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      Suvi studied the scan again. And a third time. She was moving so fast right now that she had to pause and let the scanners catch up. Silly things only moved so fast, after all.

      She was sitting in her favorite lounge, but decided that it was too relaxed. Too jammies and ice cream while watching old vids for what she had in mind, so she reached out a hand and swiped everything back down to base environment. Gray walls surrounded her for a second before inspiration hit.

      As the Sentience-in-Residence of the First Rate Galleon Hammerfield, the recovered derelict formerly in service to Neu Berne before being reclaimed and rechristened Excalibur, she could do whatever she wanted, here in the privacy of her own mind. Today maybe needed the Music Room, so she brought it into being around herself.

      Yes. But no. She flipped everything end for end, putting the double-decker grand piano at the far end of a room that she usually created to be about forty meters long, and put herself at the end she liked to think of as her research library.

      Floor to fourteen-meter ceilings with book shelves, accessible by ladders on rails if she felt like being traditional, or just flying if she wanted. Telekinesis if she was in a hurry. It was all a visualization she used anyway, to remember to think more like a human when she forgot. Everything here was just tri-coded bits inside of an immense datastore.

      But it grounded her.

      Outside, nearly a tenth of a second had passed, so Suvi took a deep breath and pointed her primary scanner at the thing that had gotten her attention, careful not to bring the scanning laser up to a level where any of the humans at the table might see the beam, even for as short a time as she needed it.

      Once Javier had installed an honest to Creator French bistro on Deck Six, she’d made sure to have folks add enough sensors and scanners around the perimeter to let her keep watch on customers. After all, what better place to plan revolutions or practical jokes than over freshly baked dessert tarts?

      After they’d finished all that terrible silliness on Ugen, Suvi had even been looking forward to something of a vacation, but they’d picked up a couple of tourists at Trotau Skale and one of them had caused Suvi to get all up in a lather today.

      Not that he was cute or anything.

      Human, which was something she’d never be but the only other intelligent species known besides her electronic kind. Middle-aged, maybe a little on the long side. A notch older than Javier, but not quite as old as Zakhar Sokolov, Excalibur’s real commander and the man who most reminded her of her first Captain, Ayumu Ulfsson.

      Dude was wealthy by local standards she supposed, but Suvi knew a woman who owned a whole planetary system, so Kiliyn Brinov was a total piker these days by comparison. Dressed well. Maybe. She’d studied enough fashion to give the man pointers, but didn’t like him that much.

      Pudgy around the middle. Too much time behind a desk instead of elbows deep inside some machine that needed tweaking, like Javier. Ain’t no redneck about that boy, he would have said.

      Dark hair mostly fading as the gray underneath started to peek through, but Brinov hadn’t dyed it or anything. Old money from Trotau Skale, which was not one of the oldest colonies around here, but still respectably middle aged.

      In these regions ahead, some of the worlds dated back to not long after the seedships had set out from Earth. 3215 Classical Era, in the period most historians these days called The Terraforming. That was before The Resource Wars got serious in the 4300s, to say nothing of the Corporate Wars in the 5800s.

      Trotau Skale was only about a thousand years old as a colony, so right about the start of the Pocket Empires Era. Suvi didn’t have sufficient books available to really nail it all down, but that had been the whole point in Javier’s mission to this end of the galaxy. Nobody knew squat, because the Concord was way the hell around the curve, and Altai way the hell beyond that.

      Darn it, she could actually see Earth’s Sol from here, without having to filter too many other stars out of the image. This girl was a long ways from home. Whichever one of the colonies around here wanted to claim her without issuing too many arrest warrants for piracy in the process.

      She needed more data. Lots more. Like, maybe enough to get her resident Librarian, Bethany Durbin, to blackmail Javier and Zakhar. Again.

      For now, she dialed her laser scanner down as tight as it could get, waited until Brinov had stopped moving, and nailed his chest with the beam.

      Weird-looking piece of art he wore as a brooch. Shaped exactly like a 2D representation of Michelangelo’s David statue that was older than spaceflight. Done in a silvery substance, the laser included a spectroscope but the thing was more titanium than anything else, with a rhodium plating over that.

      The weird part was the chest of the statue. Someone had embedded a square gem that spanned both pectoral muscles, and was dark enough to suggest a landing bay to a girl like her. Worse, the interior was refracting light weirdly. That was what had caught her eye.

      Or rather, her scanner. Girl had eyes in every room, with hundreds of shards and avatars monitoring them. One had yelled for help, drawing her up from her vids and ice cream.

      Ha! Gotcha!

      The laser had hit just right. Gotten her a scan of the interior of that gem. Artificial, but no biggie. Most were these days. You just dialed in the chemistry you needed for the color and hardness desired. Baked it a while. Voila!

      However, this one had something inside that included a diffraction grating of sorts. Almost a hologram inside, etched in such a way that a light would let you see something floating in space. Plus an icon off to one side, which was the interesting bit right now.

      SHE NEEDED MORE BOOKS!!!

      Suvi had a huge database, but it was never enough for her bottomless black hole of curiosity.

      The icon was a symbol. She looked at it. Rotated it. Found a match down in the weirder, more esoteric parts of some really old books she’d stolen, somewhere along the way.

      Oh, poop…
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      Bethany didn’t do people, if she could avoid it. Too random. Too many energy vampires trying to steal your life force with their damned extroversion.

      She preferred books. Libraries were quiet places. That was good.

      The mad pinging on her comm was not quiet.

      That was not good.

      Suvi. Okay, maybe okay. Maybe not.

      She stretched from the posture she’d been in since…whenever. Bethany had taken an early dinner rather than deal with the guests Zakhar and Javier were entertaining tonight, just so she could have some quiet. She picked up the beeping comm and checked the time.

      Not late enough to go to bed. Not early enough to do much else. No red alert sirens suddenly winding themselves up to wake the dead.

      Bethany left the book on her lap, open to the section of history she’d been reading, and answered.

      “Hello, Suvi,” she said quickly, knowing that the Sentience-in-Residence moved so fast that she had to slow herself down to the speed of the silly organics who were the rest of the crew. Something like forty-thousand-times human speed, after her most recent upgrades.

      “I need professional assistance,” Suvi’s image said, pausing for a moment as she realized what she’d said. “Well, that, too, but I also need a librarian.”

      “You might be in luck,” Bethany grinned. “Excalibur has one on staff.”

      “Normally, this might wait until tomorrow, but something doesn’t feel right,” Suvi said.

      Bethany sat up straighter. She had learned to trust the instincts of the folks around her, including Suvi. The rest of them had all been pirates at some point. Not all that close to here physically, but that just meant that some of those warrants might accidentally be active, in spite of the fancy tap-dancing Javier had done to cover them elsewhere.

      Letters of Marque and Reprisal were only as good as the person reading them thought they should be. Not a cure-all for the disease of criminality.

      “Talk to me,” Bethany said.

      Suvi’s image was replaced by a 2d picture of one of the most famous statues in history. Michelangelo’s David, in Rome, on Earth. A few moments later, it changed to something in silver, with a darker rectangle across the top of the chest.

      “This is a brooch that Kiliyn Brinov is wearing on his blazer right now, down in Le Bistrot Parisien as he has dinner with Javier. They are currently telling each other raunchy jokes.”

      Bethany wasn’t surprised. Javier Aritza was a social chameleon. Whatever the setting, he would drift into the context and fit right in, so Brinov must have started it. She’d also watched her boss discuss poetry or classical architecture with complete strangers.

      “Okay?” Bethany prompted.

      The image changed again. It took Bethany a second to recognize the image as a flag, flapping in a breeze that had it pulled out straight.

      “This is the Flag of Scotland,” Suvi said. “St. Andrew’s Flag, dating back to the late Renaissance, before the Act of Union with England and the others created the United Kingdom in 1703. And the Union Jack flag that was much more famous.”

      Or nearly fifty-nine centuries ago. Pre-Industrial Revolution, Bethany was pretty sure off the top of her head.

      She nodded and the image changed.

      Still St. Andrew’s, but now it was a monochrome representation. The background color reminded her of some of the cheap monitors various cultures produced for their electronics systems. When all you needed was to output text, you didn’t need all the additional bulk and expense.

      “Got it,” Bethany prompted, knowing that Suvi was waiting on her.

      “This last image, slightly cleaned up, was part of a standing hologram I scanned inside the stone on Brinov’s chest,” Suvi said. “The rear was etched with a diffraction grating by someone at some point. Pretty sophisticated work completely out of context with the brooch.”

      “Out of context?” Bethany asked, mostly to confirm that she’d heard Suvi use one of the woman’s trigger words.

      Cultures were a context. All of the everything you got when you talked about Neu Berne or The Concord. Or listened to Suvi and Piet Alferdinck, the Navigator, talk about musical eras like The Leap Outward, or DeManx and Kwellon respectively in their works in the Late Corporate Wars.

      Humans tended to be pretty sloppy about their language. At least other crews and people she’d known. The team on Excalibur were at least two steps above everyone else for education and smarts.

      “Out of context,” Suvi confirmed. “The brooch itself is pretty primitive. Simple titanium casting, with some rhodium electroplating later. The stone was done by a much higher level of technology, and is at least one thousand years older than the metal work.”

      “So the stone existed as a thing and someone made a brooch around it?” Bethany confirmed. “With the grating hologram undamaged?”

      “I could create stones like that, if I had a reason,” Suvi replied. “You’d have to program a cutting computer damned near to my level of sentience to get something close. They forged the stone first, and then used a laser to etch it backwards to produce the image they wanted. The math is not impossible, but you’re not doing it longhand in less than a few years.”

      Bethany took the woman at her word. She’d been hired as the Ship’s Librarian. Javier had taken the original circuitry that was Suvi and upgraded her significantly as a person. Bethany had worked with Sentient systems before. They tended to be dull and linear.

      Not artists.

      But all that curiosity needed focus. It was one thing to add a bunch of datastores and books. It was something else to understand which books Suvi needed. What datacores to acquire.

      More importantly, how to synthesize them.

      Somewhere along the way, Bethany had fallen into something like an Associate Professor of History role, along with a bit of confessor and hints of baby sister. Suvi had been in several wars, after all, as well as having been chopped apart, hidden in a chicken feed bucket, poured into a survey remote, and then handed one of the most powerful warships in space as her new home.

      “Okay, so I have grasped things to this point,” Bethany said after a deep breath. “What’s got you in a lather?”

      “I found a reference in one of the books we picked up at Ugen,” Suvi replied. “This is one of the oldest sectors of colonized space, as close to Earth as we are. Lots of history floating around us. Not all of the colonies succeeded. After all, most folks were just making it up as they went, and didn’t have Sentient systems, not as you know them, to help. My kind are really only a few centuries old at this point.”

      “With you so far,” Bethany prompted.

      Suvi had been in the Concord Navy, just like Bethany had. And Javier and Zakhar and a few others. The training was to think all the way through a process before speaking. To make a complete and cogent argument that might need to be torn apart when you were done.

      “Trotau Skale is a much newer colony, compared to the entire rest of the sector,” Suvi continued.

      “How new?” Bethany asked, feeling something tug at her toes now.

      “They date to roughly the beginning of the Corporate Wars for their founding, though we didn’t bother getting any serious history books when we were there,” Suvi said. “Just passing through, as it were, and the place was obviously the daughter colony of somewhere else, rather than one of the originals. Not all that interesting, archaeologically speaking.”

      “Sure,” Bethany said.

      Daughter colonies from someplace successful, wanting to seed their own stellar nations, had been one of the causes of the Pocket Empire Wars. Among others.

      Put it all down to human greed.

      “Then we move on. The symbol of St. Andrew’s Cross is an ancient one,” Suvi said. “The number of references I was able to track against measured in the hundreds of millions. However, I found something else. The other half of that hologram, if you will.”

      Bethany felt dread take hold of her belly when Suvi hung her paragraph like that. She found herself leaning forward to hear the rest. Good public speaking training. Or programming, as it were.

      “The other piece is a map,” Suvi said. “Stellar cartography, showing seventeen stars in a peculiar arrangement in space.”

      “Okay…” Bethany said.

      “The first sixteen colonies of Earth, once Olivier Janguo invented the Mchunguzi Systems Mark I jump drive, formed a specific pattern in space seen from Earth,” Suvi explained. “Earth is the seventeenth. Then there is an arrow heading into deep space. Inward towards the core along the arm where the stars will get denser and older.”

      Dread. No other word to describe it. That was what Suvi had induced with her words.

      “And the point where these two seemingly-unrelated items intersect?” Bethany asked nervously.

      “Legends of a lost colony,” Suvi said. “Stories written down much, much later, because supposedly they were told by survivors who had left behind said lost colony and settled in other places around here instead.”

      “And the link?”

      “The original colonists had supposedly set out in a giant ark, a generational-style ship, even though they could Jump,” Suvi said. “Wanted to escape everybody else. Lots of early colonies were like that. Religious schisms, political or cultural subgroups, even back-to-nature or hyper-science cults. Only one of them intended to sail so far from Earth that they would never be found. Their symbol was St. Andrew’s Cross.”

      “And the name of the ship, according to legends?” Bethany asked.

      “Avalon.”
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      Bethany hadn’t slept. Had very briefly tried, but quickly given up and instead spent a good chunk of the evening reading ancient myths and legends that predated spaceflight itself, back on the Homeworld, as well as every tidbit that Suvi could dig up for her when Bethany had an idea.

      It all summed up to a fantastic conspiracy theory, if you squinted just right. Or a complete load of horseshit if you decided not to take some of those leaps of faith.

      Avalon. The Island in the Mists. According to some of the most ancient legends, the place where King Arthur of the Britons went when he was wounded at the end, in order to recover that he might return in their time of need. Weirdly, the libraries on this ship had a huge depth of information, which only made sense when you considered that they had renamed the vessel Excalibur after they recovered and refurbished it.

      Depending on which author you were reading, Excalibur the sword had supposedly been forged on the island of Avalon. In any case, it was reputed to be a magical land, with all manner of fruit growing, as well as any number of powerful mages or gods living there, depending on the storyteller.

      The preponderance of the history accumulated had almost zero scientific value, suggesting that most of the Arthurian legend was just that. Legend.

      At the same time, it still held a powerful grip on imaginations millennia afterwards, much like the Forty-Seven Rōnin or the American cowboy Wyatt Earp. Something about English culture that had been transmitted globally at a time when they had established colonies over much of the Earth. Later, their American descendants had transmitted a social colonization to all corners, including Robin Hood or Henry VIII as things known far beyond their space and time.

      About the Avalon ship, not much was known. And what was known was written about in ways that almost suggested hushed tones and whispers in empty rooms.

      Bethany was unfamiliar with most of this natively. Librarians weren’t experts on topics, but on research.

      The Concord had its own more-recent hegemonic history that it taught. Similarly, that of the nations farther afield that had fought their own Great War more recently. She knew Balustrade’s history, as well as the Union of Man. Neu Berne was less well known, mostly as a result of losing the war and having to grow up and stop acting like an aggressor to everyone else.

      The Concord was dominant behind them because everyone else had exhausted themselves in that war, winners as well as losers.

      Ignorance on a topic offended her. Probably exactly like it did Suvi, which was part of the reason they got along so well. All data and information should be available at her fingertips at all times.

      It wasn’t.

      She checked the time.

      Late, ship time, but Javier and Zakhar had been entertaining guests at dinner, which frequently meant they’d be up late. Javier didn’t have any responsibilities on the ship except as Ambassador. Zakhar had an entire crew and a Sentient starship to handle things.

      Bethany liked quiet evenings with decaf coffee. Even when they turned into mad scrambles for information that simply didn’t exist aboard ship.

      Yet.

      “Suvi, is Javier still awake?” she asked.

      “He is,” the ship responded. “Forward Lounge.”

      Deck Four, then. Not all that far from where she sat, if she wanted to people.

      But curiosity had its teeth in her now. Not the man, though he represented a mystery she wanted to solve as well. And there was nothing like an academic mystery to get a librarian’s blood pumping.

      He might be a nobody who had happened to find the brooch in a pawn shop. Weirder things had happened. Javier had hauled her into that first pawn shop mostly against her will, looking for things he couldn’t describe, save that he’d know them when he saw them.

      After that first one, she’d understood. Stuff outlasted people. Value that one person might attribute to a thing died with them, leaving only the thing.

      Books were like that, though she’d never had enough money to collect paper or plastic things. Just the subscriptions to enjoy them electronically. Still, it wasn’t the same.

      She’d given up most of her previous life as a naval academic when she’d joined Javier’s crew. Became a pirate with the frightening warlord Navarre, though she’d seen through the man by now.

      Almost nothing of her past had come with her, save memories.

      And curiosity.

      She rose, putting her computer terminal off to one side.

      Bethany needed to see the thing itself.

      To understand if it really was what she thought it might be.

      A map to Avalon.
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      Javier looked up from his wine when Bethany entered the lounge, a bit surprised to see her. Not that she never joined them, but that she would come on a boisterous night when he was kind of entertaining outsiders.

      Noisy.

      As a fellow introvert, he understood how little such things appealed to the woman. For him, it was a job requirement. Talking to strangers. Especially wealthy ones who had hired passage aboard Excalibur to travel from Trotau Skale to Ormint, presumably in turn taking a different boat home later.

      Javier didn’t see himself turning into a cruise ship director, anytime soon.

      Bethany made eye contact across the space, but he couldn’t tell what message she was trying to send. He watched her head over and get a small glass of wine from Cale behind the bar and study this group.

      Him and Zakhar, talking about recent events on Ugen while leaving out the juicy bits that might get someone arrested. Kiliyn Brinov and Milya Kuzmandieva, Brinov’s girlfriend/mistress/something. Javier wasn’t sure there was any sort of formal arrangement going on. She appeared to be just along for the ride and didn’t bring any sort of wealth herself.

      A kept woman, whatever that implied. Presumably happy, because one word to the ship’s Dragoon, Djamila Sykora, or any of a number of other female crew members, and Brinov would find himself slammed face first into a bulkhead while it all got sorted out. It helped when the ship itself identified as female.

      Javier smiled at Bethany and invited her over with a hand. She accepted and slipped into the booth between him and the only other woman present.

      “Good evening, Librarian,” he said, smiling at her goofily.

      “Sir,” Bethany replied with a friendly nod. “I was awake on a research project well past my bedtime and a little wine sounded good. As did the company. Hopefully, I’m not intruding?”

      “You are not,” Javier replied, trying to make heads or tails of what she’d just said. None of it sounded like Bethany. Presumably, she was up to something. Hopefully good. “Bethany Durbin, I’m not sure you’ve really met Kiliyn and Milya. Folks, this is the ship’s Librarian.”

      Brinov checked her out like a fresh side of meat just arrived at the butcher. Kuzmandieva had a bit more jealousy in her eyes. Still, both smiled.

      “Welcome,” Brinov greeted her. “Why would a vessel like this need a formal Librarian?”

      Those words were addressed to any of the three of them, but he figured Bethany was up to no good, so he’d let her explain.

      “We have a Sentience-in-Residence aboard,” Bethany explained carefully. As if that described his favoritest goofball. “They have access to immense stores of information, but generally lack the training to curate it properly. As this voyage of discovery is taking us so far away from the nations of the distant east that we know so well, Captain Sokolov and the Ambassador determined that a Research Librarian would be a useful addition to the crew. My usual task is to locate more things for Suvi, then to help her place them within a context.”

      Javier smiled and took a drink. It all sounded perfectly plausible.

      He knew better.

      Bethany wouldn’t have emerged to see her shadow unless she was after something. It would be intellectual. That was who she was.

      “So you are after more than just trade, Javier?” Kiliyn asked, tearing his gaze away from Bethany.

      “Much more,” Javier replied breezily. “Information so that the next trade voyage might be much more profitable.”

      He didn’t figure he’d be able to thread a camel through the eye of a needle either. At the same time, the galaxy might settle itself back down instead of firing up another war, in which case the Khatum might let him out to play some more.

      And she might not.

      “What information rates highest?” Milya asked, showing that she wasn’t just another pretty face.

      She was that, too. Average height. Above-average looks. Fantastic bottom. Brains, too, which moved her over into the category of sexy. Doubly so when you found out that she was a good conversationalist on a number of topics.

      “This is an older stretch of the colonized galaxy,” Zakhar broke in now. “Depending, we might even make it to Earth on this voyage, but mostly we wanted to establish who among the old worlds was doing the best, and who might be faltering. Trade goes separate directions when that happens.”

      Javier would have sworn that both of the strangers jolted, ever so slightly, at what Zakhar said. Might be worth going back and asking Suvi to replay the tape later. She was monitoring everything, everywhere, though most of it got flushed out of memory in a day or three. Empty chambers making usual noises, and all that.

      Didn’t get his hackles up, but sure did blink his attention.

      “What kind of trade?” Brinov asked now.

      The man’s tone had gone…weird. Javier didn’t have a better term for it, as colorful as he could get when pressed.

      “We’ve got a tremendous volume of space,” Zakhar replied, gesturing to the ship with both arms. “Most of it currently unused because we are neither a warship in service nor a freighter hauling goods. Think of the boat as a yacht just cruising. Well enough armed to see off any pirates, but not following any particular circuit through space.”

      Again, that weird jolt. Javier wondered if he could talk these two into a poker game. He didn’t need the money, being a kept man himself, but it would keep his skills sharp to clean them completely out.

      They had some interesting tells, for supposedly innocent travelers.

      “How about you?” Bethany the Librarian suddenly impersonated an extrovert. “What takes you to Ormint?”

      It even sounded innocent, but Javier was too nice to take all of Bethany’s money at a poker table. He’d leave that for Sascha and Hajna to do.

      Man, this conversation was going to be weird if the two strangers kept acting like guilty teenagers caught sneaking out after dark. Milya had frozen. Kiliyn looked like someone had just prodded him in the kidneys with a knife.

      Not that anyone had ever done that to Javier. No, sir. Innocent as driven snow.

      “Exploring trade opportunities,” Kiliyn managed awkwardly. “The two worlds do not have a lot of direct contact, so we thought to see what openings we might exploit.”

      “Interesting,” Bethany said. “If you find yourself in need of the services of a librarian while we’re still in-system, please don’t hesitate to ask. I enjoy solving mysteries and finding things.”

      At this point, Javier was surprised that neither of the strangers physically levitated out of the booth like characters in a cartoon from the way they twitched.

      “I think, however, the wine is catching up with me,” Bethany continued. “Must have been more tired than I thought, so I’ll bid you all a good night.”

      She rose, bowed, and withdrew.

      Javier refrained from pointing out that she’d started with a short pour in a small glass and hardly had more than a mouthful since. The whole scene had fallen over like a bagpiper on a unicycle who’d had to sneeze suddenly.

      Thankfully, both Kiliyn and Milya chose to flee from the field of battle immediately after Bethany vanished.

      “That actually sounds wise,” the man said, sliding out of the booth and straightening his blazer. “Shall we, my dear?”

      Milya might have been shot out of a cannon, as fast as she moved.

      Quickly, it was just him and Zakhar.

      “That went…interesting,” Zakhar observed.

      “Bethany’s up to something,” Javier retorted.

      “Duh?” Zakhar grinned. “However, I will remind you that you hired her. No way you’re making me an accessory here.”

      Javier shrugged and finished his own glass. Cale looked up but Javier waved him off more wine.

      Instead, he rose and stretched. Quiet sounded good, right about now, but he suspected that he wasn’t going to bed anytime soon.

      Not with whatever his favorite Librarian was up to.
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      Bethany felt like a character in one of those vids that Suvi kept in the library to watch, solving crimes and doing things.

      Her. The Librarian. The woman who had wanted nothing more than to work the stacks for a career, finding things for admirals and hardly ever emerging into the sunlight.

      She’d hardly gotten to her cabin when a knock at the door almost caused her to scream.

      Maybe a bit too wound up.

      Bethany took several deep breaths and composed herself before opening the hatch.

      Javier.

      “Hi,” she managed, but he just walked right by her into her front room and sat in a chair.

      The man pointed at the couch.

      “Sit,” he ordered.

      Bethany found the button to close the hatch on her second try and staggered bonelessly to collapse across from the man who’d offered her a life of adventure, were she only willing to take it.

      Everything after that was probably her own damned fault.

      “What do you know and what should I be prepared for?” he began without any preamble at all.

      Of course, they’d both just come from—could you call it a confrontation when it went down like that?—an encounter in the Lounge.

      “It’s complicated?” she offered.

      Javier laughed outright, which was just about the opposite of what she’d been expecting.

      “Kid, easy gets boring,” he said. “And you wouldn’t need me playing straight man. What was up with our guests that you wanted to
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