am awash with pride.”

They shared handshakes and fist pumps all around.

Nine bodies. People with families who loved them, no
doubt. They simply tried to make a living, and never
dreamed of being gunned down in a town almost nobody
on this planet heard of.



Humans. Out of one side of their mouths: Killing is
evil. Out of the other: Well, some folks got it coming.
Good riddance.

I loved the hypocrisy. It went down like a nice sour
whiskey.

Ship was surprised to see me outside the cantina.

“How did you ...?"”

“Took a shortcut, my friend. Now, when we head
inside, you hang close and stay alert. I'll giftwrap a little
something for you.”

His eyes lit up, although I didn't think he caught my
meaning. Ship was a bright kid, but the uptake valve
was a tad slow at times.

We entered to quite the scene. Our new prisoners
were seated and stripped of their outer garments.
Behind them, several of Desperido’s militia aimed pistols
at the back of their heads.

Everyone else raised a glass.

“Well done, my friends,” I said to rapturous applause.
“You are witness to the fruits of rebellion.”

They responded with the requisite cheers. Yep, I
owned this town. If Lumen and Vash planned to move
against me and survive the coup, they’'d best work fast.
Their odds for victory were rapidly thinning.

"Now, I'm sure these three fine, upstanding
individuals you captured would disagree with my
assessment. They'd offer a litany of threats, starting



with something along the lines of, *You won't be so lucky
next time. We'll kill everyone in this town.” Eh. No worries,
my friends. We have taken charge of our destiny.”

Another cheer followed, although Lumen remained
stoic. To be fair, she weren't much more fun than my
partner. I cut her a break.

“Outstanding job, Lumen. You're the glue. Never
forget.”

I saw no outward evidence of appreciation. Oh, well.

“Please, my friends. Feel free to stow your weapons and
enjoy the next stage of our program.”

Ship and I each pulled out a chair and sat directly across
from three people who, in another context, I would've
loved to bring onboard. The Desperido militia was a fair
start, but I needed stone-cold killers to ramp up the quality
of my army. Goddamn, these three were perfect.

I started with a wink and simple greeting.

“Nice night for an ambush. Am I right, people? Clear
skies, warm but comfortable. A dry heat, as they say. If
you listen carefully, you can hear the lizards screw each
other in the sagebrush.”

They had no idea who I was, so I didnt mind their
indignation.

“It's true. The particular species of lizards that live in
these parts actually sing while they make rough and often
deleterious love.”

I rapped the table. The locals snickered. Though they



didnt commune with nature, they knew I wasn't
exaggerating.

“I'll begin by answering your preeminent question. My
name is Raul Torreta. That information will serve no
purpose other than to infuriate you and the matriarch
who sent you here. Call me lord protector of Desperido
and the vast Naugista Plateau. You could also call me
the asshole who made sure you lost many friends and
associates tonight. However, I don't have to be the man
who sends you into the great forever. Now, it's your
turn. Names.”

For the record, I never thought they’d answer
straightaway. That's not how these sorts of things
started. I turned to Lumen.

“Recognize anyone?”

She dangled a rifle borrowed from my considerable
stash. Lumen nodded at the man to my left. He seemed
a proper fellow with a bushy but well-kempt mustache,
black hair greased and perfectly parted from the right.
He tried to hide a cowlick.

“Cesar Julines. I sent the tributes to him.”

If the man were willing to martyr himself, he might
have leaped from his chair. As such, he gritted his teeth
and scowled. It was a laughable moment when I
considered what Lumen meant.

“The accountant? Lumen, you're saying they sent the
accountant in here with a Mark 11 blast rifle?”



Julines pounded the table. I liked a good tough-guy act.

“Malgado,” he spit toward Lumen. “After all the Senora
did for you. To betray her this way, you ...”

I aimed a pistol between his eyes. That shut him up.

“Yeah, yeah. I must admit, seeing a numbers nerd
sporting a Mark 11 is a new frontier, my friend. The fella
who keeps the books! Now that is a bold play.” I returned
to Lumen. “How about these two? Know them?”

“No. I only deal with Cesar.”

“Fair enough.” I gave them another chance to identify
themselves, to no avail. “Guess it's down to you, Cesar.
Be a nice guy. Help out a fella, will you?”

He weren’t so smug this time. The accountant turned to
the others, whose blank replies told him to take one for
the team. Eh. I retrieved my pom.

“Now, let’s speed these proceedings along. It’s late, and
you folks will have a healthy drive back to Machado. I own
the best facial recognition tech in the Collectorate. No
sense trying to play coy.”

The woman grabbed the man’s arm. When they shared
a deep stare, I recognized their connection. Why did it
take so long?

“Brother and sister,” I said. “Gotcha. Now, the names?”

“Innes,” she replied.

The brother added, “Javier.”

“Last name?”

She fought to withhold the answer, which told me what



it was.

“Cardinale. Innes and Javier Cardinale. Too old to be
her children. I'll take a guess: First cousins.”

“What does it matter?” Javier said.

“For you, nothing. But it says so very much about
dear Evelyn. Her cousins and her accountant leading an
extermination squad. Even the upper end of the Horax
hierarchy takes out the dirty laundry. Color me
impressed.” I focused on the accountant. “Tell me,
Cesar. Are you also a blood relative of the great
Senora?”

“No. "

He spoke too fast. Didn't he understand why I asked?

“Good. You simplified my choice.”

I handed the pistol to Ship.

“My gift. Use your left.”

Ship’s eyes ballooned like a hungry diner confronting
an endless buffet and wondering where to begin.

“Him? Now?"

“I keep my promises.”

He reached for the pistol but came up short.

“I-I should use my own.”

“It's a special occasion, my friend. Do me the honor.”

Naturally, the accountant objected to the proposed
transaction.

“Wait. What are you ...? You can't. Y-you said we
were going home. No. Please.”



“Hmm. Actually, I mentioned the drive to Machado, but
‘vou folks’ was somewhat generalized, especially where
the adjectival pronoun was concerned. Don't you agree?”

Senor Julines started to rise, but a pair of buxom hands
caught him from behind.

“Thanks, Harlan,” I said. “Cesar, I'm afraid you’re not
important. She can hire another accountant, but cousins
are irreplaceable.”

Javier and Innes understood my game: Addition by
subtraction. They said nothing.

“Kill him,” I told Ship. “All these folks will see your
triumph.”

“Yes, boss.”

Ship gripped the pistol in his left but made a cardinal
error (no pun intended): He thought about it.

The kid didn't fire until the well-groomed accountant
made a desperate play. Like a smart man falling from a
cliff, he tried to fly.

He didn’t get far. Ship’s laser bolt hit him under the left
collar bone. Senor Julines yelped like a little boy and
collapsed. Hurt, but far from dead.

“A bit off target, kid. Go around the table. Finish him.”

Ship took a deep breath and nodded.

I did warn him to temper expectations. Some rookies
don't learn.

“No worries, boss. I got this.”

That wasn't Ship’s voice. It was older, more confident.



And the owner didn't give my protégé the courtesy of
delivering the kill shot.
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