
ANOTHER GOOD DAY, WITH MONSTERS

by Rory Harper

Benjy couldn't get out of his bed when the wake-up music came on. I climbed down off the top bunk and he looked up like he didn't recognize me for a minute. Then he tried to sit, but his hands just moved around on the patched cover without being able to shove it off him. His skin looked transparent, and I almost thought I could see the bones in his fingers. He smiled at me. "Going to be another good day, Thomas. I can feel it." 

Some of the other kids, the stupid ones, were afraid to touch him, but I got Lashandra and Atrell to help me carry him to the cafetorium. It wasn't hard. He was eight, but he was smaller than most of the sixes. Our table was next to the wall, where the big windows were, and we'd set up a bed behind the bench for days when Benjy couldn't sit up. It was Mole's turn to get the food from the front for our workgroup, and she was slow, as usual. 

I was telling Benjy the joke about the last words they said to Jesus when Rudy, who was the Daddy, and Charla, who was the Mommy, started making the announcements for the day to the Kids. Mole arrived with the box of hot food and I almost missed it when Charla said that I was supposed to meet with her and Rudy after breakfast, instead of going with my workgroup to clean up vacant lots down on the edge of the starship fields, like we'd been doing for the past two weeks.

After we put up our food and stacked the tables against the brick wall and did our stretching and warming up exercises together, with the music cranked over to the new Jellyfish album, I went up to the front, where Rudy and Charla were handling the unusual stuff. The Kids around me streamed out to the day's work, talking quietly.

Charla was sitting at her desk, hooked into her computer. Rudy nodded me toward her. The Captain was centered in the screen hanging on the wall, with some other windows around him showing numbers and words and graphs. The screen was five feet diagonal and two-dimensional. It was old, dead technology. We got it when the cops finally upgraded to reality glasses two years ago.

"Rudy tells me you're the smartest kid there, after him," the Captain said.

"Yes, sir. I am." Actually, my test numbers were better than Rudy's, when you adjusted for age.

"If you're interested in a job that pays triple, group and individual hours running concurrently, I'd like to hire you today. Might run through the rest of the week."

"Yes, sir. I'd like that."

"No questions?"

"No, sir. I'm a Cop Kid. Should I come to your office now?"

He nodded. "Please." His picture faded off screen and Charla immediately filled the free space with some budget graphs. 

"Something's bad wrong," Rudy said. "He wouldn't tell me what the job is. That's the first time that’s ever happened." He looked worried. “You don’t have to do this job if you don’t want to.
"We need the money," I said. 

Charla nodded and brought up another graph. "Income's down twenty-one percent for the month, and winter's almost here."

"You don't have to take the job," Rudy said again. "You never have to take a job if it looks too bad. We always get by."

Charla and I looked at each other and rolled our eyes. "It's going to be a good day," I said. "I can feel it."

Rudy helped carry Benjy and his mat out to the side porch, where he could watch the cars go by on Reisner Street, then hugged me before he let me go to work.  

Rudy was a good Daddy.


#  #  #

Eight men filled up the Captain's office. The room smelled like cigarette smoke and aftershave lotion. Five of them were so obviously Feds of some kind that they might as well have worn signs. Local cops don't get that oily coldness trained into them.

The Captain was standing in front of his desk talking at one of them when his aide brought me in. I caught a glimpse of a sickened expression on his face before he covered it up and smiled.

"Gentlemen, this is Thomas." I used to have a last name, but not any more. "He's one of the children that HPD helps to support."

"The Cop Kids," said the man that the Captain had been talking to. “The ones y’all keep in the gym across the street.”

"Yes."

"You want to grow up to be a cop, son?" the man said. He smiled at me. His teeth were perfectly white and perfectly even. Like plastic.

"Yeah, but not a Fed."

His smile faltered. "Oh? Why not?"

"I doubt that I have the correct intelligence level."

Behind him, the Captain choked. After a few seconds I put out my hand for him to shake it. "I didn't catch your name, sir."

"Tony Robertson," he said.

"Glad to meet you, sir." I stepped back and turned my face off.

After a second the Captain got the message. "Thomas, we have a very unusual job to offer you.” 

Tony Robertson turned and opened the oversized aluminum case that rested on the edge of the Chief's desk. He pulled out a syringe and held it up to the light.

"Have you ever heard of a drug called 'Nasty'?" the Captain asked.

"No, sir," I lied.

"It's been around for only three or four years, and there hasn't been much publicity about it."

Tony Robertson pulled a long black electric cord out of the case and went around to the back of the Captain's desk to plug it in.

"It's an evil, evil drug. Extremely addictive. A lot of the people who take it end up committing suicide." The Captain paused.

"Sounds like a bad idea to start taking it," I said, just to fill in the space.

"Yes." Tony came back around the desk and flipped a switch. Something inside the case hummed to attention. "It's an unusual drug in many ways,” the Captain said. “For instance, it's not made by humans. It's a digestive by-product of the Tirsk metabolism."

Tony Robertson looked at me. He was thinking that I didn't understand what the Captain had just said. I nodded at him.

"So, they pee it or poop it or sweat it," I said.

"Yes. They, ah, they pee it. In many ways they’re still not civilized, as we view it. They still hunt, spraying it on foods that their prey might eat. It narcotizes the prey, making it easier to catch.” He nodded toward Tony Robertson. “The feds believe that they have recently begun to deliberately distribute it, in order to improve their trade balance with us." The Captain knew Rudy, and he knew he didn't have to talk down to me. He might be setting me up, but he was treating me like a person. 

"Last Wednesday, somebody kidnapped a junior Tirsk consular official as he was exiting a limo outside the Blennarink embassy."

"Over on Montrose," I said. That's embassy row in Houston. All the alien consulates cluster within a ten-block radius in the Old Montrose area. It's a funky, artsy part of town, handy because it's smack in the center of the triangle made by downtown, the starship fields, and Greenway Complex.

Tony pulled the case around to where I could see into it. I refused to look.

"Yes. We believe that they wanted to have control of their own supply of Nasty. We think we know what gang did the kidnapping, but we don't have any idea where the victim might be. We can't just go bashing down doors because that might scare them enough to cause them to kill him and put the body somewhere it'll never be found."

He hadn't lied to me yet, but he was getting ready to. The skin around his eyes lost its wrinkles.

"We and the federal government are using all of our resources to find the victim. The job we have to offer you might be a little dangerous, because these are dangerous men. We want to try to place you where they do some of their business, with the hope that you might see or overhear something that might be of use to us."

I nodded. Tony Robertson fiddled with something else in the case and the hum changed to an irregular pulse. He plugged the syringe into a thin transparent cable that he pulled out of the case.

He was trying to scare me. I’d spent most of my life dealing with scary people. I was scared, all right. But it didn’t make any difference.

"We want to sell you to them," the Captain said.


###

Before we climbed out of the subway, O'Connor pulled a small bottle out of his pocket and unscrewed the eye-dropper in the top. He was the cop that they'd assigned to sell me. I'd never met him before.

"Just a little something to make me look like a real Nastyman," he said, squirting a couple of drops in each eye. His pupils pinpointed and the white area turned yellow. "Damn, that stings."

"Not as bad as the real thing."

"How do you know what the real thing feels like, kid?"

I shrugged. He let it go.


###

The inside of the pawnshop was so full of stuff it looked messy, but it was secretly organized. I could tell. I wandered around, checking out the guns and the jewelry while O'Connor talked to the pawnshop guy. I didn't see any cool alien stuff, but I found an old pair of Mitsui Game Glasses in a display case. They looked just like regular thin-frame glasses. I'd tried some of the new ones out after work one day at Neiman's Discount Center last month. The pawnshop guy took them out and let me put them on. He pulled out the base station, too, so I could load different games and programs and movies into the glasses while he talked with O'Connor and a couple of other people that came in right after us.

O'Connor had promised me a present if this worked out okay. None of the other kids had Game Glasses, so this might be a good deal if I could pull it off. I put them on and stared into a corner while they continued to talk.

I gave O'Connor another couple minutes to set up the deal, then wandered over to them, holding up the glasses. "Hey, Dad. Can I have this?" 

They stopped talking and looked at me.

"He don't look ten to me," the pawnshop guy said. He was a stumpy black guy with about half as much hair under his nose as he needed to make a real moustache. He looked old and tired.

"He's little for his age," O'Connor said. "Turned ten three months ago."

"Ten's the legal minimum. I ain't getting in trouble."

"Hey, check it out yourself."  He grabbed me by the arm and pulled me over to the counter next to the guy. "Ow!" I said. "Dad, you're hurting my---"

"Hold still, Danny."  He pulled my arm out and put my elbow under the scanner attached to the cash register. The scanner read the fake plant there. The pawn shop guy studied the screen on the cash register.

"Okay," he said after a minute. "Ten years old, no medical conditions. He don't score all that high on the tests, though."

Tony Robertson had changed my plants in the Captain's office, including the one in my butt. It was supposed to be impossible to change the core ID in plants, but he had wrapped something like a blood pressure cuff around my elbow and put a sticky bandage against my left shoulder, where the other plant was, and told me to relax while he did it. It hadn't hurt, much, but he'd let me see my blood pulsing through the transparent tube while he dug for the plants. That part was cool.

They must have changed my scores, too, because I have better numbers than anybody else in the Pen, except Charla. I’m going to be the Daddy in five or six years, when Rudy gets too old.

"He's smart," O'Connor said. "Just doesn't test real well."

"Huh," the guy said. "Let's see your plant. He belongs to Greg Hauser."

"That's me," O'Connor said, sticking his arm under the scanner. Tony Robertson had changed his plants, too, of course.

"Okay," the pawnshop guy said, after a minute. "Two hundred and fifty. Take it or leave it."

"I could do five down at the Exchange," O'Connor said. "Maybe six."

"That's for a sale."  The pawnshop guy looked at me. "This is just a loan."  He looked back at O'Connor. "Right?  Just a loan?"

O'Connor stared at me for a minute, real sad like. He was a good actor. I put on my stupid and trusting look.

"Yeah, just a loan," he finally mumbled. "Let me sign off."

The guy flipped the screen around to him. It voked on and on about O’Connor’s rights and obligations under the Family Integrity Act of 2012. I'd heard it before so I tuned out. I checked out the glasses some more to make sure nothing was obviously broken. I practiced looking at menus and left-and-right triple-blinking to navigate my way through them. I flicked it over to infrared and then ultraviolet filtering just for kicks. Everything looked weird that way, especially when you combined them. They made great sunglasses, too.

When it was finally finished, O'Connor signed the screen with his fake name. His hand trembled.

"I don't do kids much, ain't set up for it," the pawnshop guy said. "You got the loan till day after tomorrow. You ain't back by closing with three-twenty, I wholesale him on the Exchange. He's gone then. Got it?"

"Yeah," O'Connor muttered. "I'll be back before then." The guy gave him cash. 

O'Connor looked down at the money in his hand, then up at the pawnshop guy. "Say, you don't know where a guy could find some...."

The guy frowned. "Not a chance. That crap's gonna kill you. You take my advice, you'll ---"

"Hey, that's okay. Sorry I asked."  O'Connor squatted down in front of me. "Danny, I gotta leave you here for a day or two."

"Huh?" I said. I looked up from having obviously been completely absorbed in the glasses.

"I'll be back to get you tonight or tomorrow, son," O'Connor said. He looked incredibly guilty. You could see on his face that the guilt and the need for an eyeful of Nasty had fought and the eyeful had won, easy. O'Connor did it perfect.

"Will you get me these Game Glasses when you get back?"  He nodded. "Do you have the gloves for this thing, Mister?" I asked the pawnshop guy. 

"Yeah, kid. In a drawer in the back someplace."


###

The door tinkled when it closed behind O'Connor. "You took that like a pro, kid," the pawnshop guy said.

"This ain't the first time my Daddy's had to leave me," I said. "He'll be back."  I sounded real tough, real cool.

"Sure." He held out his hand and I shook it. "Jack Gardner," he said. He smiled friendly at me.

I almost slipped and told him my real name, but I caught myself. "Uh, Danny Hauser."

"You hungry, Danny?  I got a couple of donuts left over from this morning."

"Uh, sure, Mr. Gardner. Unless they're the cake kind. Those kind make me sick."

"Naw, glazed and chocolate coated.” He winked at me. “We'll nuke 'em, make 'em soft and warm. And call me Jack, not Mr. Gardner. I ain’t a grown-up yet."  He turned and opened the door into the back room.

It was bright inside, but I hesitated in the doorway. He opened the small fridge against the side wall and pulled out a donut box. "How many you want?" he asked. "There's a half a dozen."

I didn't move. I looked around the room. O'Connor had told me to look carefully at everything, try to memorize it, so when they debriefed me later, maybe I'd have seen something illegal and they could get probable cause for a search warrant. I figured there wouldn't be a gallon-sized bottle of Nasty lying out in plain sight, but it didn't hurt to check it out. The room was about twenty by thirty and crowded with junk on shelves against the walls and on tables in the middle. I could paw through it for an hour without seeing everything. I remembered that the latest version of the Game Glasses would take and store a couple of hundred photos, so I started to pop through the menus to see if this one would do it. About five menus down I found it and took three pictures of the room.

"Come on, kid, I ain't got all day," Mr. Gardner said.

I stayed in the doorway. Finally, he got the idea. "Aw, for cryin' out loud," he said. "I like girls, kid. Big ones, taller than me, with big boobs. Scrawny-looking punks like you don't do a thing for me. Okay?"

"Okay."  I took a few hesitant steps into the room. "I ain't scrawny, though. I'm just going through a growth spurt." From the new angle I took a few more pictures.

He laughed. "Okay. Guess you'll need about three of these then."

"Maybe four. We didn't have breakfast. You got any juice?"


###

After lunch, I spent some more time playing with the glasses while Jack took care of customers. I found a broom in the back room and started cleaning up without him asking me. He looked at me and grinned. I’d found out how to get the glasses to project a moving overlay, so it looked to me like I was a giant sweeping up in an ancient redwood forest. Small tyrannosauri pursued their prey across the aisles around me.

I was behind a counter, sitting on a small guitar amplifier, and flying through the outer reaches of the Walpose solar system, when a couple of guys came in together. The older one went up to Jack and started talking with him, while the young one poked randomly at stuff on the shelves.

Jack glanced up at the mirrors in the upper corners of the room, then went with the older guy to show him some jewelry in the case at the left end of the store. When he bent over to pull out a necklace, the young guy scooped some mee-vee cubes off the counter and stuffed them down the front of his baggy pants.

Then he went back to looking at an old Fender guitar that was behind glass on a middle shelf. I didn’t think that he’d noticed me at all. I slipped back down toward Jack, keeping bent over so that I was below the level of the counter. 

I came up behind Jack and tugged at his elbow. He was still talking with the older man about the necklace. He turned to me, frowning. 

“I think maybe I broke something,” I whispered, loud enough for the older man to hear me. The guy smiled at me tolerantly, dumb kid that I was.

Jack’s frown got deeper. “Come see,” I said. “It looks expensive.” 

“Excuse me, sir,” Jack said. “I’ll be back in a moment.” He carefully slipped the necklace back onto its tray and let the case lock itself. 

I led him down the aisle to where we could see both men, and pointed to a display case with several different kinds of electronics in it. 

He looked where I was pointing. “I didn’t break anything,” I whispered. “The guy in the coat just stole a handful of cubes from the counter.”

He looked at the pile of Erostimulators I was pointing at, and pasted an angry expression on his face. He didn’t look at either one of the guys. “That’s a serious accusation, Danny. Are you sure? Everybody on the Slab knows better than to rip me off.”

“I saw him. He put them down the front of his pants.”

He grunted and picked up a Warner WonderWanker. He squinted at it, then looked at the older guy waiting for him. “Kids,” he called out. “What are you gonna do?”

“No big rush,” the man said.

“You want me to call the cops?” I said. “I saw the phone in back.”

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” he said. “I’m sure we can resolve this between us. Please lie down on the floor right now.”   

I dropped to the floor. I looked up and saw Jack yank a small pistol out of each pocket. He pointed the one in his left hand at the older guy and the one in the right hand at the young one. “Gentlemen,” he said. “My associate tells me that you two idiots, who are obviously from some other, and stupider, dimension, have conspired to rip me off. Both of you, please, walk slowly toward me, keeping your hands where I may see them. Do not make any sudden movements or I will kill you both.”

I heard the guys’ steps as they came up to us. “Right. Now put your hands palm-down on the counter in front of me.” He put one gun away. “Stand up, Danny. Show me where this gentleman put the cubes.”

I stayed low, so I wouldn’t get into his line of fire, as I went down to the end of the counter and out to them. I went wide around the older guy, and came up on the younger one from the back. He tried to whirl and grab me, but he was so slow, it was pathetic. Somebody was going to hurt him real bad one day. 
I kicked him behind his left knee and he crumpled. He had yanked a cheap-looking plastic gun out of his jacket, so I grabbed it when he hit the ground and lost his grip. I stood up over him, breathing hard, with the gun pointed at his face. 

“Easy, killer, easy,” Jack said. The older man hadn’t moved. I put the gun against the side of the young guy’s head. “Hold still,” I said. “Unzip your pants and pull them down.” 

“Yep,” Jack said a second later. “It’s pretty obvious he’s got more than his basic equipment in there.” I wiggled the gun where he could see it and he began to pull cubes out of his underwear.

Behind me the entrance to the pawnshop opened and somebody walked briskly up the central aisle. I didn’t look around, as I figured Jack would handle whoever it was. 

“Oops. Looks like you’re busy right now, my friend,” a man’s voice said. 

“We’ll be open for business again in just a few minutes, Teddy.”

“I’ll be back then. You’re gonna like what I found under the Allen’s Landing bridge.”

Jack snorted. “Nothing with serial numbers, I trust.”

The footsteps retreated out of the shop.

“Let’s finish up.” I concentrated on my guy as he finished revealing cubes, so I was surprised when the flashes went off.

“Digital pictures, gentlemen.” Jack said. “These will be sent to friends of mine who you don’t want to ever meet. In all likelihood, they will be able to identify you. My advice is that you leave Houston immediately. Perhaps for another country. Stand up, young man.”

“Aw, Jack,” I said, sounding as aggrieved as I could. “You mean we ain’t gonna kill them?” I poked the guy with the tip of the gun barrel while he was pulling up his pants. I was still mad at him for trying to grab me.

Jack laughed. “Damn, killer, you almost got busted for the one you did last month.” The young guy looked at me, not sure whether we were kidding. I smiled at him, showing him all my teeth.

Jack made them empty their pockets, leaving everything but glider keys with us. After they slunk back out the door, he put it in a lexanite jar full of water, sealed the jar, and melted it to a blob in the microwave. “Don’t know where that thing’s been, so we don’t want to have it around us,” he said.

We split the money fifty-fifty. I tucked eighty bucks into my stash pouch. When I came out of the tiny restroom, Jack looked up from his book. 


"You're a pretty good helper, kid. I could use somebody like you regular here. A partner, like."

"Maybe my dad would let me work here some."

"You could live here. In the back. Till you get big enough to go out on your own."

"No, my dad ---"

"He's not coming back, Danny."

"Yes, he is! He always comes back!" I don't know why I was shouting. O'Connor wasn't even my dad. Stupid. 

“I had a family once, too, Danny. Sometimes you just got to move on.”

“I got a family!”

Jack shrugged and looked back at his magazine. 

"But maybe I could work here," I said. “Some time.” 


###

He ordered pizza for dinner. Said it was a special treat, paid for by our thieves. He usually made himself a sandwich from stuff in the fridge. Only about a dozen people came in after dinner, and they all wanted to pawn their junk, mostly jewelry and mee-vees. I watched them to make sure they didn't try to rip off anything. Jack turned on a mee-vee that was on sale. He pulled a couple of kiddie cubes out and let me be in them when there wasn't a customer in the store.

I started looking at the clock on the wall about eight-thirty. Jack noticed, but didn't say anything. At nine-fifteen, he yawned and stretched on his stool. "Been a long, boring day kid. Maybe your daddy’ll be back tomorrow. You about ready to hit the sack?"  I nodded reluctantly. "Okay, let's lock it up and call it a night."  He reached over and turned off the tee-vee he had been watching. "You stay here a minute."

He went to the front of the shop, pulling his key ring out of his pocket. He locked the front door, then turned to the side wall and stuck a key into a lock that I hadn't noticed. Heavy metal shutters groaned down, covering the entire front of the pawnshop. They crunched hard against the sidewalk, completely blocking the light from the street lamp out front.

Locking us into the pawnshop together.

He came back smiling. "Damn, I'm glad the day is over. Monday lasts forever."  When he reached out to tousle my hair, I flinched.

His smile froze. "Relax, kid. Seriously. You just ain't cute enough to turn me on."

He turned and opened the door to the back room. "C'mon. Let's see what we can find for you to sleep on."


###

We rummaged around in the back room, looking for something soft for me to lie on for the night. I took a few more pictures with the glasses.

Jack opened a door in the back of the room and showed me an empty, carpeted closet that I'd be able to curl up in for the night.

"Damn,"  he muttered after about ten minutes. "Coulda sworn I had a couple sleeping bags somewhere in this crap. I just ain't set up for this." 

After a few minutes, he pulled a couple of pillows and three blankets out from behind a couch that was against a back wall.

“Where do you sleep, Jack?”  

He pointed to the couch over against the wall. “Home sweet home, kid.” He pulled another pillow from behind it, but no more blankets. He’d given me his only ones.


###

I was almost asleep when Jack got up from his couch. I lay there with my eyes closed when he came to the closet. I was curled on my side away from him. If he touched me I was planning to turn over real quick and stab him with the sharpened antenna I’d unscrewed from a radio when he was looking for sleeping bags. He just stood there for a minute. I kept my breathing long and even and he went away.

A few seconds later, I heard him say, “Jack Gardner. Shave and a haircut, twenty bucks.” Something clicked and there was silence.

I waited a minute before I carefully turned over and peeked low around the edge of the doorway. At first I didn’t see anything in the dimness, then I made out a door-sized rectangle on the wall halfway between me and the entrance, darker than the rest of the wall. I crawled on hands and knees to it and looked through. Stone steps led down into deeper darkness.

I thought about things for a minute. Just being able to tell the cops this one thing, that there was a secret doorway in the back of the pawnshop, would be enough to get me paid and bonused. He must have opened it with a voice-recognition code, that’s what the shave-and-a-haircut stuff had to be about.

On the other hand, I could get a really nice bonus if I could tell them what was behind the door. I thought about it some more. I knew that the cops had a pawnshop squad that made the rounds every week to inspect the goodies that got pawned. They checked the pawnshop’s new stuff against lists of stolen goods. Pawnshops were required to report everything they took in, and they were also required to get picture ID from anybody who pawned or sold anything to them. 

But everybody knew that at some pawnshops you could fence stolen goods if you had to. I figured this was likely to be one of those kinds of pawn shops, or the cops wouldn’t have put me here. So, logically, they had to have a secret place to hide the hot stuff. This looked like it.

I went down the circling stairs slowly, listening hard in case he started back up. After a couple of turns, I came to another open doorway that was one end of a lighted hall. About one in three of the neon bulbs worked.

The doorway at the other end of the hall framed an opening into a huge room. I saw A3 painted on a concrete column near the door and realized it must be an underground parking garage. Beginning on the other side of the column, towering piles of stuff on tables and shelves, much of it under tarps, blocked my view of most of the room. A line of naked light bulbs had been crudely strung along wall to my left at about my head height. I couldn’t see Jack, but I heard his voice. He was talking quietly to somebody near the far wall of the garage, maybe a hundred feet away.

I stopped in the doorway and thought some more. I thought too much, because I let myself get greedy and stupid. The bonus in my head exploded. The more I knew, the more I could tell the cops, the bigger it would be.

I put on the glasses and started to take pictures as I crept into the room. I turned sideways to get between two tables and was in a maze. The garage must have been sealed off when downtown was slagged and rebuilt. Probably nobody but Jack and whoever he worked for knew it was here. It was a perfect hiding place, a huge room that didn’t exist. The lights on the wall were barely bright enough for me to get clear pictures of what must have been years worth of hot goodies.

 
Moving as silently as I could, I went deeper into the maze. How did they get a family-size glider in there? The aisles curled around and intersected randomly. When I got further away from the wall, the shadows got thicker quickly.

As I drew nearer to the sound of Jack’s voice, I slowed down. The aisle I was creeping along ended suddenly and I saw him and who he was talking to.

My eyes blinked spastically and the picture-taking overlay suddenly vanished. 

A metal cage about twelve feet tall by four feet square was chained to one of the concrete pilings that held up the garage’s ceiling. Jack faced away from me, and he was talking to a monster.

It was covered with thick fur the color of a jungle and it stood three or four feet taller than Jack. Though it was shaped a lot like a human, it didn’t have a neck or a head. I couldn’t see where it might have eyes or a nose or a mouth on its body. Arms sprouted from the middle of its torso, and its hands were covered with gleaming blue knives.

I remembered what I was there for, and I started to take pictures of the Tirsk in the cage.

"I know you’re hungry," Jack said. "I’ll have food for you soon." He was holding two blankets and a pillow under one arm. "Very soon. It’ll be good. Just what you like." He turned suddenly and I scuttled backward, and I bumped a table and it made a tiny, tiny noise and he heard it.

"Aw, Danny," he said, after a second. "You shouldn’t be in here."

I didn’t say anything. He started toward me and I ran. I plowed into a pile of tee-vees stacked against each other. I rolled and got up. The glasses had slipped down my nose and I grabbed them with one hand before they fell off. I whipped down another aisle, and saw the doorway ahead. 

"Shave and a haircut. Jack Gardner," he called out. The doorway slid closed. I dove down another aisle.

He’d stopped running. "Danny, there isn’t any place to go." He was only one aisle over from me, already breathing hard. "Stop and let’s talk."

"You were gonna feed me to that monster, Jack!"

"What?"

"Everybody knows. Tirsk make Nasty for hunting on their home planet, spray it on food that their prey animals eat. Gets them too high to run away. But different animals like different variations of the drug. So the Tirsk have to match it to humans by eating one of us. It gives them material to genetically tailor it, so it’ll work on us."

"Oh, for God’s sake! That’s a really stupid street rumor."

"No, it’s not! I know!"

He didn’t say anything for a minute. I heard his footsteps. He was trying to sneak up on me. 

I was on the aisle next to the wall where the lights were hung. I jumped onto a bare spot on a long table against the wall and ripped the wire off the nails that it hung from. Light swung crazily in the room as I yanked hard as I could. 

"Hey, kid! What are you doing?" I pulled harder and the cord broke or pulled out of a plug, I don’t know. The room went dark. I jumped off the table and ran down the aisle away from the sound of Jack, blundering and bouncing off tables. 

I scuttled under a table and came out on another aisle. I was disoriented, but I knew I was getting further away from the door. It didn’t matter. With the door closed, I was trapped anyway. My only hope was to hide out in here until the cops came for me. Whenever that might be.

"Damn!" Jack said. He’d hit something, and I heard him fall down.

He lay there, cursing. He sounded close by.

"Look, Danny," he said finally. "I wasn’t going to feed you to it. I swear to God. I’m going upstairs to get a light and then I’ll come back down and get you and we’ll talk this over."

I breathed as quietly as I could. I got an idea and flipped the glasses to infrared view. I saw his body in the curve of the aisle. He stood up, the colors shifting on his blurry outline.

"Be back in a few minutes."

Behind him, the monster yelled, in a perfect imitation of my voice. "Jack!" Then it screamed, high and long.

"No!" Jack yelled. He turned and ran toward the sound, bouncing off tables.

"Jack! Help me!" the monster howled.

 
At the end of the aisle, it waited for him, bright orange in a cage. "It wasn't you!" Jack cried. "Dammit, I was going to feed your father to it!"

He hurled himself at it and then it had him. 

It lifted him off the ground against the bars of its cage. It was making a desperate, whimpering sound, like a hurt puppy. I don’t know why I rushed to him. I was crazy. I yelled and threw myself on them both, pulling at Jack’s legs. Claws grabbed my shoulder and bit through my shirt.

Jack got out half of a scream, then blood spouted all over my face and chest. I fell away and scrabbled back from the cage on my butt. All the while, as it ate him, theTirsk made the whimpering puppy sound. I heard the flesh being torn off Jack’s body. I heard his bones break.

I didn't hear the monster going through Jack's clothing, searching for a key until it found one, so I jumped when the door to the cage slammed against the wall. The monster stalked down the aisle toward me, kicking things out of the way, whimpering and snarling. My heart stopped when it drew beside me, but it kept going.

It found something heavy, smashed it into the door. It took a long time. It moaned as it swung, again and again.

Finally, the door crashed open and enough light came into the room that I could see shadows again. It started through, blocking the light, then turned back.

It stopped in front of me. I couldn't move, I couldn't breathe. It squatted and its breath was hot on me. Its claws were black in the dim light when it reached toward me. 

"Come me," it growled. "We go."

I still couldn't move.

"Please," it said. "Friend."

Finally, I put my hand in its hand. It pulled me forward, gently, until I could stand beside it. Then it let go.

We walked down the aisle toward the light, not speaking.

As we crossed the threshold out of the room, the monster gave a deep belch. Then patted its mouth with claw-tips. "Apology. Ate fast."

"That's okay," I said.


#  #  #

It couldn't get the shutters open, no matter what it bashed against them, but somebody shouted from the outside for us to hold still and they’d get us free. A half an hour later, a thin line of fire began to slowly draw a line in the shutter. It took them about twenty minutes to cut us out. While we waited, I went through the pawnshop and found a few things to eat. 

The monster sat beside me and watched me pick out what I wanted.

"Would you have eaten me?" I asked. 

It showed me the fangs in its chest. "Was hungry. Human children taste good." I didn’t ask how it knew that.

We didn’t talk any more. It obviously didn't have much English and I only spoke a few words of Trans, from the time I begged for coins around embassy row when I was little.


#  #  #

"We didn't know they had him hidden in there," the Captain said. It was cold outside; the first cold front of the year had moved in while I was locked up. More than a dozen squad cars blocked the street. I was sitting on the edge of a stretcher behind the ambulance while a paramedic cleaned the scratches on my shoulder. It had felt like my arm was being ripped off when the monster had grabbed me, but it had barely broken the skin.

"We weren't sure they had him at all. Three or four other gangs could have done it, and we were watching them all, too. We were sure they had him over in Bellaire somewhere, if they had him at all."

Tony Robertson stood behind him, not smiling, not frowning. "That's why we put the locator in you when we changed your plants. We were going to follow wherever they took you." He'd laid the aluminum suitcase on the stretcher beside me. He opened it. "We'll take it out now and I'll put back your real plants."

I bared my other shoulder, the one that held the plant. "Getting rid of the evidence," I said.

"Smart kid. You maybe could make it with the Agency after all."

"Probably not,” I said. “I’m not gonna grow up to be somebody who can feed a kid like me to a monster.” 
"Triple pay to the end of the month," the Captain said. "Also, the Tirsk embassy posted a reward this afternoon. I'll see that the Kids get it."

 Tony Robertson finished his work at about the same time the medic finished his. The Captain drove me back home in his car. We passed a McDonald's, and I said, "I haven't eaten all day. Could you get me some dinner?"

"Sure, kid. Whatever you want."

I made him get me four McMonster Meals.

Just before I got out of his car, before Charla and Rudy and a couple of the other kids started down the steps to us, I turned to him. "You don't have to feel bad." I said. "I knew you were using me for bait all along."

His face twisted up and his eyes got watery. "I know."

"I don't want you to feel guilty and avoid me," I said. "Next time you got a tough one that you can use me for, use me. We need the money. Okay?"

"I hope I never have another job like that one for anybody."

"You treated me with respect. You lied to me because you had to, but you never talked down to me. You never acted like I was stupid."

He nodded. I got out of his car and went to my real family.


#  #  #

Benjy was looking up at the bottom of my bunk when I got in. He wasn't sleeping very well this year. I flipped on his light, twisted it so it didn't shine in the faces of the kids that were trying to sleep. 

"Hey, there, pardner," I whispered. I hung out one of the McMonster Meals that was left. I had two left. I'd given Rudy and Charla one each. "Another gourmet dining experience, brought to you by your local police department." He smiled. Cop Kids don't get to eat out much, it's not usually in the budget.

"Dig in," I said, and pulled out my gator burger. I’d known that I’d be hungry, after I threw up all the small rings and gold coins that I'd eaten while me and the monster waited for rescue, so I'd saved a double gator for myself.
Rudy and Charla said that they knew a pawnshop where we could get a great price on all the stuff, even if it was hot.
Benjy snarfed his food down like a real carnivore. He didn't notice the glasses until he was fishing around in the bottom of the bag for the last of the fries. 

"They were giving them away with dinner this week," I said.
He turned them over and over. I saw brown blotches on the backs of his shaking hands for the first time.

He put them on slowly. 

"You were right, Benjy," I said. "Today was another good day."

I pulled the base station out of my pocket and laid it beside him on his bunk.

"You’re gonna be a great Daddy," he said.

"Somebody’s got to be." 

While I finished my burger, he turned the glasses on and slipped away into them.

THE END

� He turned to me.


"Can you keep a secret, Danny?"


I hesitated for a few seconds so he would think I was being sincere. "Uh, sure. What kind of secret?"


He took me back toward the closet and opened the door. It didn't have its own light inside, but the light from the big room made it bright enough. He said, "Jack Gardner. Shave and a haircut, two bits."


The wall slid up. Behind it was another room. It smelled real bad.


He turned back to me. "How about that, huh?"


"Voice recognition lock,"  I said. "Neat."


He nodded. "Yeah. You are smarter than your numbers. If you're gonna be my assistant you gotta promise you won't say nothing to nobody about this. Ever."


"You're the boss," I said.





