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Star-Cross’d and Steam-Punk’d

Prologue
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How could such a simple plan go so very wrong? The beauty of the plan was its familiar simplicity – why, Felix and I had used it already dozens of times, maybe more.

And yet that time it did fail, and failed catastrophically. We were left without any prospects, except likely leaving town, and that was something neither of us was keen on. Still, the way we were running, it looked like that was where we were headed.

But more mystifying than the plan’s failure was how wonderfully everything worked out. Life’s like that sometimes. Other times, not so much.

Our plan was simplicity itself; Felix, like me small and unremarkable and friendly-seeming, but in his case a wily black-and-white dog, would do a stunt to distract the diners. Sometimes he would beg on his hind legs, sometimes he would snatch a morsel and run off, and sometimes he would give a little nip to a broad butt that overflowed a bench. 

No matter which, I’d sneak over during the kerfuffle he caused and snatch up our meal for the day, and then we’d both fly like the wind to our little hideout. It was a good scam, and a good life, with all the freedom you could ask for.

But this time we couldn’t find the easy pickings of fat tourists or distracted vendors–the only marks around were some young girls and boys, barely older than I was. Still, hunger didn’t allow us to wait around for better candidates, so Felix danced on his hind legs while I crept up from the other side. Just as I was making the grab Felix dropped down on his forelegs and then, for good measure, nipped one of the girls enough to get everybody’s attention. 

And that part worked. With the food in hand he and I ran off, but our victims were older and bigger and ran faster, and stayed on our heels through all my turns and tunnels and secret ways.  They seemed to know their way around the back alleys of Durary as well as I did, and at every turn they got closer until I almost felt their hands on my neck. I thought of doubling back on them, dropping what I had and getting their other meals that were now unguarded, but there was no way I could keep a lead long enough to snatch the other meals, much less get the peace we needed to eat. 

Finally I gave up and tossed our breakfast/lunch/dinner aside while we kept running to our hideout – I’d deal with Felix’s whimpering belly later. But still our pursuers came! ‘Gonna get me, gonna get me, gonna get me get me get me’ .... Their steps pounded in my ears, their shouts terrified me as darkness fell and my empty belly sucked  the last strength from my legs and will from my heart. 

We’d run out of places to go, there was no sanctuary, no safety anywhere except in my cramped and filthy little hideout—and that was safe only because nobody had known or cared about me or my hovel – until now. I scampered in, hid among the boxes and crates I’d shaped into a kind of flimsy fortress, and sucked in great gasps of oxygen while dreading the inevitable beating that might cripple me for life–or even kill me. Given my druthers in the matter I wasn’t sure just which of the two I would have taken just then – about then that life of unfettered freedom had me feeling really naked and alone.

* * * * * 
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HOW MANY TIMES HAVE I done something and thought, “That’s so much like what happened back when I was a kid!”? I’ve said this, and done that, too often to suit me – too often to suit me because when I was a kid I was foolish, impulsive and ignorant. 

During a long and eventful life I've come to believe that we’re here to learn, and we’ll keep on re-living the same situations, enduring the same ordeals, over and over until we get it right. Think of the universe as a big schoolhouse, one where we don’t graduate ‘til we’ve mastered what we need to learn, no matter how many times we have to go around. So it makes sense that I’m still here – there’s something I’ve still got to get right, things I have to sort out – quite a few things, I bet. The more weaselly part of me likes to think that I’m still here, still in this body, to share with you what I’ve learned, maybe keep you from making the same mistakes, but the stories I heard when young didn’t slow me down so I’m not counting on wholesale enlightenment from you all.

Each of us has a weaselly part; it’s easy to recognize because the weaselly part is where we tell ourselves lies, right? It tells us what we’d like to believe, right? One of our fondest dreams is that hearing somebody’s story can save us from the painful knuckle-raps from the Great Schoolmistress. Count me skeptical, though, because I’ve heard lots of stories, even made up a few, and it just ain’t so, not from my experience. As hard as it is to learn the right lesson from your own experience, learning it from somebody else’s experience just ain’t gonna happen. There's only a few dozen fundamental kinds of screwups, but we trowel on enough confusing gloss so we can tell ourselves, “This time it's different.” 

It's up to the storyteller, I guess, to justify the tale. I mean, think about it – all the tales and histories, legends and myths – why, you'd think by now we'd all be leading upright lives of kindness and candor. 

So what's gone wrong?

Might be that the storyteller is weaselly too, and filters truth so he doesn’t look quite the dumbass he should. Well, the good news is that you’ve got no worries on that account here. I’ll freely admit I’ve been stupid, and nasty, and you might look at my chronicles as ‘The Diary of a Nasty Fool,’ and you wouldn’t be far wrong.  A clever fool, and a survivor fool, but a fool no matter how thin you slice my BS. 

It’s possible that your storyteller still doesn't understand the point of the story. So, whatever else you’ve got here, you’ve got some candor. Because I am now too wrinkled and feeble to fret with what folks think of me, it could be that you’ll truly get some life-lessons here. At least you’ll get entertainment, I think, and one version of history. 

Which reminds me, I’ll never forget the first time I saw Victor von Slawkenberg. Or Rabbara, or Leshia, for that matter....

* * * * * 
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THE GANG CLOSED AROUND and set to pulling apart my home, as Felix barked and whimpered and snapped. It wouldn’t be long until fists and boots were about to clarify things. Then suddenly everything got quiet – had they scattered, or were they more cunning than I thought?  I looked out through a newly-made gap, curious and nervous.

Her eyes. They’re the first thing I remember, and likely the last thing I’ll forget.

I was small, and alone except for Felix, and we were both of us quivering with terror, except he was covering it up by growling. I was waiting for my doom when suddenly the world outside fell silent and those kind eyes peered in at me. There shone peace and sanctuary, and even my pounding heart quieted as they drew me in, gleaming in the gathering dusk, warm drawing emotions I’d almost forgotten about, and didn’t want to trust. “I heard there was a homeless stray hereabouts. Are you a stray?” she asked.

I shrank back silent, confused as my mind and heart argued. A runt with Felix my only family I knew it was best to be always wary, forever on guard. The parents I barely remembered had always had a dodgy life on the edges of society, and in Kipple those edges are pretty indistinct.  Once my father disappeared my mother slowly faded until one day she was just ... gone. 

Life went on as it does. I stole and begged and conned and slept here or there, sometimes in my ramshackle fort, sometimes in the open, headed for noplace in particular. Then from nowhere Rabbara’s eyes materialized, bright in the twilight, and she asked a simple question, and for the first time since forever fear relaxed its grip on my heart just a little. “Would you like a home, stray? A real home? You and your dog? With me?” she asked, her voice as warm as the meal it promised and as inviting the bed it pledged. Almost against my will I worked my way clear of my hideout, not an escaping from but a going toward, drawn to the life and love reeling me in. 

Now I saw her beautiful face, a face weathered brown and creased, its wide mouth spread in love, curly hair of black and gray tumbling from a high forehead, and all of it a glorious frame for those eyes. 

“Yes, you are a wee stray, aren’t you, frightened and homeless and hungry I don’t doubt. I believe Divine Mother sent me to you, and you to me. Homeless you shall be no more, stray – you two come home with me, and you’ll be part of a family. And I think”—she paused, considering, but I do believe she’d already made up her mind – “yes, I think I shall call you my Straye.” Wordlessly I took two fingers of her offered hand, and I floated home with her, my little paw grasping hard on her huge old gnarly fingers as Felix trotted behind.

Her name was Rabbara, and for about ten years she was my mother. She worked at this and that, here and there, fabricating one thing and another for the ancient equipment people never stopped using in Kipple. She could scavenge and shape abandoned bits into usable components, get the old machines to work just a little longer. In time I kind of saw myself like that, as an abandoned bit she was trying to make into something useful, but I’m not so sure it worked with me.

To Rabbara I was ‘Straye’, but for everybody else I kept my old name of Jaf; a friend to all, tolerated in every place and known among the Kipple communities around Durary as Shav, or Zhaf, or Chaff. My coloring was neither too dark nor too light to fit in, my accents and quirks I would shape to fit in with the commerce and friendly taunts in any bazaar, and I even learned to mimic voices and gestures. I prided myself as being my own puppeteer, moving and disguising my small brown body as different roles required, always the charmer, sometimes the charm. 

Secure in the security that Rabbara gave me I spread out, learned to use my wiles and guile, expanded my territory and uncovered its every lookout and hideout. Nobody could stay angry with me for long, everywhere I was welcome, and I worked the shopkeepers, security people, and informal councils for gossip and scuttlebut like a master, sharing and trading the insider dope wherever I went.

By the time I was about fifteen – I didn’t know my age or birthday, so Rabbara and I guessed, as flexible about it as the situation required – I felt on top of the world, with my friendly webs spun across all Durary and beyond. I had a developing sense or dream that maybe Rabbara was right, and all these people were my brothers and sisters, and that if I could harness just a little bit of their daily labors to a common goal, wonderful things would happen.  Youth lives and breathes idealism.
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Childhood’s End

Chapter One
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Sometimes life roars at you like a hypersteam locomotive, sometimes it’s more sneaky or snakey, the way it slithers in when you’re not looking and then all of a sudden – huh! Where did that come from? 

The summer when I was, near as I could reckon without knowing my birthday, when I was fifteen and my foster brother Vinke was more like seventeen, I felt the dread that my world was coming to an end. 

Now, it wasn’t like I saw a flaming meteor racing down but more like all the things I’d counted on before, all the things which routine and habit had made extra sweet, were fading away because of adulting. I was the youngest of the gang, so even though I wasn’t quite there yet I could see it looming just ahead, and I have to say I wasn’t looking forward to the future.

Since Rabbara had rescued me ten years before I especially treasured the security of sameness, of ‘today like yesterday like tomorrow’, and that security blanket was unravelling in my grasping fingers. 

My friends were all grown up, and soon they’d take their grown-up roles in the world. The military, jobs, marriages and flight from marriages would claim my friends [names, descriptors], so even though I had no plans or drive to leave home, it felt like home was leaving me. 

If you already know I grew up in Durary you might wonder what I would be missing. After all, our lives were pretty plain—we didn’t hold with all the vicarious excitements and distractions that we heard our betters enjoyed in the capital city of Goshtinnaw, still less did we envy people in more exotic metropolises like Gelvassa or Gessonella. 

We still had companionship and entertainments aplenty.  Why, we had women and men in the full range from too-young to too-old who rented their bodies out for sex, and watching that peculiar courtship of lust and commerce is always a hoot. Amble around the corner for fights and flirtations between free-floating couples and groups; a block up on the left began the gambling and cheating, and in the dark alley at the end debts were settled in ways that mixed justice with advertising; best stop your tour there before you come to lost corner of the living dead, desperate skeletal bodies shriveling to husks as the drugs and madness did their work.  

Lots of gossip, lots of heroes and lots and lots of villains, roles and masks changing all the time. I learned to be a kind of quick-change artist, taking on the right attitude to get what I wanted and to keep safe and avoid whatever justice was being handed out. I figured out real quick that nobody knows what justice is until it happens to somebody else. See, if you do wrong when everybody knows what’s gonna happen to you if you’re caught, well, when you reap the consequences, friend, that’s justice.

So I was Jaf, or Zhav, or Chaf – it didn’t matter what they called me, as long as they smiled when they did. People nowadays think that the ISS was where I learned how to fight dirty, how to sneak around, to play on weaknesses and dreams (almost the same thing), to read faces and tics and tells – sure, there’s some truth there, it’s not like I learned nothing during my time in the Imperial Secret Service. 

But most of it I learned on the streets of Durary, my home sweet home. Some of the cons and grifters I knew could have given lessons at the ISS Academy – except that most of them were ‘wanted’. Could be that’s why I was recruited, because they could see I already had the skills they needed and wasn’t burdened with a record, and my ethics and morals were flexible enough to suit the commandant. 

Zealous and upright I wasn’t, not then and not now. I can be pretty much invisible when I want to be, invisible and flexible, and being Everybody’s Friend kept me out of trouble while plugged into the underground. 

So, when my foster brother Vinke figured out a way to raise his status in the neighborhood I felt a vague tug in my web, maybe even before he consciously thought it out. And when things started to go wrong, I knew it even before he did, but even so I did nothing to help him out. 

Watchers aren't heroes.

Y’all know that as we go through adolescence we change – I mean, that’s the point of growing up, right? But exactly when we go from one stage to another is hard to puzzle out, exactly – most of us get a sense of it only years later, looking backward. Like, one day Vinke's blacking his face to win a hiding game, another day he's sneaking loot from the back of a mobster’s truck and unleashing a whole world of change. Pinpointing the moment that his thinking turned, that the plan took shape in his furious and frustrated head? – well, that’s tougher. 

What happened was that one night as he was scooting around in the dark, looking here and there and checking this and that, Vinke happened to see a wheezy truck steam up to a back gate for a delivery. Vinke tells me this truck had no lights on, and what’s more the gate was already unlocked when two guys got out, rolled the gate open and went inside. The gate was left ajar and the still-wheezing truck unattended. 

Now, Vinke knew – heck, everybody in the neighborhood knew – what kind of shop the truck had stopped behind. It was a second-hand goods store, the place where I  bought trinkets for Rabbara now and then. Various odds and ends were offered for sale, sometimes in large lots, sometimes piecemeal. Anyway, as he told me, as Vinke watched the truck was left unattended, and unattended, and unattended. “Man, I was beginning to wonder if they meant to leave it out there all night! After about a quarter-hour a guy moseyed on out, drove the truck through and locked the gate.” 

Vinke may not have been naturally larcenous, or no more than most of us were, but he was hearing a siren song drawing him to pilferage, if not outright hijacking of the truck. When he was telling me about it I knew right then that was what my web-tug had warned me of. 

For six nights we both went out and checked the situation and it was just as he’d said. We’d look at the truck and gate, then at each other, then at the truck, then at each other. As one, we shrugged – maybe we were brothers after all. We couldn’t account for the lapse in security, but he saw no good reason not to make fair use of it. 

Now, Vinke wasn’t my favorite guy to hang out with, being as he was prone to rage frenzies, and if you laughed during one (they were comical if you weren’t in the line of fire) he only got madder; but neither of us believed that people in business would be so blind about the temptations of easy theft. There had to be more to it, and we meant to find out just what that was. 

When Vinke was out and about it occurred to me that it couldn’t hurt to go to the front of the store and check out the layout, maybe get some kind of clue about what was up. I’d been there before, buying gifts for Rabbara, but my eyes had always been full of knick-knacks. 

This time was different – I wasn’t going as a kid, and they seemed to sense that. The big fellas in the office were happy enough to see me, even offered me a beer which I declined since I was ‘working’, and soon after that they forgot all about me. I looked around some more, plotting and planning, and saw that I could pretty easily pocket some nice-looking stuff with very little risk. It was so relaxed, so ‘trusting,’ just like what we’d seen out back after closing. The more I saw the less sense I could make of it; there was no security in there, even the security mirrors were filthy.  I edged over toward the office, hoping to puzzle out what was what—no surprise that, in such a casual operation, they hadn’t bothered to close the door.

The office was remarkably unremarkable. I’d never looked inside a business office before, really, but I’d imagined them as immaculately functional places where great decisions were made after weighty discussion and consideration, where vast quantities of commerce and money were discussed in depth and detail, immediate and distant consequences and ramifications anticipated and balanced, and a boldly cautious yet plausibly profitable course plotted.

Yeah, no. Peering around the door frame what I saw was a cheap desk, a well-worn swivel chair, a couple folding chairs, one with a ripped seat; and a very saggy sofa.  Also, a coupla filing cabinets, framed prints, and, though I couldn’t see it from the door, I knew there was also a one-way glass looking onto the shop floor – smudged and dusty, of course. Somewhere there was a cooler for the beers, too, judging by the hum and the trash bin.

In the boss’ chair swiveled Hanea Cantharides, the lord of the second-hand store and, I learned later, much more. With him were two others, I forget which of his crew they were, because Cantharides dominated the room and my awareness. The three of them were laughing, insulting others who weren’t present, drinking beer, cursing, and ... and ... that was about it. Cantharides glanced at me, nodded slightly, and added a hilarious punchline to his story, if the reactions of his crew were a guide.

I ambled back to the shop floor and wandered there for a while longer, my hands idly handling this and that, examining familiar and unknown items, while my mind tried to fit the merchandise, the office, the truck, and the guy in the swivel chair into some kind of whole that would hold together. The entire time I don’t think any of them paid me any mind, like as not they never gave me a thought after I declined the beer. ‘Customers’ and friends came and left, leaving bags and packages, and departing with seeming random merchandise. Just before I left for the day a policeman came by, and I got antsy but he turned out to be a friend of Cantharides, and in fact the boss gave the cop a package. Suddenly bits of dialog fitted into place, and my understanding and appreciation of where I was swelled up, and my eyes opened wide in respect for the canniness of the operation. 

The shelves and benches and racks with their cheap wares that I was lurking among, the shop where Vinke and I had seen how casual the security was – it was all just a front, a mask for the criminal network Cantharides ran. Granted, this was just Durary, so this wasn’t a grand operation, but I had no doubt real money and influence were traded in that shabby office. The low-key commerce here disguised serious criminal activity. Through strings and goads and tricks and traps my humble town was run from that little shop, with satellite offices in other neighborhoods of course. 

It wasn’t like City Hall, with grand appointments and official titles and offices, but that very humble office was where the dupes in the emperor’s City Hall got their orders, at least on the important stuff, the quiet stuff that really mattered. The chumps with titles and ties cut ribbons and made speeches, but if you needed something fixed you brought a bag or package to the shop and requested an audience with Hanea Cantharides, proprietor.  Likewise with justice and the police – the guy in that swivel chair was in charge. That shabby old swivel chair of Hanea Cantharides was the true seat of power in our town.

Walking home I put it together with what I understood of Durary and Kipple and it all made sense. My town wasn’t rich, not hardly, and things never changed much, one election to the next – calendar pictures changed but the words and policies continued, as a background bureaucracy chugged along, running things in a way that worked for them.

I judged you’d call the operation a ‘machine,’ and I’d just caught a glimpse into its innards.  

I felt so grown-up suddenly, so cynical, and also so ambitious, all at once.
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Chapter Two
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I became quite the fixture at Cantharides’ over the weeks after – I’d get a grunted ‘hey’ and then I’d grab a broom or duster, maybe run errands, always keeping quiet and discreet. Always with my eyes and ears open, and my mind churning hard, sussing out the who’s, what’s, and most of all the why’s.  Slick politicians popped in and there were hushed discussions behind the closed door; every day a cop dropped by to ‘say hello’ to the boss, and there were a few other regulars I came to recognize, all doing ‘business’. I imagined myself as Mr. Cantharides’ protégé, for now on the bottom rungs of my long, relentless climb to the top. I absorbed every mannerism and tic of Hanea, modeled them, and personalized them, while studying the fellows who hung around him, too. Now and then for a laugh I would mimic one of the insiders and that helped cement my belonging, while in my mind I was tracing out their fraternities, franchises, and fiefdoms. 

You may wonder how someone who claimed to be street-wise could have remained blind so long to exactly what Cantharides’ shop was, and I wonder at it some too. All I can say is, I was young, and still putting together in my head how things work, how to read the patterns, how to pull the strings, how to mark out the keystones. I’m not making excuses, just reporting. Turns out the little wiseass kid wasn’t half as smart as he boasted to himself he was, just like every other wiseass kid the universe ever churned out.

Behind my attentions at work I was aware that Vinke was up to something also. The truck at the back gate in the night intrigued him, and I judged that he’d like as not make a try at it some night. I wondered if it might give me grief, but shook my head ‘no’, as it figured to be more of a prank than a big deal. In my reckoning the merchandise was just props for the shop, like one of those little domino eye-masks characters wore in viddies, where everybody knows who’s under the mask but pretends to be mystified.  So how important could the mask be? Same thing with the props.

I mean, really, if you’re running an operation as big as Durary, and making mounds of quiet moolah doing it, are you going to break a sweat over some missing stage props?  Most people can put up with losing a little bit of blood to an insect now and then, I judged; how sensible is it to tie up enforcers and resources tracking down the criminal and then taking flamethrowers to the irritant’s nest? 

You see, I was still thinking like a kid, back then; very soon thereafter my thinking grew up.  

In his stealthy way Vinke’s plan moved along. Every week he disappeared a few nights, observing he said, without detailing what he was looking for or at. As a kind of test he opened the truck's doors the final night and grabbed some stuff, then got out and latched them again. 

The next day, torn between pride in his accomplishment and caution with security, he revealed to our little gang his prizes; some jewelry, probably fake but who among us could tell? And some odd coins, or maybe tokens, who knew?  Also one peculiar artifact nobody could identify, but whose precise machining and odd outline intrigued me. 

Alura and Lorencia were happy with their gifts, and so was Vinke in giving them, but Warner and Enward and I only sneered. We all three knew the girls’ pleasure was temporary, and that when Vinke didn’t get the love he craved or felt he deserved he would have yet another meltdown. After that he’d have to get more serious about the pilfering, hoping to reawaken those grateful smiles.

We knew, but we still had to poke. Enward asked, “Is that from the truck that parks behind that second-hand shop?”

“Yeah, maybe. All that shop has is junk nobody wants inside, and that truck had a lot of junk also.”

“And some pretty things, too!” smiled Alura.

“Just hope none of this comes back to me,” grumbled Warner.

“Don’t see why it should. You didn’t help me any.”

“Are you going to get more?” asked Lorencia.

“Yeah, where does this stop, Vinke?” wondered Enward.

We all knew one another very well by then, understood our roles and the ‘rules’ in the rough fellowship we had. We also understood our neighborhood, and that some light-fingered larceny was expected, was part of the culture; heck, that was why I’d wandered into Cantharides’ shop in the first place – I’m not sure what stayed my hands that day, but later I was deeply grateful a lapse in my usually-bad judgment held my grabby fingers in check.

That day was still too young and too fine to return to the shop, so I went for a walk. I thought things over some, but not too much – I’d landed a nice soft spot in Cantharides’ heart, and money would be rolling in soon, so I set to wandering care-free and light-hearted. It felt like an end-of-summer day, where even as you’re enjoying it you feel regret because the season’s already fading. 

Beyond that I didn’t think, I just let my eyes lead me and my feet take me. I ended up at the bazaar, but having no money, I opted to climb up a wall and onto the roof of a church that overlooked the plaza. Felix looked up at me, wondering, so I sent him off to scrounge for food and fun on his own. From the concealment of the belfry – which I knew would be silent until noon – I looked out over the domain of Jaf Daskal, for the moment minded by Hanea
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