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				Thank you so much for reading one of Len Boswell’s novels. 
			

			
				If you enjoyed this book, please check out our recommendation  
			

			
				for your next great read! 
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				“The Bottom Line: A truly hilarious mystery in the tradition of Janet Evanovich, Thomas Davidson and Rich Leder.”
			

			
				–Best Thrillers
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				To all I love without condition,
			

			
				To all I love without omission.
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				“Life does not cease to be funny when people die any more than it ceases to be serious when we laugh.”
			

			
				—George Bernard Shaw, The Doctor’s Dilemma
			

			
				 
			

			
				 “It is after you have lost your teeth that you can afford to buy steaks.”
			

			
				—Pierre-Auguste Renoir
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Irony can be pretty damned ironic.”
			

			
				—William Shatner, Airplane II: The Sequel
			

			
				 
			

			
				“And who would’ve thought—it figures!”
			

			
				1—Alanis Morissette, Ironic
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				Life can be ironic, death even more so. Or at least that’s what Chase “Superman” Arnold, president of the Krypto Knights, was thinking as he pushed through the doors of the Sons of Irony clubhouse. He didn’t know exactly what irony meant, but he knew it was at least clever and seemed to be as good a descriptor as any for what he was about to do.
			

			
				No one noticed him at first. They were too busy playing pool and downing shots to notice that a rather large man in black leather cuts bearing the wrong club patch was standing among them, blood dripping from his sleeves and pooling on the floor.
			

			
				Superman smiled wryly at the scene. It would be a fitting end, one his club would be talking about for years. The ballsyness of it. He would be a legend.
			

			
				A man hunched over the pool table, cue poised to strike, suddenly caught his eye and looked up. Superman sniffed himself erect, gave him the broadest gotcha smile he could manage, winked, and fell face first to the floor, dead.
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				Captain Henry Morgan had seen many things in his 45-year career on the Crab Cove Police Force, but the events of the last few days ranked right up there with the strangest—and worst—in memory.
			

			
				They had just wrapped up two related murder cases, the deaths of drone magnate Wright Orville and inventor Lachlan McLachlan, who had been conspiring in secret to launch a new technology—neural nodes and distributed intelligence, whatever the hell those were—to replace personal drones.
			

			
				McLachlan’s experiments had been at the heart of what the press was now calling The Gull Conspiracy. McLachlan, to prove his concept, had implanted a neural node into a local seagull and surgically altered the bird’s voice box to give it the wonder of human speech. As it turned out, amplifying the gull’s intelligence was a huge mistake.
			

			
				The seagull, who had self-identified as “Horace” after his capture, had taken it upon himself to organize the local gulls to attack the drones that were dominating the air space around Crab Cove. As much as Captain Morgan loved his personal drone, Rum, he could appreciate Horace’s point that drones made the life of a gull miserable. Their carefree days of gobbling up fallen French fries and harassing walkers on the boardwalk had been severely curtailed by a sky filled with drones.
			

			
				The attack had been horrific, for drones and people alike. Captain Morgan had only to look out onto the squad room to see that. It looked more like a field hospital and drone repair shop than a highly functioning police department.
			

			
				Detective Amanda Snoot and her new partner, Detective Polly Loblolly, who had been at the center of the attack, were covered in bandages, particularly their arms, which they had used to fend off the persistent strikes of the gulls. The EMTs had assured them that their wounds, though many, would not leave any significant scars. Tough and resilient, both had shrugged at the news. Now, just before dawn, as they began their shift, they were more interested in seeing what they could do to repair the many drones that had been incapacitated by the incident. Most were beyond repair, but some, including Loblolly’s drone, Pine Cone, only needed a new rotor or two to be put back in service.
			

			
				Captain Morgan knew that Sergeant Barry Blunt was somewhere in the room—his drone, Object, was hovering in a far corner—but the man was so damnably nondescript, so extra ordinary, that he was not easy to see, particularly if he was standing still. Charlize and Smithers, his simdroid detective team, who fancied themselves the equal of Sherlock Holmes and Watson, down to wearing realistic replicas of their Victorian clothing, were definitely not there; he had sent them out on another missing-cat case. Grave was there, of course, doing his best to interrogate Horace, who was tethered to Grave’s desk. Not surprisingly, Retective Tilda Must hovered nearby, shadowing Grave’s every move, waiting for her chance to interrogate him about his performance during the recent murders.
			

			
				Captain Morgan looked on this scene with a growing sense that retirement was his only option. He was tired and burned out, and if he ever had a filter, it had long ago been blown off in tirade after tirade, usually for nothing at all. He was a man as wide as he was tall, which was considerable, with a neck as wide as his head, giving him a look, complete with crewcut, that most people would characterize as the look of a blockhead, not that anyone who valued their life would ever say that to him, even now. He had dark eyes, like a shark, and a nose that suggested blunt force trauma, the large blob of flesh near flattened to this face.
			

			
				From what Captain Morgan could see, Grave’s interview of Horace was proceeding apace, although contentiously. He wondered whether Grave was up to the task. That Horace was a smart one.
			

			
				The beep from his drone distracted him. “How many calls, Rum?”
			

			
				Rum seemed pleased at the number. “Thirty-seven, sir, a new record.”
			

			
				“Anyone important?”
			

			
				“Both mayoral candidates, sir.”
			

			
				Morgan snorted. “Them? They can wait. Anything else?”
			

			
				Rum buzzed for some moments. “A strange call, sir, from one Chase Arnold.”
			

			
				Morgan looked at the ceiling. “Chase Arnold, Chase Arnold, why is that so familiar?”
			

			
				“Ah,” said Rum, “you may also know him as Chase ‘Superman’ Arnold, of the Krypto Knights.”
			

			
				Morgan’s eyes went wide. “Superman? Why on earth would he be calling me?”
			

			
				“Well,” said Rum, perhaps too matter-of-factly, “he was reporting his murder, presumably at the hands of the Sons of Irony.”
			

			
				Morgan leaped to his feet, as best as an aging champion of justice could manage. “Murder? Sons of Irony?”
			

			
				“Yes, sir, at the Son’s clubhouse. He said he’d be dead by the time you arrive.”
			

			
				“Holy mother of drones,” said Morgan. “That’s just, just—unacceptable.”
			

			
				Morgan started to move away, to gather up Grave for starters, but Rum stopped him. “Wait, there’s more. He said since he couldn’t reach you, he’d call the main station number.”
			

			
				Morgan glared across the room at the desk sergeant. “Then why in hell didn’t I know this sooner?” He turned back to Rum. “From either of you.”
			

			
				Rum shrugged as best as he could manage without shoulders. “Sir, you said you didn’t want to be disturbed and—”
			

			
				Morgan waved him off, irritated. “Damnable hell!”
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				Clarence “Claw” Edwards, President of the Sons of Irony, proud member of the Men of Ahem, and one of the Bloody 9, looked down at the body with a mix of concern and glee: concern that they’d have to deal with the body, and glee that the president of a rival gang was dead. In his mind, images of burial sites competed with equally compelling takeover scenarios.
			

			
				Claw was one of those men who appeared both tall and short. There was something almost simian about him. Up close, he would tower over you. But given some space, all you could focus on was how short his legs were. Long strides was not a term that could be used to describe the way he walked, which was more like a slow shuffle, and almost comical. Even so, he could freeze you with a glance from his near-black eyes. And if that weren’t enough to cow you, his barrel chest and huge fists would do the trick. The tattoos running down each of his forearms spelled “Trouble,” literally, the idea being that he was double trouble, which he certainly was.
			

			
				 “Well, well,” he said. “Looky here. The once proud president of the Krypto Knights has met his end.” He looked around the room. “Question is, which one of you idiots did this?”
			

			
				Which one, indeed. He had six suspects: Oakley “Oakie” Kent, the oldest member; Manny “Andy” Kent, Oakie’s son and best friend to Claw’s son, Pax; James “Jerry Lee” Lewis, the club’s Mallet Master; Charles “Crabs” Morris, known for his scarred face; Bruce “Fid” Norman, who always seemed to be fiddling with something; and Pablo “Smoothie” Cruz, the only Latino in the club. 
			

			
				Claw looked them over once more. “Come on. If you did this, best fess up now.”
			

			
				Everyone either shrugged or threw up their hands.
			

			
				“Not me,” said Jerry Lee.
			

			
				“Nor me,” said Smoothie.
			

			
				“Not none of us,” said Crabs. “We were all here with you.”
			

			
				Claw looked around. “Where’s Pax?”
			

			
				Another round of shrugs and mystified eye rolling.
			

			
				“Aw, shit,” said Claw. “What, has that son of mine gone and done? He hated Superman.”
			

			
				“Aye, he did,” said Fid, his hands moving through the air like a conductor. “But this is too stupid even for Pax.”
			

			
				“Right,” said Andy, stepping forward. “Pax is my best friend, and I know he didn’t do it. He’s out courting that new doctor at the hospital.”
			

			
				Claw gave Andy a knowing smile. “Yeah, that’s more like my son.” He looked down at the body again. “Wait, where’s my old lady?”
			

			
				“Sookie’s in the office, Claw, like always,” said Crabs. “Working on the books, both sets, for the last couple of hours. She couldn’t have done it, either.”
			

			
				Claw puffed out his cheeks. “Who then?”
			

			
				Oakie cleared his throat to get Claw’s attention.
			

			
				“What?” said Claw.
			

			
				“Think about it,” said Oakie. “The president of a rival club has received a death wound. He knows he’s going to die. He could drop on the spot, of course, but he could also show up here. Make it look like we killed him.”
			

			
				“Yeah,” said Claw, “that makes sense, in an ironic sort of way, but why?”
			

			
				Oakie shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe to cover up the identity of the real killer. Maybe another Knight did it.”
			

			
				Claw nodded. “It’s a contentious club. I could see that.”
			

			
				Fid jumped in. “Or maybe who killed him isn’t important at all. Maybe he just wanted to get us. You know, for revenge.”
			

			
				Oakie laughed.
			

			
				“What?” said Claw.
			

			
				“I was just thinking,” said Oakie. “You’re right. Him showing up here and dying is pretty ironic, at least from his point of view.”
			

			
				Claw cocked his head. “Ironic, eh? Well, maybe, but whatever.” He looked around the room. “Where are the prospects? We need some shovel work done”
			

			
				“They’re on a spice run,” said Smoothie.
			

			
				Claw shook his head. “Well, then, I guess two of you will have to do the deed.”
			

			
				Fid and Jerry Lee raised their hands, but Andy spoke up. “Wait a minute. I have a better idea.”
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				It was a dark and stormy night in much the same way that it was a bright and sunny morning, meaning that among all the things on the mind of Detective Simon Grave, weather was at the very bottom of the list. And why not? If you’re sitting at your desk at the station with a talking seagull going on and on about the unfairness of his arrest, most things in life would drop to the bottom of any list. Even worse, the bird, who identified himself as “Horace,” seemed to have a better command of the English language than Grave.
			

			
				“The implant alone is exculpatory evidence,” said Horace. “I mean, I was non compos mentis during the incident. You must see that.”
			

			
				Barry, Detective Grave’s personal drone, gave out an appreciative whistle as he hovered above them. Detective Grave, for his part, just nodded with as serious an expression as he could manage and pretended to write an important note, but it was really just a doodle of a bird hanging from a noose. “Uh-huh.”
			

			
				He was trying his best to focus on the interview, one of the last details of the Basque Orvilles murder case, but the sight of Retective Tilda Must pacing just outside the interrogation room distracted him. She wanted to get him in that room and do a deep dive into his methods and actions in the case—to retect what he had detected. Yes, it was her job, and there was none better at it than Tilda Must, a simdroid constructed to resemble the late actress Tilda Swinton, in her youth of course.
			

			
				“Excuse me,” said Horace, “but are you paying even the slightest attention to what I’ve been saying?” Horace didn’t know quite what to make of the man interviewing him. This Detective Simon Grave was tall and square-jawed to be sure, and held his chin skyward, suggesting both arrogance and innate innocence, or to Horace’s advanced mind, perhaps low intelligence. His eyes were blue in the way that the sky was blue on a brisk winter morning, and yet gray in a way that clouds were gray before a storm, when gulls best find shelter. His nose was strong and prominent, with a little speed bump in the middle. His lips were thin, like fine cut French fries, but with a pinkish hue, and his hair was as thick and black as the hot tar in a parking lot on a summer’s day.
			

			
				 Horace tried again, raising his voice to the next level. “Hello, Earth to detective.”
			

			
				The bird’s voice startled Grave. “Um, of course. Now, you were saying, about this distributed intelligence thing.”
			

			
				The bird cocked his head. “No, I was not saying that. I was asking when I could get some cold French fries, preferably from the boardwalk, with a soupçon of malt vinegar, hold the ketchup. Old Bay would be good, of course, but again, not too much.”
			

			
				“Oh,” said Grave. “Well, there’ll be time enough for that once we’ve finished up here.”
			

			
				“It would help speed things up if you paid attention.”
			

			
				Grave glanced over at Retective Must. “Of course. Now, then, why is it that your creator—”
			

			
				Horace screamed. “Not creator. Surgeon.”
			

			
				Grave nodded. “Okay, why is it that your surgeon selected you for his experiment with neural nodes and distributed intelligence?”
			

			
				“Me specifically? I have no idea.”
			

			
				“I mean, why not select a parrot or some other bird with the ability to mimic human speech?”
			

			
				“Ah, I see what you mean. Well, to be frank, he was terrified that no one would believe him if he implanted his neural node into a bird that could already talk. People would just think it was a trick.”
			

			
				“I see what you mean. So he chose you instead?”
			

			
				“He lived on the beach. We seagulls are everywhere, and we’re always hungry. So he just held up a handful of French fries, and that was that. The next thing I knew I was in a cage in his laboratory, being prepped for surgery.”
			

			
				“For the implant.”
			

			
				“Yes, but the implant was the easiest part. He knew just where to attach the electrodes. The hard part was his work on my voice box.”
			

			
				“So you could talk like you’re talking now.”
			

			
				“Indeed.” The bird looked around. “Are we done here? I’d really like to be going.”
			

			
				Grave looked over at Retective Must, who gave him a steely look and tapped on her watch. “Um, just a few more questions.”
			

			
				The bird rolled his eyes. “Very well.”
			

			
				“Now, what was the purpose of this experiment?”
			

			
				Horace gave him an exasperated look. “What, we’ve already gone over this.”
			

			
				Grave had no memory of any such thing, but knew he’d been distracted enough by Retective Must’s looming presence to miss a freight train rumbling through the station. “Just to be clear.”
			

			
				Horace sighed. “Okay, to be clear, first comes the implant, what Lachlan McLachlan called a neural node. A simple device, really. Intended mostly to replace drones as far as communications are concerned, and with a full knowledge base equivalent to and perhaps surpassing the latest simdroids.”
			

			
				“So we’d receive calls in our heads instead of being relayed through our personal drones.”
			

			
				“Exactly. And that’s the easy part. His plan was to use the neural nodes as his moneymaker, a means of funding his research on distributed intelligence.”
			

			
				“That being?”
			

			
				The gull shook his head. “You really weren’t paying attention, were you?”
			

			
				Grave shrugged and tried not to look sheepish, but failed.
			

			
				“Okay, then,” said Horace. “You’re familiar with octopuses, I assume?”
			

			
				“Octopi?”
			

			
				“Puses is preferred.”
			

			
				“Octopuses then. What about them?”
			

			
				Horace sighed and looked around the room. “Is there nothing to eat here?”
			

			
				“No, nothing at all,” said Grave. “Now, as to the octo, um, puses.”
			

			
				“An octopus distributes its intelligence. Did you know that each of their suckers operates independently but cooperatively with the other suckers?”
			

			
				“All right, so?”
			

			
				“So what McLachlan wanted to do was to extend brain function throughout the human body.”
			

			
				“So, if someone cut off a man’s head, the rest of the body would continue to function?”
			

			
				Horace nodded. “Exactly, and may I say, the military saw the advantages of that immediately.”
			

			
				“I see, I see.” Grave flipped back to his earlier notes. “Now, you said you were one of two gulls in McLachlan’s laboratory. What happened to the other one?”
			

			
				Horace rolled his eyes. “Okay, for the second time, the other gull was named Arnold, and he was stolen by someone in the night, shortly after McLachlan’s murder. I have no idea who, but I do know that McLachlan would have been very upset about it. He thought Arnold had taken to the neural node better than I had. Not true, of course, as you can plainly see from my high level of functioning.”
			

			
				“But you escaped this man?”
			

			
				Horace spread his wings as if to say, look, here I am. “As you can plainly see.”
			

			
				“And then you organized the attack on the town.”
			

			
				Horace snorted. “Not on the town, on the drones.” He gave Barry a menacing look. “They don’t belong in the sky.”
			

			
				“So you say.”
			

			
				“Yes, indeed I do.”
			

			
				Grave was about to ask whether the military had funded McLachlan’s research, but he couldn’t help noticing his boss, Captain Henry Morgan, rushing toward him, eyes wide.
			

			
				“Grave, into my office. We might have another murder.”
			

			
				Grave leaped to his feet and motioned for his drone, Barry, to follow.
			

			
				Horace squawked. “Hey, what about my French fries?”
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				The driverless police hovercruiser sped through town, its computers changing traffic lights from red to green as it picked up speed, the outside world becoming a multicolored blur, like a child’s finger painting. Somewhere in that painting was Crab Cove itself, a small seaside town dedicated to all things crab. If they had been moving more slowly, the painting would have revealed crab shacks, tee-shirt shops, and a steady stream of brightly clothed tourists, each followed overhead by their personal drone.
			

			
				Detective Grave was not a fan of driverless vehicles, so he tried to ignore the blur and focus on the face of his boss, Captain Harry Morgan, which itself had become a blur of sorts, its once chiseled features now a landslide of wrinkles and drooping flesh. “Sir,” said Grave, “What’s this all about?”
			

			
				“I received a call from Superman, as did our desk sergeant.”
			

			
				Grave chuckled. “Superman? You mean like Superman Superman? Clark Kent?”
			

			
				“Don’t be stupid,” said Detective Amanda Snoot, who was sitting next to the captain. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of Chase “Superman” Arnold, president of the Krypto Knights hovercycle club?”
			

			
				Grave gave her a blank look and shrugged. Snoot was not among Grave’s favorite colleagues, even though her performance of late had been stellar, particularly her work on the Orville-McLachlan murders. Maybe it was her appearance that put him off. Everything about her was pinched. When she looked at you, she squinted in a way that suggested you were some low, barely sentient entity not worthy of her presence. Her one patented response to everything, good or bad, was to screw up her tiny mouth in lemon-sucking disdain. Thin as a rail, with a head too large for her body, she looked like a walking doorknob, a doorknob with rust-colored short hair cut both long and short, as if she had been sheared this way and that by a mischievous child.
			

			
				And now she was squinting at him again.
			

			
				“Jeez,” she said. “How can you live in this town and not be up to speed on our hovercycle gangs?”
			

			
				“They ride in parades, right?”
			

			
				Snoot rolled her eyes. “Holy mother of morons, Grave. The Sons of Irony, the Krypto Knights, the Vie Kings, the SanniClaws, these gangs are the dark undercurrent of Crab Cove, and have been for years.”
			

			
				“Ah, yes, the SanniClaws. They ride in the Christmas parade, right?”
			

			
				Captain Morgan jumped in. “Listen to her, Grave. She’s absolutely right, and her knowledge of these clubs is why I brought her along. She was once a member of one of the clubs.”
			

			
				That didn’t surprise Grave. From her penchant for wearing nothing but black, to her close-cropped hair, to her sneering attitude, she would have fit right in with a gang.
			

			
				Captain Morgan turned to Snoot. “Which one was it again?”
			

			
				“The Prickly Pairs,” said Snoot.
			

			
				“Pears like fruit?” said Grave.
			

			
				Snoot gave him a smirk. “No, pairs like pairs. Couples. You know, a man on the hovercycle and his old lady in the sidecar.”
			

			
				Grave gave her an appraising look. “You in a sidecar? I can’t picture that.”
			

			
				“Which is why that arrangement didn’t last too long. Still, I learned a lot about the clubs in this town.”
			

			
				“And we’ll need that knowledge,” said Captain Morgan. “As I was saying, or trying to say, I got a call from Superman. He said we would find his body at the Sons of Irony clubhouse.”
			

			
				Grave opened his mouth to say something, then changed his mind and closed it.
			

			
				“Yes,” said the captain. “It’s a headscratcher.”
			

			
				Grave resisted the temptation to scratch his head. “So he’s self-reporting his murder?”
			

			
				Snoot rolled her eyes. “You catch on fast, don’t you?”
			

			
				Grave ignored the slight. “So, Ms. Gang Expert, tell me about the Sons of Irony. What are we walking into?”
			

			
				Snoot took a deep breath and launched into the story of the Sons. The hovercruiser sped on, the colors swirling.
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