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My high school English teacher, Mrs. Delzer, once said: "Put one foot forward and your ass will follow."

I have thought about that a lot. I have thought about it while booking one-way flights, while sitting in airports with a terrier-corgi mix in a carrier bag at my feet, while falling in love with someone on the other side of the planet through a screen, while walking down a dirt road in the south of France past sunflower fields at golden hour thinking, well. Here we are then. Foot forward. Ass following. Universe, your move.

This book started on a wall.

Specifically, it started on the walls of a beautiful house in the south of France where my partner Murray and I spent time during a spiritual retreat organized by two of the most generous human beings currently operating on this planet. They are fictionalized in this book as Lady Stellina, leader of the cosmic roller derby team Stellina and the Unicorns, and DJ Calibur, a man who can walk into any room in any dimension and have it vibrated to chill within approximately four minutes. In real life they are simply our friends, and they paid for our plane tickets to France because they wanted us to be there, and because Murray and I needed a little help from the universe in the form of people who love us, and that is exactly what we got.

The house had paintings on the walls. Big, gorgeous, anthropomorphic paintings — animals in suits, rendered with so much personality and specificity that you found yourself checking to see if they'd moved when you looked away. A gorilla in a blue suit who looked like he was quietly calculating something. A rhino in green who gave the impression of a man who had seen too many spreadsheets and developed opinions about bourbon as a direct result. A leopard in brown who had the energy of someone who had never once been in a hurry and considered this a point of personal pride.

We looked everywhere for the artist's name. We checked the backs of the canvases, searched online, asked around. Nothing. She remains, to this day, a mystery. In the FrankiVerse Cafe universe, this is because she is a creator goddess — the unnamed oracle whose paintings are not representations of the beings depicted but the actual moment of their creation, captured in acrylic and time. The characters in this book exist because she painted them into existence. We just happened to be sitting by the pool watching the French hills roll by when we met them.

But I am getting ahead of myself. Back up.

Why were we in France?

Because we fell in love online, Murray and I, the way people do now — across time zones and screens and the particular vulnerability of late night conversations where you are too tired to be anything other than exactly yourself. Murray Jackson is from Brisbane, Australia. I am from South Dakota, which is about as far from Brisbane as you can get without leaving the planet, and honestly even then it's close. We talked for a long time before we met in person, and when the time came to actually be in the same physical location, the logistics of the world made it considerably more complicated than it had any right to be.

Here is the thing about the world's borders: I find them philosophically exhausting. We are all children of this planet. The idea that the particular patch of ground you were born on should determine where you are allowed to go and whether you are allowed to feel safe feels, to me, like a rule invented by someone who had never once looked up at the stars and understood what they were actually looking at. I hold this opinion warmly and without apology and also without a particular desire to write a manifesto about it, because I have a casino to tell you about.

What I will say is this: getting Murray and me to the same place required some creative geographic problem-solving, and the south of France, it turned out, was a very elegant solution.

We flew into Rome first, Murray and I, from opposite ends of the Earth.

I need you to understand that I did not fly into Rome alone. I flew into Rome with Lucy.

Lucy is an eleven-year-old terrier-corgi mix who has, in my entirely unbiased assessment, more emotional intelligence, personal dignity, and general life force than most entities I have encountered in any dimension. She is my baby girl. She is also, at eleven years old, a seasoned and unimpressed traveler who treats airports with the weary tolerance of someone who has seen this all before and has opinions about the seating. She was in her carrier. She was not thrilled about the carrier. She made this known.

Murray came to pick us up at the airport.

The first time I saw him in person — this man I had talked to across thousands of miles, this person I already knew and loved — he was walking toward me and Lucy through the arrivals hall in Rome, Italy, and the whole thing was so surreal and so completely right at the same time that my nervous system genuinely did not know what category to file it under. Lucy, for her part, accepted Murray with the measured approval she extends to people she has decided are trustworthy, which from Lucy is the highest possible endorsement.

We cannot go to Australia. The import process for dogs is long and physically demanding in ways that are not designed with an eleven-year-old terrier-corgi in mind, and Lucy's comfort is not negotiable. It is the first item on every list. Murray knows this. Murray agrees with this. We travel in whatever configuration keeps Lu Babe well and loved and not stuck in a quarantine facility for months, and we build our life accordingly, and honestly the world keeps presenting us with sunflower fields and pools and paintings on walls, so we are not complaining.

After Rome we drove to the south of France.

And that is where I sat by a pool, looked up at the hills full of vineyards, watched the sunflowers do their slow daily rotation toward the light, and started writing character bios in my notes app while Murray was probably doing something reasonable like eating or sleeping or being a normal person.

One of us has a brain that goes completely feral around fictional characters. The other one is from Brisbane. We balance each other out.

The paintings on the wall of that house became this book. The gorilla who calculates throwing distances. The rhino who has been inside Fort Knox and can confirm it contains cake. The leopard who has painted every train on Earth and ridden none of them. The panther who is dismantling old Earth matrices and secretly orchestrating the most elaborate meet-cute in multiversal history. The meerkat who understands cards at a molecular level. The tiger who has a firm policy about backup dancers and a flexible policy about consequences. The lion who will not discuss socks unless you want to be there for a while. The gold woman who ate twenty pounds of ribs to prove a point and would absolutely do it again.

And the mysterious painter who made them all, whose name we still don't know, who exists in this universe as the oracle she clearly already was.

Welcome to FrankiVerse Cafe and Casino. The FrankiVerse Cafe location is inside the complex, the After Hours broadcast is already running if you know how to tune in, and the heart-shaped portal in France that gets you here is exactly where you think it is — on a wall on a street we were walking back from pizza on, warm evening, south of France, Murray and me and the best love story we knew how to build with the geography we were given.

Put one foot forward.

You know the rest.

— Haleigh

A note on the website format you'll see at the end of this book: distribution platforms for self-published ebooks have rules about direct links to external sites, so rather than a clickable hyperlink, you'll see the address written out as Franki Was Here DOT com. That is not a quirk. That is me respecting the terms of service while also being completely transparent about why it looks like that, because you deserve to know and also because I find the whole thing mildly funny.
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​Chapter 1: The House Always Wins (Allegedly)
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Felix Foxander

If you've already met Felix in FrankiVerse Cafe: Infinite Patrons Volume 1, welcome back to his orbit — you know what you're in for. If this is your first encounter with Mr. Foxander, I would like to gently suggest that you go find Volume 1 wherever you picked up this book, because Felix is the kind of character who rewards the extended acquaintance. That said, he would never wait for anyone to catch up, so here he is regardless.

Second cousin thrice removed of The Fantastic Mr. Fox (allegedly), Felix Foxander is our solar system's top boss in the realm of what we refer to as organized crime. Shadow profiteer of any and all things gambling on every planet orbiting our yellow sun, Pluto included, Felix is the expert in playing his cards close to the chest. Wild speculation abounds as to Foxander's definitive origins. It is widely rumored that Earth's star system is where Foxander was banished to from his natural born home, exiled for crimes so heinous it's almost not worth thinking about.

~ A FrankiVerse Cafe Story ~

The FrankiVerse Cafe location inside the Foxander Casino and Resort Complex occupies a space that does not appear on any of the casino's official floor plans, which is either an oversight or a deliberate architectural choice, and the answer depends entirely on who you ask and whether Felix is in the room when you ask it.

It is, by most accounts, through the door that looks like a supply closet on the east side of the main gaming floor, past the corridor that smells faintly of cardamom for reasons no maintenance crew has ever successfully investigated, and then simply there — warm and softly lit and staffed, as all FVC locations are, by someone who already knows your order before you've thought to give it.

Morrish had been running this particular location for three weeks when Felix Foxander walked in for the first time.

This was not, technically, Felix's first time at a FrankiVerse Cafe. Felix had been to the original location, the DMT-adjacent one, twice. He had been to the 6th dimensional franchise that Judy Ketchetori ran, which he categorically did not discuss in anything resembling a normal conversation because his history with that location involved a period of his life he referred to only as the Tuesday Amendment Situation, and he had learned from it, and that was all that needed to be said. He had been to the Pacific Northwest location once, but only briefly, and Drew the Sasquatch had been entirely too perceptive about several things and Felix had not gone back.

This location was different. This location was his, in the sense that it existed inside the operational structure of his casino, which meant Felix had understood from the moment the door appeared in the east corridor that the Cafe had made a choice about him, specifically, and he had spent approximately six weeks deciding how he felt about that before walking through the door.

He walked through the door on a Tuesday, which Morrish noted in the log and said nothing about.

"I'll have whatever you think I should have," Felix said, settling into the chair by the window that looked out onto something that was definitely not the casino floor and might have been the south of France on a particularly warm evening.

Morrish, who smelled of saltwater and had a small starfish tucked behind one ear, produced a drink that Felix did not recognize, set it in front of him, and returned to the counter without comment.

Felix looked at the drink for a long moment.

The thing about Felix Foxander — the thing that the wild speculation and the hushed rumors and the deliberately vague origin stories all tend to obscure — is that he is, underneath the architecture of the operation, a being who has been playing a very long game for a very long time and has not always been entirely sure what the game is for. He knows what winning looks like. He has won, by most measurable definitions, continuously and comprehensively across multiple star systems for longer than several civilizations have existed. He is very good at it. He would like it noted, for the record, that he is very good at it.

What he is less practiced at is sitting in a warm room with a drink he didn't choose, looking out at what might be France, with no particular angle to work.

He stayed for two hours.

He did not conduct any business. He did not run any calculations. He watched the light do something pleasant over what were almost certainly vineyards, drank the thing Morrish had given him, which tasted like the conceptual memory of a decision that turned out correctly, and was, by any reasonable measure, simply present in a room.

When he left he paused at the door.

"Same time next week," he said, which was not a question.

"Yes," said Morrish, which was not really an answer to the question he hadn't asked, but landed correctly anyway.

Outside, the casino floor resumed its regular frequency of orchestrated chance and controlled chaos and the comfortable illusion that any of it was random. The phantom slot machine in the northeast corner dispensed a modest chest of pirate treasure to no one in particular and reset itself for the next occurrence. Jameson Fiddleweather ran three tables simultaneously without appearing to pay attention to any of them. Bexley Thorn stood at the edge of the pit and noticed everything and was surprised by none of it.

And in the east corridor, past the door that looked like a supply closet, in the room that did not appear on any floor plan, Morrish opened the log to a fresh page and wrote, in the small precise handwriting she used for entries she considered significant:

First visit. He ordered nothing and got exactly what he needed. He will be back. He left nothing behind except, possibly, the faint impression of someone who had just remembered they were allowed to rest.
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​Chapter 2: Security, Accounting, and the Confirmed Contents of Fort Knox
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Margolus Cinderkott

Head of Security. Loves tiny dogs and fall weather. Keen knitter, natural fibers only. Margolus doesn't have any desire to toss anyone out on their ass. But if you push him too far, he will take bets on how far he can throw you.

Darius McKendrick

Lead Casino Accountant. Bourbon snob. Watches Ken Burns documentaries during tax season to keep his blood pressure down. Has in fact teleported into Fort Knox and can confirm — it's actually full of cake. Vanilla. With buttercream frosting.

Shane Dunleary

Chief Marketing Officer. Ferroequinologist (train enthusiast). Dabbles in watercolor and oil pastel art. Mainly portraits of trains on Earth. Shane has never actually taken a ride in a train on Earth, he's saving it for retirement.

~ A FrankiVerse Cafe Story ~

The thing about working security at the Foxander Casino and Resort Complex is that the job description, as Margolus Cinderkott understood it on day one and has understood it every day since, contains a significant gap between what it says and what it means.

What it says is: maintain order, manage access, ensure the safety of patrons and staff, exercise discretion, escalate where necessary.

What it means is: be very large in a room where being very large is the primary deterrent, notice everything, say little, and under no circumstances let Felix know when something is genuinely funny because Felix will find a way to monetize it.

Margolus is a gorilla of considerable dimensions in a blue suit that was made for him specifically by a tailor in a dimension where the measurements involved three appointments, a formal apology from the measuring tape, and a conversation about sleeve length that the tailor still brings up at parties. He fills the suit excellently. He fills most rooms excellently. This is, professionally speaking, the point.

What is less professionally relevant but personally essential is the knitting.

Margolus knits. He has always knitted. He knits with natural fibers only — wool, alpaca, linen, the occasional ethically sourced cashmere from a mountain dimension where the goats are unionized and receive full benefits — because synthetic fibers feel incorrect in his hands in a way he has never been able to fully articulate but has never needed to justify because he is the head of security and the knitting needles are very large. He keeps his current project in a bag behind the security desk. He has completed, in the course of his tenure at the Foxander, fourteen sweaters, twenty-three pairs of socks, an ambitious colorwork cardigan that took eleven months and which he gave to Dominick Wehlfirth because Dominick was the only person on staff whose appreciation for fine handmade knitwear met the appropriate standard of reverence, and one extremely small dog sweater in burnt orange merino that he made without telling anyone and which currently lives in the bottom of the bag for reasons he will not be discussing.

He does not, as a rule, want to throw anyone out of the casino. This is the part people get wrong about Margolus. He is not looking for confrontation. He finds confrontation tedious in the way that very large beings who have never once needed to prove anything find it tedious — as an unnecessary expenditure of energy that could be better spent on the colorwork section of his current project, which is a hat, and which is going extremely well.

But there is a threshold.

The threshold is generous. Margolus has a great deal of patience, an extensive appreciation for the range of behavior that casino environments tend to produce, and a genuine fondness for tiny dogs that extends to a general warmth toward small things trying very hard, which includes most of the casino's human-adjacent clientele on any given evening. He will give you a look before he gives you a word. He will give you a word before he gives you anything else.

If you clear the threshold, however — if you are the specific variety of patron who has decided that the rules are for other people, or who has been rude to Zinnia Bright on the casino floor, or who has, on one occasion that Margolus still thinks about with a kind of professional satisfaction, attempted to shortchange Jameson Fiddleweather at the craps table despite the fact that shortchanging Jameson Fiddleweather is an essentially theoretical concept given Jameson's relationship with the molecular structure of everything in his immediate vicinity — then Margolus will stand up from behind the security desk, and the room will rearrange itself around the fact of him standing, and he will take bets, quietly and without raising his voice, on the precise distance.

He has never lost a bet on the distance.



Darius McKendrick had been the lead accountant at the Foxander Casino for long enough that he had stopped counting the years, which he considered either deeply ironic for an accountant or simply the natural result of working for an entity whose financial architecture spanned multiple star systems and used at least four different temporal frameworks for fiscal quarters.

He was on his third bourbon of the evening — Elijah Craig, neat, because Darius had opinions about bourbon that he was always willing to share and never willing to compromise on, and the Foxander's bar stocked what he asked for because Darius had once quietly and comprehensively explained to Felix what the alternative would cost across three different dimensions and Felix had listened, which was the highest form of professional respect Felix was capable of extending — and he was watching, on the small screen behind his desk, a Ken Burns documentary about the Civil War.

It was not tax season. Darius watched Ken Burns documentaries during tax season specifically because the slow pace and the melancholy fiddle music and the faded photographs brought his blood pressure to a level compatible with accurate financial reporting, and he had found, over many years of practice, that this was preferable to the alternative. Outside of tax season he watched them because he had come to genuinely appreciate them, which he considered one of his more unexpectedly human qualities.

The Fort Knox thing comes up occasionally, at parties or in the kind of late-night conversations that happen in the FVC location when the broadcast is running soft and the cardamom smell is particularly present. Darius teleported into Fort Knox on a professional basis approximately thirty years ago, as part of a due diligence exercise he will not describe in further detail, and what he found there — the vanilla cake, the buttercream frosting, the sheer scale of the operation, the particular quality of the silence of a room full of cake where everyone expected gold — struck him as the single most accurate metaphor for financial systems that he had ever personally encountered, and he has thought about it regularly ever since.

He has never written it in a report. Some findings are beyond the scope of documentation.



Shane Dunleary's office contained, at last count, forty-seven original watercolor and oil pastel portraits of trains.

Not photographs. Portraits. The distinction mattered to Shane in the way distinctions always matter to someone who has spent a significant portion of their professional life in marketing, which is to say completely and structurally and in a way that occasionally exhausted the people around him but produced, in practice, very good work.

The trains depicted were all Earth trains. This was also a deliberate choice. Shane had access to trains across multiple dimensions — the crystalline transit systems of the Albetronic corridors, the probability engines
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