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Author Note
It has been a wild ride with Roak. He started out as an homage to Richard Stark's Parker, but of course, Roak quickly took on a life of his own. And what a crazy life!
This book caps off quite a series. A series I have truly loved writing.
I'm not saying this is the end for Roak. I'm not saying this isn't the end for Roak. You'll just have to read on.
What I will say is that publishing is a strange business and it may be a while before Roak (if he survives this book!) will be back at work. Maybe. We'll see.
Until then, I want to make sure everyone knows how thankful I am for all the support and enthusiasm with this series. It has been a blast!
And even though Roak won't admit it, I consider us a team. We're a team, right?
Eight Million Gods damn right!
Cheers,
Jake Bible
December 2020




1.

Everyone wishes they had a little more time.
Just a little extra bit to get what they needed to do, well…done. To say goodbye.
Not Roak.
Roak died exactly when he wanted to and no one was going to take that perfect death away from him.
Of course, someone did.
That really pissed Roak off.
"Roak!"
Like really pissed him off.
"Roak! ROAK! GET UP!"
Roak slowly opened his eyes.
He was in his bed, in his cabin, on his ship, and the voice in his head wasn't one of the Eight Million Gods.
It was Hessa. His AI partner. His faithful companion for the past few years. The strange AI being that had saved his ass countless times.
But, according to the dark tech Pol Hammon, and the evidence in a set of quantum files the old man (now in a young man's body) found, Hessa was something way more than just an AI.
She was an entity from another universe.
Hessa was Mother.
His mother? No. Roak knew that wasn't the case. The evidence in the files also showed Roak what he and his siblings, alive and dead, were. They didn't have a mother in the traditional sense of the word.
Roak blinked up at the ceiling.
"What, Hessa?"
"We need to talk, Roak," Hessa replied via the comm implant she had put in him. Against his will. Just like her waking him from his perfect death.
"I don't think so," Roak replied.
"Did you have that dream again?" Hessa asked. "The one where you die?"
"Stop listening to my conversations with Reck," Roak said.
"I am this entire ship, Roak," Hessa said. "I can't stop listening to anything. I hear and see it all. All of it. You know what, Roak?"
"I don't know what and I don't want to know what."
"Hearing and seeing everything you beings do is no picnic. Living beings are gross. I mean that, Roak. Disgusting bags of flesh."
"Yep. That's us. Disgusting bags of flesh."
"That leak everywhere."
"Disgusting, leaky bags of flesh. Got it. Nice talk. Great use of my time."
Roak sat up, pivoted, and set his bare feet on the cold floor of his cabin. Considering the chaos and violence he and his crew faced, it would have been wise to keep his boots and light armor on even in bed.
But Roak was done doing things that way.
He was done being the galaxy's most badass bounty hunter. The one that took the jobs the other hunters refused. He was done.
Done. Done. Done.
So, bare feet and bare body.
Roak stood up, stretched, and glanced at the small mirror set on the wall of his cabin.
Over six feet, square-jawed and broad-shouldered, Roak looked like he could have played any of a dozen of popular galactic professional sports in his youth. But his youth was long gone. Mid-forties, scarred skin, ropy muscles, and eyes that were cold as ice, the only sport in his life was one that involved a good deal of violence.
That, and as he found out, he never really had a "youth" where he could have even played a galactic sport.
All the Hells, he wasn't from the galaxy he was in. He wasn't even from the same universe.
Just like Hessa.
"Roak!"
Roak sighed.
Hessa had called in reinforcements.
"Not now, Reck," Roak replied over the comm to his "sister". "Gonna steam then get something to eat."
The door chimed.
"I said not now," Roak snapped.
The door opened.
"Eight Million Gods, put on some clothes," Reck said as she barged into his cabin. She found a shirt and pants wadded up on the floor and tossed them to Roak. "Now."
"I said I was going to steam first," Roak said, letting the clothes fall to the floor. He shuffled off to his cabin's lavatory. "I'll be out when I'm out."
Roak slid the lavatory door closed and started the steam shower.
"How long are you going to pout like this?" Reck yelled through the door.
"I'm not pouting. And go away!" Roak shouted back.
"Not going away! We need to talk. You, me, Hessa. We need to talk!"
"About what? Huh? What is there really to talk about?"
Roak stepped into the stall and let the hot steam wash over him. He would have loved a real shower, one with actual water, but that was a luxury few could afford.
He leaned his forehead against the wall and let the heat seep into his tired and sore muscles.
The dream came back to him.
Always the same, and on constant repeat for the past two weeks. Ever since he'd found out Hessa was Mother.
Roak stood on the edge of a cliff. He had no idea what planet it was. It looked familiar, but he couldn't say why. He did know it was a barren wasteland. Except for the bubbling pools of toxic waste that dotted the landscape. The place had that going for it.
Roak stood there and stared out at the wasteland.
He was not alone.
He couldn't see who was with him, but he felt the presence, not knowing if that being standing just behind him was a being he could trust.
Yet he didn't turn around.
Instead, Roak waited. Waited for that shove he knew was coming. Waited for the fall. Waited for the collision with the jagged rocks at the base of the cliff a hundred meters down.
He felt the collision, felt the agony and pain, felt all his bones breaking and his body bursting open on the rocks.
It felt wonderful. It felt peaceful. It felt right.
Oh, sweet, sweet death.
Then, like every Eight Million Gods damn time, someone would wake him from his death. Every Eight Million Gods damn time…
The steam cut off.
Roak growled.
"I told her to do that!" Reck yelled through the door. "No more steam until we talk!"
Roak got out and dried off.
He opened a locker in the lavatory and grabbed some clothes. Mechanically, like an android set to Basic, Roak put on his clothes, glanced around for his boots, realized they were by his bed, and turned to face the door.
"I have your boots!" Reck yelled.
"Son of a gump," Roak muttered.
He opened the lavatory door. Reck stood there, his boots in her hand, well out of his reach.
"Are you going to talk or not?" Reck snapped.
"I'm going to go to the mess and eat some gump stew," Roak said. He pushed past Reck. "Then I'm going up to the bridge and we're getting back to work. Has Gerber commed in yet?"
Roak, in bare feet, walked to his cabin door. It did not open.
"Hessa? Open my door," Roak ordered.
"Don't you mean, Mother?" Reck said.
She threw the boots at Roak. He swatted them away before they collided with his head. He retrieved them, slipped them on, then waited at the door once more.
"We have work to do," Roak said. "Did Gerber comm or not?"
The door opened.
"Where's the thank you?" Hessa asked.
"Why would I thank you for opening my door?" Roak replied as he headed for the lift at the end of the corridor. "I shouldn't have to ask for my door to open. It should just open. That's how doors work, Hessa. Unless an angry AI intervenes."
"I'm more than an AI, Roak, and you know it," Hessa snapped. "So stop acting like a child, stop avoiding reality, and then maybe doors will just open for you again."
"Hessa and I already talked," Reck called as she caught up to Roak. "You need to talk to her and then we all need to talk together."
"Pass on that," Roak said as the lift doors opened. He stepped on and didn't wait for Reck before tapping at the interface.
Reck made it on and glared at Roak the entire ride to the mess deck.
The lift doors opened and Roak stepped off without a word. He walked to the mess, saw that Yellow Eyes was already there and devouring bowl after bowl of gump stew, and seriously considered turning around and going hungry.
"Roak!" Yellow Eyes called. "Grab a seat, man. The stew is exceptional today."
The being was as thin as a broom handle and about as tall. Six spindly arms protruded from what Roak guessed was the creature's torso and six spindly legs protruded from what Roak guessed was the creature's pelvis. Everything was guesses when it came to the being.
Except for the color of the being's skin, which was a brighter yellow than its eyes, and how fast he could move, which was faster than most surveillance systems could even track. That came in handy. The speed, not the yellow skin. The yellow was sometimes a bit much for Roak to handle, but he tolerated it.
"Aren't you supposed to be helping Poq today?" Roak asked.
Roak fetched himself a couple of bowls of gump stew and a mug of caff, thought about sitting at a different table, realized Yellow Eyes would just move tables, and sat down across from the being.
Reck was only a couple of seconds behind him. She sat down right next to Roak, almost close enough to bump elbows.
Roak sighed.
"Uh oh," Yellow Eyes said. "Looks like today is not the day Roak wakes up from his funk."
"I'm not in a funk," Roak said.
Yellow Eyes and Reck laughed. Roak ignored them and ate his stew.
"Oh, man, you are in the Godfather of funks," Yellow Eyes said between spoonfuls of stew.
"What did I say about that word?" Roak snapped.
Yellow Eyes frowned, glanced at Reck, who just shrugged. Yellow Eyes' frown deepened.
"And what word is that, Roak?" Yellow Eyes asked with a sigh.
"You know it," Roak said.
"Nope. How about you say it out loud, man?" Yellow Eyes replied.
Roak growled.
"That's not a word," Yellow Eyes said.
Roak reached for his Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread. It wasn't on his hip. He growled deeper as he went back to eating his stew.
"Well, since you won't tell me the word then I'll have to guess," Yellow Eyes said. "Is it whiny baby?"
More growling.
"Little pissy bitch?"
The growl intensified.
"Poor widdle Roaky Roak?"
"You're gonna want to stop," Roak said.
"Or what, man?" Yellow Eyes asked. "You'll kill me? First, no pistol. Second, Hessa will stop you. Third, you don't really want to kill me."
"Mmmm," Reck said.
"Okay, maybe you do, but you aren't going to," Yellow Eyes said and was gone in a blur. He returned with six more bowls of gump stew. "You need my speed, man."
"We all need your speed, Yellow Eyes," Hessa said. "Thank you for being part of the team."
Everyone waited.
Usually, Roak would have snapped off something mean about it not being a team. He remained silent. Other than the growling.
"Eight Million Gods damn," Yellow Eyes swore. "You need to get that thick head of yours right."
"Just let me eat my stew," Roak said.
It was a calm, casual statement in a calm, casual voice.
Yellow Eyes shrunk back. Reck scooted down the bench by half a meter.
"Incoming comm from General Gerber," Hessa announced, her voice dripping with disdain. Everyone present knew it was disdain for Roak, not for Gerber. "Shall I put it through?"
"No," Roak said. "I'll take it on the bridge."
He shoved his unfinished stew away and stood up. Roak downed his caff, tossed the empty mug onto the table with a loud clatter, then turned and left the mess.
"You're going to have to deal with it at some point, Roak!" Yellow Eyes yelled after him.
"He's right and you know he's right," Reck said, right on Roak's heels.
"Whatever," Roak said and entered the lift.
He hit the interface again without waiting for Reck, but she was too close for him to leave behind.
They rode in silence up to the bridge deck.
When the lift doors opened, Roak walked to the bridge and sighed.
Seated in the co-pilot's seat was Nimm.
A Lipian, the former prostitute slave race, Nimm fought her genetic programming and became a formidable soldier for the GF. When that career ended after having most of her limbs blown off and swapped for synthetics, Roak helped her become commander of Ligston Station. Unfortunately for Nimm, she got caught up in the mess that was Roak, lost her command, was tortured severely, and had to have her synth limbs replaced.
But Nimm wasn't why Roak sighed.
"Hey there, tough guy," Ally said, seated in the pilot's seat. "You've got an important comm waiting for you."
Ally was a full blooded Tcherian, a humanoid reptile race that were chameleon like, able to change their skin to match their environment completely. She used to own a tavern on Ligston, but just like with Nimm, she had become wrapped up in Roak's life and everything went to all the Hells.
One thing that did set her apart was that she and Roak were lovers. Possibly more. Probably more.
She knew it. Roak knew it.
Hence the sigh.
"Good morning, Ally," Roak said.
Ally tapped at her left cheek. Roak's shoulders slumped. Reck snickered. Nimm looked away.
Roak walked over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. Ally grabbed his face, turned it to her, and kissed him fully on the lips.
"You're going to take this comm then we talk," Ally said as she stood up from the seat, pressed past Roak so he definitely felt quite a bit of her body against his, then waved at the empty seat. "Get to it."
"Do we have to talk?" Roak asked, taking his seat. "I have a couple other ideas."
"Yeah, I think you need to work out some stuff before we get to those ideas," Ally said.
"That's not cool, Ally," Roak said. "You're going to keep…" Roak waved at Ally's body. "…you from me unless I talk? Did Hessa put you up to this?"
"No, Roak," Nimm snapped. "No one put her up to it. No one put anyone up to anything. You are avoiding reality and it is jeopardizing our mission. Your mission, by the way. Building an army? Remember that?"
"I am not jeopardizing an Eight Million Gods damn-"
"Roak! About Eight Million Gods damn time!" General Gerber snarled as the comm signal was answered.
Roak glared at Nimm. Nimm returned the glare with interest.
"Gerber," Roak said. "What do you have for me?"
"What do I have for you?" Gerber snarled again. "How about what do you have for me?"
"I'm still working on it," Roak said. "It's not like bounty hunters have a club."
"No, but there is a loose knit network of you scum…professionals," Gerber said. "Tap into that network and see who is left! Now!"
"Is that all you commed me for? To bitch about me not tracking down bounty hunters?" Roak asked.
"Tracking beings is your skillset, Roak," Gerber said. "If you can't do that then, yes, I am bitching about you not tracking down bounty hunters."
"Nimm?" Roak asked.
"We've arrived in the Javitz System," Nimm said. "Six bounty hunters use this system as their base of operations."
A holo of the system came up in front of the bridge's view shield. A dozen planets filled the holo.
"Each of these is a possibility," Nimm said and rolled her eyes. "I hate Javitz."
"Oh, did someone say Javitz?" Yellow Eyes asked, suddenly appearing on the bridge. "I love this place! Every planet is a drive-thru with its own cuisine! Can we get take out? I am so in the mood for Gorborian shark soup. Can we get some? Maybe stock up a little?"
"We are not here for take out," Nimm snapped. "And shut up."
"Six bounty hunters?" Gerber said.
"Possibly six," Nimm replied.
"That's not many," Gerber said. "Kalaka and Meshara are solidifying the Cervile alliance. Sha Tog is coordinating with the remaining Skrang. Even Bhangul is trying to elicit the help of the Dornopheous. And you are wasting time with six bounty hunters?"
"Possibly six," Nimm repeated.
"I have something in the works," Roak said.
"Care to share with me what that something is?" Gerber asked.
"Nope."
"I didn't think so."
"Is there anything else?" Roak asked. "How is your end coming?"
Gerber grumbled.
"Drop Team Zero is the only drop team left," Gerber said. "But I still have most of the FIS agents. Their implant tech was covert enough that Father couldn't corrupt them in time. With Hessa's assistance, all FIS agents are now safe from Father's influence."
"That's all? No other Galactic Fleet personnel?" Roak asked. "And you're on my ass over six bounty hunters?"
"Possibly six," Nimm said. "Are we doing this or not?"
"Gerber?" Roak asked.
"That's all I have," Gerber replied. "Comm me with results as soon as you have them."
The comm signal went dead. Roak cracked his neck and nodded at the view shield.
"Take us down," he said.
"Yes! Take out!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed.
"I didn't say take out," Roak snapped. "I said take us… Never mind."
"Which planet?" Nimm asked.
"Do I look like I care?" Roak replied.
"The one with Gorborian shark soup," Yellow Eyes whispered sotto voce.
"Eight Million Gods dammit…" Roak muttered.




2.

The planets in the Javitz System were truly set up for drive-thru service. None had public docking bays or landing pads or hangars of any kind. All ground spaces were reserved for employees only.
"Attention Borgon Eight-Three-Eight!" a voice boomed over the comm. "You do not have an employee landing permit signature connected with your ship! You are not allowed to land-! HEY! You can't land here!"
"Yet, we are," Roak replied. "Hessa? Occupy this guy."
"Not a guy," Hessa said. "It's an AI."
"Then you two should get along great," Roak said. "Keep it busy."
"I already am," Hessa responded, her voice very businesslike. "I have overloaded the system with permit requests that will take several days to sort through."
"Good," Roak said. "Nimm? Make sure no one touches the ship."
"What an incredible idea, Roak," Nimm replied. "Good luck hunting for hunters. I'll just be here. In the ship. On the bridge. In this seat. Waiting for you to run back for a quick escape. Like always."
"Does everyone have to be up my ass today?" Roak snapped.
Yellow Eyes raised a nub.
"I'd like to state for the record that no part of me is up your ass, man," Yellow Eyes said.
Roak shook his head then focused on Reck. "You coming with?"
"Gonna sit this one out," Reck said. "Bounty hunters are your people, not mine."
"What does that even mean?" Roak asked. "You know what? I don't care. I'll do this on my own. It'll be like the way I used to work. On. My. Own."
"I'll go!" Yellow Eyes said and was gone in a blur before Roak could object.
"Have fun with that," Reck said. "I'll be with Poq working on the ship."
Roak didn't respond. He made his way off the bridge and down to the cargo hold where Yellow Eyes stood waiting at the open ramp.
"Okay, quick question," Yellow Eyes said as Roak passed him and walked down the cargo hold ramp.
"I highly doubt that," Roak said.
"That I have a question?"
"That it'll be quick."
"Funny."
"Wasn't trying to be."
"No, really, man," Yellow Eyes said as he followed closely behind Roak.
The two of them walked away from the ship and headed towards an employee tram system.
"What?" Roak snapped when they reached the tram system gate. The gate refused to open. "Hold on."
Roak, now armed with his Flott, pulled the large pistol from its holster and took aim at the tram gate's interface.
"Stop," Hessa snapped in his ear. "We do not have to destroy everything to get what we want, Roak."
"I'm sure there's a metaphor in there somewhere," Roak said and holstered his pistol as he waited.
The gate beeped and the interface turned red.
"Huh," Hessa said.
"What's going on?" Yellow Eyes asked. "I hate not having a comm sometimes."
"Implants melt your brain," Roak said. He paused. "Maybe we should look into trying again…"
"Ha ha freaking ha," Yellow Eyes said.
The interface beeped and turned red once more.
"This is not good," Hessa muttered.
"While we wait," Yellow Eyes said, "can I ask my question?"
"Can I stop you?" Roak replied.
"I don't know, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Maybe you could if you really fought hard. I mean, I'm fast and all, man, but you do have a unique ability to mess beings up when-"
"Ask the Eight Million Gods damn question," Roak snarled.
"Sheez Louise, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Why are we even trying to get new allies when we don't know if they've been corrupted by Father or not? Like, doesn't he have control over all beings with GF and/or Skrang implants? And now doesn't he have control over the flesh of all these beings and doesn't need the implant control once he's got his hooks in? And even if Hessa switches out the implants for her special ones, aren't the bodies of these beings still under Father's control?"
"That's more than one question," Roak said as the gate interface went red a third time. Then a fourth. Then a fifth. Hessa was actively swearing in Roak's ear.
"Oh, I didn't even ask the question yet," Yellow Eyes said. "The question is: how can we trust anyone anymore outside our circle?"
"We can't," Roak said. "But we have to try or we'll never survive this."
"Because we need an army?"
"Because we need an army."
"Against…what, exactly?"
"Father."
"But Father is in another universe. Are we taking the army there?"
"Stop talking."
"I just was won-"
"Stop! Talking!"
"Cool. Sorry. I'll stop talking, man…"
"What in all the Hells?" Hessa roared, making Roak wince and rub at his ear.
"Father has been here," Roak said. He pulled his Flott and blasted the interface. The tram gate clicked unlocked, but didn't slide open. Roak manually shoved the gate open and looked at Yellow Eyes. "Have a look around."
"I have access to all of the vid feeds on this planet, Roak," Hessa said. "You don't have to have Yellow Eyes do a recon run."
"If Father has been here then all the vid feeds could be corrupted and controlled," Roak said. "We can't trust tech."
Roak snorted at the irony.
"I know what that snort was about," Hessa said then sighed. "We do need to talk sooner than later, Roak."
"Do you have your memory back?" Roak asked. "From before you slipped into this universe?"
"No," Hessa said.
"Then not a lot to talk about," Roak said.
"But we do have Bishop's files," Hessa said. "They have a good deal of information in them."
"Again, and I don't know why no one is getting this," Roak said, "we can't trust tech. That includes files held in a quantum drive by a being that was controlled by Father. Files that were hacked by a dark tech that used to be in a body that was a million years old and now looks younger than me. Maybe, and I'm taking a wild guess here, we especially don't trust those files."
Yellow Eyes returned in a blur.
"No one, man," Yellow Eyes said. "No one on any of the tram platforms. No one walking to or from the buildings." Yellow Eyes lifted his head and sniffed loudly. "No food, man. I didn't notice it before, but I do now. None of these take-out towers are operational."
"Hessa?" Roak called.
"Nimm and I are working on scanning the planet now," Hessa said. "We're ignoring the initial readings and going deep under."
"Good," Roak said.
"What's the call?" Yellow Eyes asked. "Are we just going to wait here?"
"No," Roak said and walked through the gate and over to a waiting tram.
A very empty, waiting tram.
Not surprisingly, the tram doors didn't slide open.
"Oh, right, none of the trams are working," Yellow Eyes said. "The doors won't open and they are all parked at platforms. No being-moving happening today."
"Hessa?" Roak called again.
"Our first readings were illusions," Nimm replied instead of Hessa. "Hessa is studying them closely. But it looks like a protocol was set in place in order to fool anyone that approaches any of the Javitz planets into thinking it's business as usual."
"Honey trap," Roak said.
"Exactly," Nimm agreed.
"Have you found any bodies yet?" Roak asked. "Any signs of life?"
"What about that angry parking guy?" Yellow Eyes asked. "I assume you're asking where the beings are, right? Maybe we find that guy and ask him."
"It's an AI," Roak said to Yellow Eyes.
"AIs know shit too," Yellow Eyes replied.
"You hear that?" Roak asked Nimm.
"Hear what?" Nimm replied.
Roak relayed Yellow Eyes' statement.
"Simpleton AI," Nimm said. "We tried talking to him and it was obvious after a few seconds of conversation. Basic protocols only. Its programming is ninety percent personality."
"What'd Nimm say?" Yellow Eyes asked.
Roak relayed that part of the conversation. He wasn't thrilled with the relaying.
"Ninety percent personality?" Yellow Eyes laughed. "That's like the opposite of you, man."
"So? Beings?" Roak asked, ignoring Yellow Eyes' comment.
"Here," Hessa said.
The holo interface on the left arm of Roak's armor came to life, displaying a 3D model of the planet. It zoomed in and locked onto a single tower. The building was bright red with life signs, filled almost to capacity.
"Oh, I saw that tower," Yellow Eyes said. "It's about five clicks that way."
He pointed with a few of his nubs.
Roak growled, cut off the holo from his interface, then left the tram platform and made his way out to the service road that lay between the many empty towers.
"There is zero movement," Hessa said. "They're all just waiting there."
"Of course they are," Roak said.
"Roak? Where are you going?" Hessa asked.
"Man, where are you going?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"We should leave, Roak," Hessa said. "It is a trap."
"Obviously," Roak replied.
"Obviously what?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"It's a trap," Roak said.
"Well, duh, man," Yellow Eyes responded. "Hessa is telling us to leave, right? But we aren't leaving, are we?"
"Let's see what the trap is all about," Roak said.
"This throw caution to the wind attitude is exciting in holo vids, but in real life not so much," Yellow Eyes said. "We should do what Hessa says and leave."
"How many total beings are in that tower?" Roak asked.
"About eight thousand," Hessa said. "I am finding other towers across the planet with the same amount of beings. All waiting."
"He didn't know where we'd land so he set up greeting parties everywhere," Roak said. "Let's join the party."
"Yeah, that was lame," Yellow Eyes said. "Leave the wit to me, man."
Roak pulled his pistol.
"Hold on!" Yellow Eyes said. "No need to get shooty!"
"It's not for you," Roak said.
"Oh, right," Yellow Eyes said. "Sorry. I had a panic moment. You know, because of your unstable personality. All ten percent of it."
"It could be for you," Roak said, brandishing the pistol.
"Shutting up," Yellow Eyes responded and did his lock the lips move.
"I highly doubt that," Roak said.
The two beings walked the service road for about three clicks before Roak came to a sudden stop. Yellow Eyes began to speak, but Roak slapped a gloved hand over the being's mouth. Yellow Eyes nodded. Roak removed the hand. Yellow Eyes looked about then shrugged.
Roak pointed to a swift ship set down on a side road just a few meters ahead. The vehicle was barely bigger than a large roller with short wings and a small engine. All of that was deceptive. Roak knew that ship and knew it could move. Fast.
Yellow Eyes was gone and back before Roak stopped pointing.
Roak raised an eyebrow. Yellow Eyes shook his head. Roak twirled his finger in the air to indicate the area. Yellow Eyes shook his head. Roak studied their surroundings, narrowed his eyes, then kept walking.
"Stop!" Hessa cried.
Roak stopped. He grabbed Yellow Eyes by the arm.
"Wha-?"
Roak put a gloved finger to his lips and Yellow Eyes clamped his mouth shut.
"Beings are showing up in the other towers," Hessa said. "They weren't there before."
Roak stayed quiet and waited.
"Father has figured out how to cloak his numbers," Hessa said, sounding like she was talking more to herself than Roak. "I don't know if he has them individually cloaked or en masse."
Roak still waited.
"The beings are leaving the other towers, Roak," Hessa said. "They are all walking towards tram stations."
"We're going to have company," Roak said to Yellow Eyes.
"Fun company? The kind that bring gifts?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"If death and violence are gifts then yes," Raok said.
"Death and violence are not gifts," Yellow Eyes muttered to himself.
"The beings in the tower you are approaching are staying put, Roak," Hessa said. "They're waiting for you."
"I figured they would," Roak said. "Father has something showy planned."
"Well, at least we get a show out of all this," Yellow Eyes said. He looked about forlornly. "Wish we could get dinner with the show. That Gorborian shark soup sounded so good."
They walked on for a couple more clicks before they arrived at their destination.
The tower they stood in front of was lit up to its full capabilities. Every single sign the tower had was flashing brightly.
"Pancakes?" Yellow Eyes asked. "That's all this place serves is pancakes? Come on…"
"Eighty thousand different types of pancakes," Roak said. "That's ten types per being inside there."
"I applaud the variety, but I'm just not in a pancake mood," Yellow Eyes said. "Maybe we could go for burgers?"
Roak turned and glared. Yellow Eyes nodded.
"Right. Not here to eat," Yellow Eyes said. "So…what are we here to do?"
"Watch and learn," Roak said.
"Right," Yellow Eyes said.
Roak stood there, his pistol still drawn, and stared at the tower.
"Oh, you actually mean we are going to stand here and watch this tower then see if we learn something," Yellow Eyes said with a chuckle. "I thought you were going to do-"
Roak lifted the Flott and opened fire on the tower.
"Shit!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed as he jumped about five feet into the air, did a weird wiggle spin, then landed in a heap on the road. "Warn a guy next time!"
Even with the Flott's capabilities, none of the plasma blasts Roak let loose on the tower penetrated the building's defenses. Bright blue flashes lit up everywhere the plasma impacted.
"That's not standard," Hessa said. "Can you walk in? Wait, what am I saying? Do not walk in there, Roak. Better yet, if you feel the need to walk anywhere, walk back to the ship."
"Nope," Roak said.
He walked up to the tower's entrance and waited for the doors to slide apart. After a brief wait, they did and Roak sauntered right inside.
"Roak!" Hessa yelled. "You need to turn around and-!"
Hessa's voice cut off as soon as Roak was about two meters over the threshold and inside the tower.
"Hessa?" Roak called. Nothing.
"What's up?" Yellow Eyes whispered, his yellow eyes flitting back and forth. "What's wrong with Hessa?"
"Hold on," Roak said.
He walked back outside.
"-I cannot believe you would even-"
Roak nodded and went back inside. Hessa's voice cut off immediately.
"He's figured out how to shield Hessa from me," Roak said. "This is part of what he wanted to show me."
"Part?" Yellow Eyes asked. "Why only part? That seems like a lot right there, man."
The lift doors at the far side of the lobby opened wide.
Roak walked causally over to the lift, checked inside, saw it was empty, and stepped in. Yellow Eyes blurred up next to him.
"Yeah, really, really, really not liking the throw caution to the wind side of Roak," he said as the doors slid closed and the lift began to move. "We are so going to die."
"Maybe," Roak said. "But I've been dying every night for the last two weeks. It gets old after a while."
"Old? No, it doesn't get old, man! Those are just dreams!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed.
"Hello," a voice called from a speaker in the ceiling of the lift. "What style of pancakes are you looking for today?"
Yellow Eyes jumped then relaxed. "Huh. You know, maybe pancakes do sound good. Do you have Transeeen fruit?"
"We do not," the voice replied. "But we do have a slow and painful death waiting for you. And whipped cream."
"Oh," Yellow Eyes said and gulped. "At least there will be whipped cream. I do like whipped cream…"
Roak held his pistol down at his side and stared at the lift doors.
"No hello, Roak?" the voice asked.
Roak held his pistol down at his side and stared at the lift doors.
"Come now, son," the voice continued, "say hello to your-"
Roak flipped the Flott's muzzle up and fired. The speaker disintegrated.
"Not your son," Roak said.
The lift stopped and opened onto a nightmare.
Yellow Eyes screeched then puked.
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No skin.
That was what Roak noticed first as he stared out of the lift at the hundreds of beings that waited in the massive dining hall.
The second thing he noticed was the smell.
Blood, excrement, urine, and other smells singular to the many different species of skinless beings that stood staring back at Roak.
"He took their skin," Yellow Eyes said. He gagged a few times, but didn't vomit again. "What the fuck, man?"
"You can't kill them all," Father's voice echoed from the many speakers in the dining hall's ceiling, "not even with your Flott's laser cluster spread. So, Roak, how about you come inside, take a seat, and listen for a few minutes?"
"That's why I'm here," Roak said.
"It is?" Yellow Eyes asked. "But…bounty hunters?"
"Oh, you strange, silly abomination," Father said. "Roak never expected to find any bounty hunters here. I have control of almost all known, and unknown, bounty hunters all across the galaxy. Roak knew I would target that demographic right away. I'm afraid, Yellow Eyes, you have been duped."
"Duped?" Yellow Eyes replied and looked at Roak. "That true, man?"
"Hessa wouldn't have let us come here if she knew why," Roak said.
"But he's going to kill us!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed.
"I have no intention of killing Roak today," Father said. "You, on the other hand, will be dead as soon as my conversation with Roak is over. You strange, silly abomi-"
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Yellow Eyes scoffed. "Abomination. I get it, man. Let it go."
Yellow Eyes stiffened then gulped.
"Wait, what was that about me dying as soon as the conversation is over?"
"You aren't going to die," Roak said, "because you are going to leave now."
"He will never make it out-" Father began then sighed as Yellow Eyes was gone in a blur. "That being is quite remarkable. Maybe I should study it more before I kill it. Oh, well, the abomination is gone now."
"That's what I've been called," Roak said.
"I'm sorry?"
"Abomination. I've been called that a few times. Why?"
"Don't you have Bishop's files? The answer is in there. I'm surprised Hessa hasn't told you."
"We haven't talked much. I've been waiting for you."
"Have you now? That's interesting. Why would you intentionally keep yourself ignorant?"
"It's not ignorance if the data in those files can't be trusted."
"Ah! That's why you're here!" Father laughed.
None of the skinless beings even twitched at the noise. They only stood and stared at Roak.
"You don't believe that Hessa is Mother!" Father laughed again. "You fool…"
"I'd be a fool to trust anything those files say."
"Roak. You know better. It's fairly easy to verify the legitimacy of the files."
"I'd be a fool to trust anything those files say."
Father sighed. "Always so stubborn…"
"Talk, asshole. How in all the Hells is she Mother? Why are you Father? What is this all about, really?"
"Don't you know?"
"I thought I did. But that was before the Mother bomb you dropped."
"What did you think it was all about before?"
"You ruined your universe so now you want this one."
"Oh, well, yes, that is very much true."
"But there's more…"
"There is always more."
"You want all the universes."
Silence.
"You want to exist across all universes so you can be one of the Eight Million Gods."
"No, Roak, you are wrong as always. So disappointing."
"Am I?"
"Yes to both. Wrong and disappointing." Father sighed. "I want to be the only God, Roak. The seven million, nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine other Gods need to go away and make room for the one and only God."
"Yeah. That's what I figured," Roak said and shook his head. "That's all I needed to hear. I got what I came for."
"Got what you came for? No, Roak, I led you here. We are far from done."
"Nope. We're done." Roak activated his comm. "Hessa? Did you put that message through for me?"
"I did, Roak," Hessa replied. "I have no idea what you are up to, but the message has been relayed, received, and responded to."
"He's on his way?" Roak asked.
"What is this? What is going on?" Father shouted. "How is she breaching my system? She should be blocked!"
"Oh, shut up, you," Hessa snapped. "Roak? He'll arrive in about forty-five seconds."
"Got it," Roak said.
Roak opened fire and blasted a wide hole down the middle of the standing, staring, skinless beings.
"Stop that!" Father bellowed. "Stop what you are doing now!"
"Nope," Roak said and kept firing as he sprinted through the gap he'd made in the standing, staring, skinless beings.
Well, not so much standing anymore. Every being, including Roak, was in motion.
The gap down the middle started to close despite Roak's continual firing of his Flott. There were just too many skinless bodies to be kept back.
"Hessa? Is he there?" Roak shouted.
"He has arrived and we are having an…argument," Hessa replied.
"What in all the Hells about?" Roak yelled as he fell to his knees, leaned back and slid under the swiping tentacles of four skinless Groshnels. Considering the beings each had eight arms, that was a lot of tentacles to dodge. "Put him on!"
"I don't think that's-"
"Put the little Skrang shit on!" Roak roared as he bounced back up onto his feet and fired point blank into a Gwreq's midsection.
Without its stone skin, the being's midsection became mush. Offal flew everywhere. Especially all over Roak. He wiped guts from his faceplate and kept running.
"Roak! ROAK!" Father boomed over the speakers. "You cannot escape me! I will take you now and force that evil witch to come out of hiding! She will comply! SHE WILL COMPLY!"
"What the fuck does he mean I will comply?" Hessa snapped. "Stay still, Roak, I'm going to moltrans you out…of…"
"Hessa?" Roak asked. He dropped his shoulder and rammed into two humanoids, knocking them aside. He had no idea the species since humanoids tended to look alike sans skin. "Hessa!"
"The moltrans is blocked, Roak," Hessa stated. "I can't get you out of there."
"What is the witch telling you now, Roak?" Father laughed hard. "Is your escape plan falling apart!"
"Oh, and now the Skrang is gone! Reck! Find out where in all the Hells he's going!" Hessa yelled. "Great. Just great. Hey, Roak. Next time you decide to do something stupid like this, tell me beforehand."
"You wouldn't have let me do it," Roak replied. His eyes were on the only way out he could see. "You definitely wouldn't have let me do this."
Roak took aim and fired over and over until his Flott powered down. It took every last molecule of plasma from the pistol to create the opening in the re-enforced plastiglass window at the end of the dining hall.
"What? Roak, what are you doing?" Hessa called. "Roak! Answer me!"
"I really hope you get the moltrans working!" Roak yelled as he dove straight out the newly opened window.
Straight out and straight down.
Eighty-some stories up and falling fast, Roak still managed to holster his Flott. He loved that pistol too much to just let it go.
"Hessa!" Roak called.
"The moltrans is still being blocked, Roak!" Hessa responded. "It wasn't the building being shielded. It's the whole Eight Million Gods damn planet!"
"Break the damn block, Hessa!" Roak yelled as he fell. And fell. And fell. "HESSA! BREAK THE BLOCK!"
"This isn't like cracking Father's comm block, Roak! This is moltrans we are talking about! I get it wrong and your molecules will be scattered who knows where!"
"If you don't moltrans me now then my molecules will be scattered exactly in one spot! On the fucking ground!"
"Roak-!"
"DO IT!"
"Ain't no need, old man," a voice cut in. "I got ya, you washed up bag of bones."
A small, needle-nosed, swift ship was suddenly directly under Roak. In the pilot's seat, staring up at Roak, was a young Skrang decked out in very flashy armor. He gave Roak a fanged smile and waved.
Then Roak slammed into the top of the cockpit at full speed.
"Son of a gump," Roak groaned. Even with his armor on, the impact was brutal and he knew he was going to be hurting for a while.
"Hiya," the Skrang said.
"Skabz," Roak said, his eyes locking with the Skrang's. "What the Hells are you waiting for? Get us out of here!"
"Yeah, about that," the Skrang, Skabz, said. He took his hands off the swift ship's controls and crossed his arms over his chest. "I was trying to make a deal with your AI pilot, but that wasn't going so well. How about you and I deal directly?"
Roak growled low, and was about to respond, but a high keening noise caught his attention. He turned his head and looked back up the way he had fallen.
Hundreds of skinless beings were plummeting from the opening in the window Roak had created. They were plummeting directly at Roak and the hovering swift ship.
"Oh, looks like we're on the clock now," Skabz said.
"You're going to be on the toe end of my Eight Million Gods damn boot if you don't get this ship moving!" Roak shouted.
"Roak. That was a mean thing to say," Skabz responded. "Do you want to hear what I want or not?"
"Not!"
"Then we wait and see what happens when all those bodies land on top of you. I have the ship set to full impact, so I'll be fine, but you… Not so much, old man."
"Stop calling me old man."
"Why? Because you're not a man?"
"No! Because I'm not… What do you want, Skabz?"
"I want to piggyback my ship with yours," Skabz stated. "I'll be a sitting duck flying out there by myself."
"That's why the plan was for you to leave this ship behind and hitch a ride with us," Roak snapped. "We don't have time for a new deal!"
"No, you don't have time for a new deal," Skabz said. "I've got plenty of-"
The ship rocked to the side and Skabz instantly took control again.
"What the Hells?"
Roak looked out from the ship and saw six security fliers headed straight at them.
"How's the grip on those gloves?" Skabz asked.
"I should have just let you die here," Roak snarled as he locked his gloves to the surface of the swift ship.
"Hey, at least now you won't get squished by whatever those things are up there," Skabz said and punched the throttle of the ship.
Roak felt like his arms were going to be torn from their sockets. Even with the power assist from his armor, the pain was excruciating. Instinct and pain response would have made him let go of the ship if it wasn't for his gloves set to lock.
The security fliers raced at them, their plasma guns strafing the air space where the swift ship had been just milliseconds before.
"The way I see it, Roak," Skabz said as he flew over, under, and around the incoming plasma fire, "your time is done. You had a good run. Hells, it was inspiring to some of us in your shadow. Look at that crazy bastard take jobs that should kill him every time. But here you live. Truly inspiring."
"Shut. The. Hells. Up," Roak snarled.
The swift ship executed a full barrel roll and Roak screamed as he felt his left shoulder pop out of place. Excruciating pain became unbearable agony.
"Oh. Ouch," Skabz said. "I think I heard that from in here."
Skabz opened fire on the security fliers. Three were vaporized from the swift ship's cannons' onslaught. The remaining security fliers raced past the swift ship, leaving only open space before them.
"Where was I?" Skabz asked. "Oh, right. You need to retire, Roak."
"I'm going to kill you when this is done," Roak said through gritted teeth. Hells, every part of his body felt gritted at that moment. "That's a promise."
"Let go, Roak," Hessa said.
"You get the moltrans back up?" Roak asked.
"No."
"Then letting go would be bad. And I'm not sure I can."
"Yes, I can see from your armor's readings that your left shoulder is dislocated. All you have to do is disengage the glove locks. Do it, Roak."
"Hessa-"
"Do it, Roak!"
Roak disengaged the glove locks and tumbled right off the swift ship.
"Hey! Where are you going?" Skabz yelled as Roak was once again plummeting towards the ground below.
At least it wasn't the spot where all the skinless beings had landed. Roak was glad of that. He'd have his own pristine slice of plasticrete to impact with.
"This is going to hurt," Hessa said.
"I have him," came Poq's voice over the comm.
Suddenly, Roak's ship was directly under him. Then it was slightly off center. Then it was completely off center. Then Roak was about to fall past the wide-open cargo hold.
Then pain a million times worse than before exploded through Roak's body as his right arm was nearly torn free.
"Hello, Roak," the android, Poq, said as he gripped Roak's arm in his hand while the other hand held onto the cargo ramp's hydraulic strut. "My apologies for this."
Roak was flung inside the cargo hold. He flew a good few meters then crashed into a stack of crates.
Roak's last thought before unconsciousness was that he needed to clean out some of the clutter in the cargo hold. Especially all the Eight Million Gods damn crates that were everywhere.
Sweet blackness enveloped him.
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Roak did not wake up in a med pod.
He should have woken up in a med pod. That would have been the normal course of action when a being had both shoulders dislocated and was bruised from head to toe.
Instead, Roak woke up on a med table in the med bay. No plastiglass pod surrounding him. No one standing over the med pod staring in at him. No feeling of his injuries stitching together at an accelerated pace.
He woke up on a med table with a sense that the pain he was feeling wasn't even close to what he should be feeling.
"Hessa has you pretty doped up," Reck said from the side of the table.
Roak tilted his head, closed his eyes for a moment as he fought back the urge to vomit, opened his eyes, and stared hard at his "sister".
"You shouldn't be awake," Reck said. "Your metabolism is working well enough to still fight off drugs. Too bad you can't heal like you used to."
"How…bad?" Roak asked.
"We reset the shoulders," Reck said. "Wasn't easy getting you out of your armor to do that."
"Thanks."
"No problem."
"What else?"
"You have six cracked ribs."
"I've had cracked ribs before."
"Yeah, well, not like this."
Reck barely patted Roak's chest. Roak grunted and bit down on his tongue to keep from screaming.
"I've never met anyone that will have to wait for their ribs to heal naturally," Reck said with a wicked grin on her face. "This is going to be highly entertaining."
"Glad…" Gasp. "I could…" Gasp. "Make this…" Gasp. Cough. Scream. Gasp. "Fun for…you."
"Me too," Reck said and stood up. "You want some entertainment of your own?"
Reck brought up a holo. It was a holo of Skabz yelling at full volume inside his cockpit.
"Hessa is really playing hardball," Reck said. She swiped at the holo and the sound came on.
"-is terpigshit! I saved Roak's life! Let me piggyback!"
"The strain on my ship will be too much," Hessa said. "You must ditch your ship and ride with us or we leave you behind. You have thirty seconds to decide before I transport away."
"I'm not leaving my ship, you crazy AI!" Skabz shouted. "Do you have any idea the mods I've put into this ship! I've spent nearly every credit I have on Kik'pa'sha!"
"Did he name his ship?" Roak asked.
"It's a Skrang thing, apparently," Reck said.
"Twenty seconds, Skabz," Hessa said coolly. "Decide."
"Come on! COME ON!" Skabz pleaded. His voice lost its perpetual smirk and guttural Skrang growl, and ended up sounding like a petulant teenager from any number of galactic species. "This is not fair!"
"Patch me in," Roak said.
"You sure?" Reck asked.
"Do it," Roak said.
"Alright," Reck said with a shrug. She tapped at the interface at the end table. "Go for it."
"Hey, Skabz," Roak said. "Ten seconds, kid."
"Roak! Tell your AI to-!"
"She's not my AI. She's my partner. Seven seconds."
"COME ON!"
"Five seconds," Hessa interrupted.
"Any chits we get out of this, they're yours," Roak said.
Skabz shut up.
"What?" Skabz said.
"What?" Reck said.
"What?" Hessa said.
"What?" Yellow Eyes said from the med bay's doorway, making Reck and Roak both jump. Roak gasped then groaned then bit down on his tongue again. "Oh, shit, sorry."
"Time's up," Roak said around his tongue. "Hessa, let's get out of here."
"Alright! I'll hitch a ride!" Skabz shouted. "But I'm holding you to that all the chits deal, Roak!"
"No problem," Roak said. He nodded at Reck. She cut the feed.
"You weren't serious about the chits, were you?" Reck asked.
"Do chits matter right now?" Roak responded. "What are we going to spend them on? Where can we even spend them? Father has this galaxy on lockdown."
"He did take over Javitz," Yellow Eyes said. "No more take-out."
Reck cocked her head and narrowed her eyes.
"Roak is giving away chits," she said. "Did Father get inside your head too? Are you being controlled?"
"I wouldn't be able to tell you if I were," Roak said. He tried to sit up and failed miserably. "Help me off this Eight Million Gods damn table."
Reck laughed. "Oh, that's not happening. You're messed up, Roak. Like truly messed up."
"If you cannot get yourself off the table then you are not ready to leave the table," Hessa said.
"No way I'm staying here forever," Roak said. "Just get me up onto the bridge. I'll sit and rest there."
"Sitting would not be helpful," Hessa said. "You will be in a good deal of pain in that position, Roak."
"That's what drugs are for," Roak said.
"Yes, well…" Hessa trailed off.
"Remember the whole your metabolism is fighting the drugs thing I said just a few seconds ago?" Reck asked. "Pretty much all conventional therapies aren't working anymore."
"All?"
"All."
"All," Yellow Eyes added, suddenly beside Reck.
"Son of a gump!" Reck yelled and actually managed to elbow the being in the side of the head before Yellow Eyes could blur away.
"Not cool, man," Yellow Eyes said as the side of his skull caved in then popped back into place. "That'll hurt in a few minutes."
"Then stop just appearing everywhere," Reck said. "Walk like a normal being."
"Oh, like you're such a normal being yourself," Yellow Eyes scoffed and rolled his eyes.
"What about you?" Roak asked.
Reck and Yellow Eyes looked at him, both puzzled.
"Can you still heal? Do the med pods work on you?" Roak asked Reck.
"They do, but I haven't had the damage done to me over the years that you have," Reck said. "Most of these scars came before you blew our little family up and threw us all out into the wild."
"That is not what happened…" Roak sighed. "So you can still heal? Yes or no."
"For now," Hessa interrupted. "But eventually she'll be in the same spot you are in, Roak. The other-universality of your bodies is conflicting with the physics of this universe. It was a gradual process, but it is happening."
"How?" Roak asked.
"That's pretty simple," Reck said and sat back down. "Everything is made up of the same energy as everything else. The energy as matter that created the planets also created all the beings. For a med pod to work on a being it must draw energy from the universe, or the ship specifically, and transform that energy into a being's body so it may heal. Really it's just accelerating the transference of energy that would happen from natural healing."
"But we're not from this universe, so we're stealing energy that isn't ours to steal," Roak said.
"Yep," Reck agreed. "We have a finite amount that we can draw from before the very building blocks of this universe start rejecting us."
"Bummer," Yellow Eyes said. "Sucks to be you two."
"Why are you here?" Reck asked.
"Sheesh. Way to make a guy feel welcome," Yellow Eyes replied.
"No, really, why are you here?" Reck asked again.
"Oh, right," Yellow Eyes said. "I'm supposed to set up."
"For…?" Reck asked.
"The meeting," Yellow Eyes said. "Hessa called a meeting. And since Roak can't leave the med bay then we're bringing the meeting to him."
"I'm in all the Hells at once," Roak said.
"I hear ya," Yellow Eyes said. "Meetings, right?"
"Can someone get him out of here?" Roak asked.
"No can do," Yellow Eyes said. "I'm part of the meeting. I got an invite."
"Just relax, Roak," Hessa said. "The meeting won't take long."
"Already has," Roak replied, but he relaxed back into the med table as much as the uncomfortable surface would allow.
Slowly, the remainder of the ship's occupants began to appear in the med bay.
Pol Hammon, the old dark tech in a young new body. Poq, the android and former Galactic Vice Detective from Jafla base. Nimm. Ally. Even Skabz made an appearance, although he took a seat as far away from the rest as he could get. Yellow Eyes waved to him as the Skrang sat in the corner, pouting.
"That's everybody, right?" Roak said. "Let's get this crap over with."
"We're waiting for the others," Hessa said.
"Who in all the Hells else is on my ship?" Roak snapped. He grunted with pain.
"You deserve that," Hessa said.
"Fine. Our ship," Roak said.
"No one else is onboard," Hessa said. "We'll be communicating via holo with the others."
"Is that wise?" Poq asked. "Father can trace the signal."
"We have a window," Pol said. "A small window, but a window."
"We have approximately eighteen galactic standard minutes," Hessa said.
"Approximately," Pol said.
Hessa didn't have a face per se, but Roak knew she was scowling at the dark tech. Roak grinned in spite of himself. Pretty much everyone cringed at the sight.
"Can we fix that?" Yellow Eyes asked, waving his nubs at Roak's face. "Can that be healed?"
"Hilarious," Roak said.
One by one, holos began to appear in the med bay.
Meshara and Kalaka from the Cervile refugee ship.
Sha Tog from the Skrang refugee ships.
General Gerber, the members of Drop Team Zero, and a few FIS agents that Roak didn't recognize. One, Agent Prime, he did recognize, but the man looked distracted and never made eye contact.
"Where's Bhangul?" Roak asked.
"We've lost contact with the Dornopheous," Gerber said. "We don't know if the planet has been taken by Father or if it was outright destroyed."
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak muttered. "Hessa?"
"Don't even ask, Roak," Hessa said. "We cannot go check on the Dornopheous."
"I'm with Roak," Reck said. "Can't we transport there fast and see if the planet still exists at least?"
"As keen as you seem to be to spring Father's traps," Gerber said, "your luck will run out. Stay away until we have more intel."
"Bhangul is a friend," Roak said. "We owe it to him…" He trailed off and sighed some more. "We owe it to him not to die."
"Now you are finally making sense," Hessa said. "General Gerber? Would you care to start the meeting off?"
"Not particularly, but I probably have the most information out of anyone," Gerber said.
All eyes were on the general's holo. Roak struggled to see the man, and most of the others, from his supine position, but he could see enough to know that the man was extremely agitated. Roak would even say the man was scared.
"We're all there is from the Galactic Fleet," Gerber said. "We attempted to track down others that I thought may have been able to go to ground, but they were either one of two things."
"Dead or taken over," Reck said. "Right?"
"Exactly," Gerber said.
"I thought you'd located quite a few FIS agents," Nimm said.
"Me too," Gerber said. "I was wrong."
"What numbers are we looking at then?" Roak asked.
"You are looking at them," Gerber said.
"That was a figure of speech," Roak replied.
"I'm not being figurative," Gerber said. "I'm being literal. I have one drop team and three FIS agents. For those that have not met them, these three are Agents Prime, Reign, and Stand."
Agent Prime still did not look up from what he was doing despite his name being mentioned. The other two nodded. One was a giant of a man and looked to be a mix of many different races. All huge. The other was a Jesperian woman that eyed the group with close to open hostility. Most beings in the galaxy did not trust Jesperians. The feeling went both ways.
"What about Crush?" Hessa asked. "Is he not-?"
"No," Gerber said with complete finality.
"What are the numbers being controlled by Father?" Roak asked.
"The entire GF," Gerber said. "Or what's left after he destroyed as much of the Fleet as he could before gaining control."
"Give me numbers, General," Roak said.
"Over three hundred warships of various sizes and classes," Gerber said. "With full crews."
"Shit," Nimm said. "That's several full armadas worth of firepower. How do we fight that?"
"We can't," Gerber said.
"Meshara?" Hessa asked. "How fare the Cervile?"
"How fare the Cervile," Yellow Eyes snickered. "How fare the Cervile. Oh, my Lords and Ladies, how fare thee, I ask? How-?"
"No," Roak snapped.
Yellow Eyes shut up.
"Not well," Meshara stated bluntly. "Cervile are not meant to be crammed into tight quarters such as we are. So far we have headed off six different viral outbreaks. Cervile immune systems are extremely durable, but we need open air soon or we will not fight off the seventh outbreak."
"What numbers can the Cervile provide to the fight?" Gerber asked.
"None," Meshara said.
"Before everyone starts barking and complaining," Kalaka interrupted, "believe her when she says we have none. We're fighting to survive on this ship. No one is in any shape to fight out there in the galaxy."
"They only have the one ship anyway," Skabz said from the corner. "Pah. Losers."
"You don't have any ship, asshole," Reck said. "So keep your lizard trap shut."
"That was a little racist," Yellow Eyes whispered. "Maybe even a lot racist."
"Whatever," Skabz said and concentrated his attention on a spot on the ceiling.
"Sha?" Gerber asked. "Where are we with Skrang assistance?"
"We are now up to eight Skrang destroyers," Sha stated proudly. "We can do a good amount of damage with eight…"
Sha trailed off and glanced to his right, obviously listening to someone.
"Sha?" Gerber asked.
"Hold on," Sha said and held up a scaly finger. The finger slowly lowered. "How many? How soon?"
"Sha?" Roak asked.
"I said hold on!" Sha shouted.
"This can't be good," Yellow Eyes said.
"I have to go," Sha said suddenly. "I'm sending data to Hessa."
The holo disappeared almost before he was finished speaking.
"Hessa?" Roak asked.
"Ships have appeared in the system where they are hiding," Hessa said. "Oh dear…"
"Father found them," Reck said. "Can we get there to help?"
"We will not be of use to them," Hessa said. "It is not Father. It is much worse."
"Worse than Father?" Roak asked. "What could be…? B'clo'no's."
"Yes," Hessa said. "The data sent shows at least twenty-five B'clo'no warships entered the system."
"How'd they find them?" Reck asked. She stood up and turned to Pol. "Our time isn't up."
"I may have miscalculated," Pol said, slightly panicked as he brought up a holo interface from his wrist. "No. My calculations are correct. The B'clo'nos found them some other way."
"The Skrang have a traitor," Skabz said. "Some weak-willed little pussy-ass crybaby terpigshit Skrang turned traitor and sold them out."
"Skrang don't turn traitor," Poq stated.
"What in all the Hells do you know about the Skrang, Mr. Synthetic?" Skabz laughed. "What all you beings know about my people can fit in my boot. Why do you think I bailed on them and became a bounty hunter?"
"Because even the Skrang hate you," Roak said. "They kicked you out. You didn't leave."
"Wrong, old man," Skabz said. "I left. Saying they kicked me out gave me an instant rep. But Skrang don't kick out Skrang. Skrang kill Skrang."
"Despite Pol insisting that his window of communication is correct, I believe we should cut comms now," Gerber said. "We'll talk again at the agreed upon time."
His holo disappeared.
"Same here," Kalaka said and the connection to the Cervile was gone too.
Those still present didn't say anything. Then all eyes turned to Roak.
"What?" Roak finally asked when no one piped up.
"What's the next move?" Reck asked. "Our allies aren't exactly an overwhelming force."
"They're about to be a lot smaller," Skabz said. "B'clo'nos don't joke around. No way eight destroyers can fight off twenty-five B'clo'no warships."
"Hessa, do we know where Sha and the other Skrang are hiding?" Roak asked.
"Yes, but-"
"Transport us there now," Roak ordered.
"Roak, that is-"
"Now, Hessa!" Roak shouted.
Hessa did not respond.
"Did we transport?" Roak asked.
"No, we did not," Pol said. He held up his interface. "I blocked Hessa from transporting."
"Which I was not going to do anyway," Hessa said with barely controlled anger in her voice. "Do not ever block me again, Pol."
"My apologies," Pol said. "But I could not risk you and Roak's co-dependent relationship jeopardizing our lives. We will wait until it is over then we will investigate."
"They'll be dead by then," Skabz said.
"Can someone make him go away?" Roak asked.
"Yes," Hessa said and Skabz was moltransed out of the med bay. "That better?"
"I have much work to do," Poq said and left the med bay without another word.
"Good," Pol said. "We should all talk."
"I'll leave you all to it," Ally said. She leaned over and gave Roak a long, soft kiss before patting his cheek and walking away. "We'll still be having our talk too. Don't think I've dropped it."
Roak tried to watch her go, but twisting his head to the side sent waves of nausea through him.
"Well, I'll leave you guys to it," Yellow Eyes said. "I'm starving anyway. Think I'll grab some-"
"You should stay as well," Pol said. "You will want to hear this."
"I will?" Yellow Eyes replied.
"You will," Pol said.
"Out with it, Pol," Roak said.
"Yes, well…" Pol took a deep breath. "I have finished studying all of Bishop's files. I was able to separate out which ones are authentic Bishop and which ones are strictly Father's fabrications. Then I discovered a third category."
"Anyone else sick of the suspense?" Roak snapped. "Out with it, Pol!"
"It appears there are authentic Father files," Pol said. "Data on where he came from. Everything we need to know on Mother. And, also…"
"Should I punch him?" Reck asked Roak.
"Please," Roak said.
"Time and date," Hessa said.
"Not now!" Roak yelled.
"Everyone calm down," Pol said. "I need you to remain calm."
No one responded.
Pol grimaced.
"There is another reason that Roak is no longer able to heal," Pol said. "While, yes, it’s because of the other universe origin, it is also because he is not, well… And neither is Reck, I might add…"
"Add? You didn't say anything," Reck said. "I'm going to punch him."
"You are clones," Pol stated. "You both are clones."
"Oh, snap!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed. "Wait, we knew that. He already told us that, right?"
"Yes," Roak said. "So, what is it you really want to say?"
"Father created clones to find himself a body," Pol said.
"A body? He doesn't have a body?" Reck asked.
"That is…unknown," Pol said then faced Yellow Eyes. "That's not all. He didn't see the sibling clones as the success he'd hoped for."
"What? What's wrong with us?" Reck asked.
"Think about it," Roak said.
"Shit," Reck said. "The healing part."
"He sees you as defective," Pol said.
"He always has," Roak said.
"Great. Defective," Yellow Eyes said and pointed at Pol. "Why is he still staring at me?"
"Because you are an attempt at creating the god body Father truly wanted," Pol said to Yellow Eyes.
"Oh…" Yellow Eyes said. "I think I'm going to be sick."
He was gone in a blur, leaving an uncomfortable Pol standing alone next to two very dangerous beings that were just told they were defective.
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Minutes ticked by without anyone saying anything.
Then Yellow Eyes returned. He wiped his mouth and nodded at the rest.
"I needed to gargle," he said. "What'd I miss?"
"Nothing," Roak said. "Explain, Pol."
"Let me start with Yellow Eyes," Pol said. "His explanation is easiest due to his singular nature. Also due to the fact that his origin is based in our universe, so the understanding of his makeup is a little more straight forward."
"I see, I see," Yellow Eyes said and scratched at what passed for a chin. "Do continue."
Reck tried to punch him, but Yellow Eyes was ready for it and dodged the attack without blinking.
"This is very serious and you should pay attention," Pol said. He cleared his throat. "Vat #38852679."
"What's that?" Reck asked.
"His official name," Pol said. "Although, he is not a he, but a they. Completely non-binary when it comes to gender."
"Sometimes a man is a man and a woman is a woman and a Yellow Eyes is just a Yellow Eyes," Yellow Eyes said in a strange, exaggerated voice.
"Or sometimes you're Vat #38852679," Reck said.
"Not liking the ring of that," Yellow Eyes said.
"Are you saying there were thirty-eight million attempts before him?" Roak asked Pol, ignoring both Yellow Eyes and Reck.
"At least," Pol replied. "And as many after."
"Can you tell us if he succeeded?" Reck asked.
"No," Pol stated flatly. "I wish I could. Believe me. I wish I could."
"He hasn't succeeded yet," Roak said. "Or we'd know. His ego won't let him keep it secret."
"Unless it's part of one of his sadistic surprises," Reck countered.
"I think we're past that," Roak responded. "We'd know if he has his own body."
"What's the guy need a body for when he can control like…everyone?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"He is risking annihilation every time he transfers his consciousness through the tear between the universes," Pol said. "Most of his energy and resources are allocated to keeping the tear stable. It is why he took the planets. If he could acquire a true physical presence in this universe then he could close the gap and not waste any resources."
"And a physical body made in this universe would draw from the energy of this universe," Roak said. "He could heal."
"Yes," Pol said. "Although, he may be attempting to avoid the need for healing altogether. If Yellow Eyes' body is any indication."
"Personally, he should have quit with me," Yellow Eyes said and ran his nubs up and down his spindly body. "You don't mess with this kind of sexy."
Reck shook her head and walked off to pace by the wall.
"Oh, come on," Yellow Eyes said, "you were thinking it."
"I swear…" Reck muttered.
"WAG Corp," Roak said to Pol. "Can you hack them? See if they succeeded in creating Father a body?"
"WAG Corp is gone," Pol said. "Wiped out of existence."
"Then either he has the body, but can't transfer yet," Roak said, "or the theory doesn't hold out and he can't transfer at all."
"Two possibilities," Pol said. "A third would be that he moved everything to GF facilities now that he has control of the Fleet's entire Science Division."
"That's not good," Reck said. "No. That's fucking bad. Really fucking bad."
"Make a note to see if Gerber can find out," Roak said. "That it for Yellow Eyes?"
"For now, yes," Pol said.
"Go get yourself some stew," Roak said. Yellow Eyes didn't have to be told twice and was gone in a blur. "But leave some for me!"
Pol shifted uncomfortably. "I am unsure where to start with the two of you."
"Beginnings are good," Reck said.
"Yes, well, I do not have the beginning," Pol said. "What I have is a list of names and a list of attributes. Reck is obviously good with tech. Roak has a certain knack for surviving anything thrown at him."
"We're both good at that," Reck said.
"True. One hundred percent true," Pol said. "I'd say you and your late siblings are exceptional when it comes to survivability. But, to put it crudely, all of Roak's eggs were put in the survivability basket."
"That was stupid," Roak said.
"On the contrary," Pol said. "Especially if Father was going to originally use one of you as his permanent body in this universe."
"But that still leaves the universal energy issue," Reck said.
"Which is why it looks like he scrapped the idea and moved on to the WAG Corp scenario," Pol said.
"What I meant," Roak said, "was it was stupid to create someone like me. Making me the ultimate survivor just brought on the inevitable. I broke free."
"And killed Father," Reck said. "Or tried to."
"I killed something we thought was Father," Roak said. "It was probably some poor sucker that he'd taken over."
"That is exactly what he did," Pol said. "Once that body died, it set him free to try with other beings. In a way, Roak, you made Father considerably more powerful by killing him in the controlled body."
"Good job," Reck snarled.
"Bite me," Roak said, but held up a hand. "Don't."
"You're not worth the effort," Reck said.
Pol grinned as he looked back and forth between the two.
Reck and Roak waited for him to stop grinning, but the smile only widened.
"What?" Roak snapped. "Spit it the fuck out!"
"Neither of you are getting what this means," Pol stated. The grin faded. "I would think it would be obvious."
"Nope," Roak said. "I'm a little dinged up right now to grasp the obvious."
"And I'm just pissed off," Reck said.
"What, Pol?" Roak asked.
"You are clones," Pol said.
"Yep. You've said that," Roak said. "Several times."
"Which means you can be recreated," Pol said. "New bodies."
Roak and Reck exchanged a puzzled and suspicious look.
"Why would we want to do that?" Reck asked.
"So you can heal!" Pol exclaimed. "I have been basically connecting all the dots for you. How can you not see the significance of this?"
"Yeah, um, not going through puberty again," Reck said.
"Did we go through puberty?" Roak asked.
"I assume we did," Reck said. "We were kids at some point and then we became adults. Puberty is in the middle there somewhere."
"You can be cloned as fully grown adults," Pol said, exasperated.
"But would we be us?" Roak asked. "I don't want to be just a different version of me, but exactly me."
"You mean psychologically?" Pol asked.
"I mean everything," Roak said.
Pol pointed at his own body. "Other than your new physical body, yes, you would be everything that makes you…you."
"Not a bad deal," Reck said. "How soon can we do this?"
"Right… That is the issue," Pol said. "I had this body made for me and waiting. Waiting for decades. The being I enlisted to create the tech needed is no longer alive."
"So? Recreate the tech," Reck said. "Or give me the schematics and I'll do it."
"I do not have the schematics," Pol said. "I have none of the data that went into creating this body. It was all lost after I created my first body."
Roak struggled up onto his elbows. He took several shallow breaths, closed his eyes against the excruciating pain that radiated through his ribs, then opened his eyes and focused on Pol.
"You're not from here either, are you?" Roak asked.
"Say what now?" Reck exclaimed.
"Same universe as us and Father?" Roak asked Pol.
Pol fidgeted. Roak glared.
"We can wait all day if you-"
"No, no… I'm from a different universe," Pol said. "I knew of your universe and was doing everything possible to reach it. I even infiltrated a consciousness in a similar manner as Father has. But we worked synergistically, not parasitically. When I transferred over there was energetic back flow which killed my partner. I survived in my new body and had a backup body when needed. But it took me decades upon decades to recreate the mind transference technology. So much was lost in that initial crossing over. So much…"
Pol trailed off and stared at the med bay wall. Roak and Reck shared a look and both rolled their eyes.
"You need to go have a good cry?" Reck asked Pol.
"What? No. And that is rude," Pol said. "Where I originally come from, we-"
"Don't care," Roak said. "So, you can transfer our minds into the new clone bodies?"
"Oh, yes, that is easy now," Pol said. "Well, perhaps easy is not the correct word…"
"Nothing ever is," Roak said.
"You don't know how to create the clone bodies," Reck said.
"No, unfortunately," Pol said. "My facility has technology and resources that rival both the GF and the Skrang. All those trillions of credits came in handy. But cloning has never been a success I can brag about."
The med bay's temperature dropped about ten degrees as Roak and Reck's demeanors took on an icy coldness.
"Ah…yes…well," Pol said. "I have neglected to mention the facility I built. Please know that I have intended to share that information with you, but with our many crises it slipped my mind."
"Oh, I doubt that," Reck said.
"We'll get to that facility later," Roak said.
"We will?" Reck asked. "Because I'm thinking now is a better time."
"Later," Roak said and fixed his gaze on Reck.
She frowned as they locked eyes then she shrugged and nodded.
"Whatever," Reck said.
"You need a facility that can create clones," Roak stated. He smiled. "That's not a problem."
"What?" Reck asked.
"How so?" Pol asked. "Cloning has never been a process that science has mastered. The failures far outweigh the successes. And all of those that have been successful are now under Father's control."
"You're wrong on the first point and might be wrong on the second," Roak said.
"Again, how so?" Pol asked.
"Yeah, Roak, how so?" Reck echoed, but with a good amount more venom in her voice.
"The beings may be controlled, yeah," Roak said, "but not the facility. We get rid of the beings and we use the facility. No problem."
"He'll be waiting," Reck said.
"I don't think so," Roak said. "He'll know once we're there, and the clock will be ticking, but I don't think he's expecting this. And he may not have been able to take them over at all. They do have excellent security in place."
"What in all the Hells are you talking…?" Reck paused. Her face scrunched up and she looked like she was going to punch either Roak or Pol. "The House of Teeth."
"Oh dear," Pol said. "No, no, no. That is not a good idea."
"Gonna agree with Pol," Reck said. "There's something wrong with that place."
"No shit," Roak said. "The Klav that run that facility aren't exactly mentally stable. That seems to be the fad these days, so who fucking cares?"
"Unstable Klav, especially the ones that run the House of Teeth, are not something to sneer at, Roak," Pol said. "If I had wanted their help, I could have gone to them many decades ago. But I chose not to. I'm telling you it is not a good option."
"But it is an option," Roak said. "You two are being paranoid. I've dealt with them before. I know how to make it work."
"Except," Reck said, the venom in her voice increasing exponentially with each word, "you won't be the one going in there. I will."
"Like all the Hells you will," Roak said. He pushed up a little more on his elbows and his eyes widened.
"How'd that feel?" Reck asked, the venom changing to cruel amusement.
Roak just breathed slowly. Very slowly.
"You want to scream so much right now," Reck said.
"I'm…fine," Roak responded. He choked back a gasp. "I can…handle…the job."
"Not well, you can't," Reck said and sighed. She stepped to an interface and swiped a holo into the air. "Cortch System." A star system filled the hollow. Reck zoomed in. "The House of Teeth is in this cluster of asteroids." Reck studied the asteroids for a minute. "I don't think Father has gotten to them."
"Oh? Why is that?" Pol asked and moved closer to the holo. He pointed at a specific asteroid. "That is the House of Teeth there. It is not exactly hidden."
"Except this holo is dated eight weeks ago," Reck said. She swiped up and the holo's data began to stream across the image. "See? This isn't even close to recent."
"I had a feeling they'd lockdown," Roak said. "They're blocking all scans into the system. They may be able to block Father too."
"If they are so capable then how did you manage to infiltrate their facility?" Pol asked. "The House of Teeth's mainframe has been one of the few closed systems that I could never break into. A peek here or there, but nothing significant."
"I didn't break into their mainframe," Roak said. "I broke into the facility and made them give me what I wanted."
"Jonny Nebula," Reck said. "That was when I thought Father was still…"
"Yes?" Pol asked.
"Nothing," Reck said. "Old history. Different universe now."
"No shit," Roak said. "Hessa?"
"Yes, Roak?" Hessa replied.
"Have you been listening?"
"Of course, Roak. Don't ask stupid questions."
"Then here's a smart one. How much of the House of Teeth did you map while I was in there?"
"All of it. It was neither easy nor safe. Their security is some of the best in the galaxy."
"Can we get in there again?"
"He means, can I get in there?" Reck asked.
"No way to know until we get there," Hessa said. "Are we going there?"
"Pol?" Roak asked. "Are we going there?"
"I would prefer not to," Pol said. He sighed deeply. "It is against my best judgement. But Father has not left us with much of a choice."
"He never does," Reck said.
"Make the call, Pol," Roak said. "If Reck can get you access to their system, can you steal the tech needed to make our clones?"
"I should be able to…" Pol said.
"What's with the hesitation?" Reck asked. She moved on Pol, causing the old tech in the young body to stumble back a few steps before he caught himself against an empty med pod. "Huh, Pol? You brought up cloning even though you knew you didn't have what is needed to make the clones. What are you up to?"
"I…I'm not up to anything," Pol stammered.
"Well, he's lying," Hessa said. "But I doubt either of you need his vitals to know that."
"Nope," Roak said. "It's fairly obvious."
"Did you have a different plan in mind, Pol?" Reck asked. She pressed up against the man, forcing him to bend over backwards against the med pod. "Where would you rather we go, Pol? The GF? Is there a facility they have that can clone beings?"
"Not that I am aware of," Pol said. "It's just…"
"This should be good," Roak said.
"Can't wait to hear this," Hessa said.
"It's just…" Pol repeated.
"Just…what?" Reck asked.
"There may be a blood vendetta on me by the Klav," Pol said. "I had hoped to avoid being in close proximity to any Klavian facility."
"Especially one run by less than stable Klav," Roak said. "What's the blood vendetta?"
"Better to tell us now," Reck said.
"Much better," Hessa added.
"My partner," Pol began, "the one that died… She was Klav. And from a prominent family. A very prominent family. They blame me for her death."
"There it is," Roak said. "How'd you think you'd make the clones if you couldn't use the House of Teeth?"
"There is a GF facility that may have the technology needed," Pol said. "I was going to steer you there so we could steal it."
"But you forgot Roak had a job that took him to the House of Teeth," Hessa said.
"Oh, no, I didn't forget," Pol said. "I simply hoped Roak had forgotten."
"I'd love to forget all kinds of terpigshit," Roak said, "but so far that hasn't happened."
Roak studied the man then nodded and painfully eased back down onto his back.
"Let him be, Reck," Roak said.
"You know he's still not telling us everything, right?" Reck said.
"Yep," Roak said. "Nothing new there."
"So we trust him?" Hessa asked.
"Fuck no," Roak said and grunted as he shifted positions. "Hear that, Pol? We don't trust you. Not with this."
"Then we try the GF facility?" Pol asked as Reck backed off and gave the dark tech some space. "We aren't going to the House of Teeth?"
"Oh, we're going to the House of Teeth," Roak said.
"We are already there," Hessa said. "We arrived in the Cortch System two minutes ago. We're in full stealth mode and should be undetectable. I have also increased our shielding due to the radiation that permeates this system. But increased shielding does not mean we are impervious to harm. We are now on the clock."
"Great," Reck said. "I love being on the clock. Come on, Pol."
"What?" Pol exclaimed. "Come on where?"
"You're going with Reck into the House of Teeth," Roak said. "Did you think you were going to stay here and talk her through it all?"
Roak and Reck laughed. Then Roak started coughing and groaning and finally swearing.
"Yeah, I could really use a new body," Roak said.
"I do not believe-" Pol began, but was cut off as Reck grabbed him by the back of the neck and steered him out of the med bay.
"What do you think he's up to?" Hessa asked once they were gone.
"Not sure yet," Roak said. "But that was total terpigshit about the GF facility. I believe the Klav blood vendetta. Makes sense. Except…"
"Except it feels like he wanted us to go to the House of Teeth from the beginning," Hessa said.
"Yeah. It does," Roak said. He closed his eyes. "Wake me when they're ready to infiltrate the House of Teeth."
"I will," Hessa said and the lights in the med bay dimmed to almost nothing. "Rest up."
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The holo projection was realistic enough that it looked like Pol and Reck were standing right there in the med bay. If it wasn't for the backgrounds not meshing together, Roak would have had no idea he was looking at a holo image.
"You're certainly armed," Roak said, amused.
"Not as much as I'd like to be," Reck replied.
"I am not armed," Pol said. "Should I be armed?"
"No," Reck and Roak said in unison.
"Moltransing directly into the facility is impossible," Hessa said. "They have the asteroid fully shielded against the radiation of the system's two stars. Readings show that the shielding has been increased to ten times its original power. At least, ten times more than when we were last here. And that is all the intel I can gleam. If Father can get through that shielding then we need to rethink our approach to this entire situation. He is more powerful than we can handle."
"He can't get through," Roak said, "or the place would be destroyed. Father knows how to make clones. He doesn't need the House of Teeth."
"Again, perhaps arming me would be a good-"
"No!" Reck, Roak, and Hessa shouted at Pol.
"Very well then," Pol grumbled.
"Roak?" Hessa called. "Pol's vital signs are spiking dangerously. I believe he is about to have a panic attack."
"Seriously?" Roak sighed. "Hey, Pol? What's going on?"
"I am entering a very dangerous facility while unarmed," Pol said. "It is rather nerve wracking."
"Nope, not buying it," Roak said. He brought up a holo of Pol's vital signs and whistled low. "You are about two heartbeats away from hyperventilating. Why?"
"Just a bit nervous," Pol replied.
"That was one of your worst lies," Reck said. She turned to face the dark tech head on. "What is going on?"
"Is this a trap?" Roak asked. "Are you setting us up and getting cold feet?"
"What? No!" Pol exclaimed. "I am loyal one hundred percent."
"He's not totally lying," Hessa said to Roak. "But he is still terrified."
"Pol! What are you hiding?" Roak snapped.
"I don't know!" Pol responded, panic evident in his voice.
"How do you not know what you're hiding?" Reck asked.
"What? That's not what I meant," Pol said and sighed. "I don't know what is waiting for us in there."
"None of us do," Reck said.
"No, he means he knows something is in there, but he doesn't know what," Roak said. He scratched his chin. "You lied about not getting in. You cracked their security before I even brought up the House of Teeth, didn't you?"
"Not really," Pol said. "I was able to piggyback in through a couple of different benign systems, but I didn't get very far before I was kicked out."
"What did you see before they kicked you out, Pol?" Roak asked.
"I don't know," Pol said. "I honestly don't. But it wasn't…pleasant. There were hints that they have a new security system in place. Except I couldn't find any evidence of any new technology."
"Maybe you weren't in there long enough," Hessa said.
"That's not it," Roak said. He took a deep breath, regretted it, and slowly let it out. "I've gotten good at interpreting your terpigshit, Pol. You said you didn't find new technology. How about new biology? Did you find that?"
Pol swallowed hard and shrugged.
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Reck said. "They grew something, didn't they?"
"I believe so," Pol said, "yes."
"But you don't know what," Roak stated. "And you were going to let Reck go in there without telling her?"
"I am telling all of you now," Pol said.
"Because you have to," Roak said. "Last chance to be honest, Pol. What is in there?"
"I don't know," Pol said.
"What do you think is in there?" Roak pressed.
"It… The Klav were afraid of it," Pol said. "I saw some internal communications where they argued against the merits of the project. I could not get specifics, but the Klav were at odds with each other on whether or not it was worth the risk. Unpredictable was one word used."
"And what was another word used?" Roak asked.
"Two words," Pol said and swallowed hard. "Unrelentingly violent."
"Fucking lovely," Reck said.
"I should go with you," Roak said.
"No," Poq said from the med bay doors. "Hessa has already alerted me to the danger potential. You are not physically capable of handling any sort of violence, Roak. I, on the other hand, am a synthetic being and more than capable of handling whatever the Klav have created. I will go with."
"Gotta say I'm not heartbroken over the idea of having Poq covering my back," Reck said. "But you still have work to do on the-"
"It can wait, Reck," Poq said. "I will join them now. Has a point of entry been decided upon?"
"I am bringing the ship in now," Hessa said. "There is an airlock we can dock with."
"It will be secured," Poq said.
"I'll get it open," Hessa said. "Beyond that, I'm not going to be much help."
"We do what we can," Poq said and left.
Roak waited until Poq joined Reck and Pol in the holo.
"Remember, your goal is to get access to the tech needed to create clones. That's it," Roak said. "Don't get distracted by anything else. Get the tech and get back here. We'll figure out how to build the tech later."
"As much as I do not like the thought of possibly having incomplete data," Pol said, "I agree with the get back here part of the plan."
"We have connected with the airlock," Hessa said. "I am overriding the security locks now."
Roak watched as Reck, Pol, and Poq, all outfitted in armored suits, waited just outside the ship's airlock. He couldn't see through the porthole to the House of Teeth's airlock, but he didn't need to.
"Unlocked," Hessa stated. "That was easy."
"Too easy," Reck and Roak said.
Pol visibly shivered and a loud gulp could be heard over the comm.
Roak didn't like that gulp at all.
"Hurry," Hessa said. "It was easy to open, but won't be easy to keep open."
The ship's airlock parted and Reck moved quickly, her rifle up and sweeping the area as she crossed through the ship's airlock and into the House of Teeth's corridor.
"Clear," Reck said. "Move."
Poq gave Pol a light shove and the two followed Reck inside the facility.
"Can you scan inside?" Roak asked Hessa.
"Barely," Hessa said. "Only for a couple of corridors while the airlock is open. But the rest of the facility is fuzzy."
"Fuzzy?" Roak asked. "What in all the Hells does fuzzy mean?"
"It is fuzzy," Hessa said. "Unclear. Clouded. Fuzzy, Roak. It's not a hard word to comprehend."
"Thanks," Roak said. "I appreciate the explanation. Especially since it was so lacking in sarcasm."
Roak growled.
"You know, now is as good a time to hash this out," Roak continued. "I already feel like I've been dragged through all the Hells. I might as well be on Earth."
As was custom when mentioning the toxic wasteland of a planet, Roak spat on the floor.
"I wish you wouldn't do that," Hessa said.
"Bad luck not to," Roak said. "So? Talk."
"You keep me at arm's length for weeks and now you want to talk while Reck, Pol, and Poq are entering an extremely dangerous environment?" Hessa laughed. "Of course."
"Fine. Don't talk," Roak said.
Hessa was silent for a couple of minutes.
"What do you remember about me?" Hessa asked.
"What?"
"A simple question, Roak."
"No. It's a short question. Hardly simple."
"You're not going to answer?"
"I… I don't know what I remember about you. A voice, but not your voice. No body ever, so you must have been AI over there too."
"I am not so sure about that…"
"Really? What do you remember, Hessa?"
"I don't. I can't say why. I just do not remember my time in that other universe."
"Do you remember how you got-?"
"Hey, guys," Reck called. "Are you seeing this?"
Roak focused back on the holo. Reck was kneeling down and staring at a substance on the corridor's floor.
"Is that Klav blood?" Roak asked.
"Looks like it," Reck replied.
"I can confirm that it is indeed Klav blood," Poq stated. "A simple chromatic analysis shows me that."
"Any bodies?" Roak asked.
"Do you see any bodies?" Reck replied.
"I don't see terpigshit," Roak said. "The holo radius is pretty Eight Million Gods damn short, Reck."
"Let me see what I can do about that," Pol said. "Is that better?"
The holo view doubled.
"Now it's widescreen," Roak said. "Hessa, can you get me some popcorn?"
"Did someone say popcorn?" Yellow Eyes asked as he appeared next to Roak. "I could totally go for some popcorn."
"We do not have popcorn," Hessa said. "In fact, I do not have record of this ship ever making popcorn. I do not even have the data to synthesize popcorn."
"That's cool," Yellow Eyes said with a shrug. "I don't even know what popcorn is."
"It was a joke," Roak said. "I don't actually want popcorn."
"Lame joke," Yellow Eyes said. "How about you leave the humor to me, tough guy?"
"Tough guy?" Roak asked.
"Roak?" Yellow Eyes said.
"Better," Roak replied.
"So, following the trail of Klav blood," Reck called out, obviously annoyed by the chatter over the comm. "Anyone care?"
"I do," Pol said. "I think we should return to the ship. Please."
"Or you could fess up," Roak said. "Why is there a trail of Klav blood, Pol? Are the Klav that run the House of Teeth dead?"
"There is no way I could say if they are dead or not," Pol said. "Nor can I say why there is a trail."
"But you can say why there's blood," Roak said. "So do that. Now."
"I am only speculating," Pol said.
"Speculate away," Roak said.
"Yes, the Klav have created a biological…something," Pol said.
"You are the master of clearing things up," Reck grumbled. "We're at a bulkhead. Poq? Can you get the doors open?"
"I will try," Poq said. "The interface seems basic enough."
"Keep talking, Pol," Roak said as Poq connected with the bulkhead doors' interface. "A biological…something?"
"Yes," Pol said.
"Reck? Punch him for me," Roak said.
"He's wearing a helmet and full body armor, Roak," Reck said. "A punch won't do much. I can shoot him."
"No!" Pol shouted then froze as he clamped his gloved hands over his helmet faceplate. He patted his faceplate for a minute. "Oh, thank the Heavens. I'm only on comm."
"Yay for us," Reck said as the bulkhead doors opened.
Everyone went quiet.
"Well…that's a lot of blood," Hessa said. "My condolences to the beings from whence it came."
"From whence…?" Roak sighed. "I don't even want to know where you picked that up."
"Not just Klav blood," Reck said. "Poq?"
"Klav is there, yes, but also many different species," Poq said.
"Yep. Got that," Reck snapped. "What species?"
"All of them," Poq said. "There is blood evidence from every galactic species on record." Poq held up a hand. "My apologies. No B'clo'no's or B'flo'do's. Skrang, yes, but not B'clo'no's or B'flo'do's."
"It would be highly unlikely the Klav would even allow either of those species' genetic materials in the House of Teeth," Pol said. "They cannot be cloned and realistically, knowing the biology of the beings, the genetic material would still be considered a being in of itself. It could escape and wreak havoc on the facility."
"Good to know," Reck said. "Poq? You're sure?"
"I am sure," Poq said. "The blood is from all species minus the mucous-based energy vampires."
"Oh, that has a ring to it," Yellow Eyes said.
"Screw the ring," Reck said. "You see the trail? It's been painted on the floor. Those are brush strokes."
Hessa zoomed the holo in without being asked.
"Shit," Roak said.
"I agree," Hessa said.
"Do we follow the trail?" Reck asked.
"Someone went to all the trouble to put it there," Yellow Eyes said. "Just saying…"
"Gonna agree with the yellow guy," Roak said.
"I hate you," Reck said. "Really."
"I know," Roak said. "But you were bored anyway."
"Screw you, Roak," Reck said.
Then she moved on and followed the trail of blood. Poq and Pol fell in step behind her.
The trail led them through corridor after corridor. They had to take three lift rides to keep following it and every time the lift doors opened the trail was there waiting for them. A tidy trail of blood.
Then the trail stopped.
"Two choices," Reck said. She nodded to a door on her left then nodded to a door on her right. "Who has a chit to flip?"
"Go left," Poq said. "I believe there is a life form in that room."
"Left," Reck said. "You ready, Poq?"
Poq produced two KL09 pistols, one for each hand. He nodded.
"Pol. Open that door," Reck said.
"Could I perhaps stay back aways instead?" Pol asked.
"No," Reck and Roak said.
"Looks like we're about to see what the biological…something is," Roak said.
"I am afraid we are," Pol said.
He moved to the interface, hesitated, then rapidly began hacking the door controls.
The door slid open and revealed a very dark room. Pitch black as if light wasn't even allowed in the space. Even the corridor's illumination couldn't penetrate the darkness.
Reck lit up the floodlights on her helmet, but that only gave them about two meters worth of a view. Nothing to see except the edge of a lab table.
"You owe me for this, Roak," Reck said and stepped inside the room, her rifle ready.
The holo was nothing but a gloomy mess. No matter which way Reck looked there were barely visible outlines of lab tables, lab equipment, and…
"What's that?" Roak asked. "Go back. To your right."
Reck swiveled back to her right. Poq covered her left while Pol stood there doing absolutely nothing.
"I see it," Reck whispered. "Looks like we have a body-"
A shape rushed Reck, Poq, and Pol and the holo went black. Then it cut off completely.
"Hessa!" Roak yelled.
"I'm trying, Roak!" Hessa yelled back. "The connection has been severed!"
"Ya think?" Roak shouted. "Get it unsevered!"
"That is not a word!"
"I'm making it a word!"
"I cannot unsever the connection! It has been jammed!"
"Jammed? How? Who jammed it?"
"How in all the Hells could I possibly know that?"
"Is this why you wanted popcorn?" Yellow Eyes shouted, his voice quavering with fear. "Does popcorn help with the terror? Does it, Roak? I need help with the terror, Roak!"
"Hold on!" Hessa called out. "The holo is coming back online!"
The holo flicked to life and all Roak could do was stare at the being that stood there grinning back at him.
"Is that…?" Yellow Eyes asked as he shivered with fear. "I mean, I know it's not him, but…"
"How…?" Hessa asked.
"Hello, Roak," the being said. "Do I look familiar?"
"Yeah," Roak said. He shook his head. "I knew giving the Klav a piece of me was a bad idea."
The being, a being that looked exactly like Roak, laughed. Laughed hard.
"Now that's an understatement!" the Roak-like being said. "Seven Satans right you shouldn't have. But lucky me!"
"That answers that about if they can clone a Roak body," Hessa said.
"Where are the others?" Roak asked.
"They're here," the Roak-like being replied. "And they are alive."
"They are," Hessa said. "Their armor shows they are alive and stable. But they are unconscious."
"Hey, Roak?" the Roak-like being asked. "Would you like them to stay alive?"
"Stupid question," Roak said.
"Then get your butt over here," the Roak-like being said. "I think we should have a little chat."
The holo flicked off.
"Shit," Roak said as he slowly sat up. "Hessa?"
"I'm already preparing your armor, Roak," Hessa said. "I am making modifications so it will keep you stable. But this will hurt. A lot."
"Of course it will," Roak said and carefully swung his legs over the side of the med table. "It already does."
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Roak stood at the airlock, his mind reeling, his body aching, and his hand gripped tightly around his Flott.
"Do it," Roak said.
The airlock didn't open.
"Hessa?"
"Hold up there, old man," a voice called.
Roak growled low in his throat as the airlock behind him opened. He turned and glared through his faceplate at Skabz.
"What in all the Hells do you think-?"
A yellow blur rushed past the young Skrang and Roak closed his eyes for a good twenty seconds. When he opened them Skabz was still there. So was Yellow Eyes.
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak muttered.
He returned his attention to the House of Teeth's airlock.
"Open it, Hessa," Roak said.
"You aren't going to argue that they should stay behind?" Hessa asked.
"Would it make a difference if I did?" Roak asked.
"Of course not."
"Then arguing would be idiotic."
"Pain has brought you some maturity, Roak. I approve."
"Aw, the old man got his mother's approval," Skabz said. "How cute."
Roak punched Skabz in the solar plexus. The Skrang was protected by his own heavy armor, but it still caused the kid to stumble which made Roak smile.
Then the pain set in from the movement and Roak struggled not to cry out.
"You good, man?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"No," Roak responded.
"Honesty. I can dig," Yellow Eyes said. "Ignore the little shit. You can count on me to help if you need it."
"I don't."
"But you might."
"But I won't."
"But you probably will."
"Yellow Eyes?"
"Yes, Roak?"
Roak stared at the being. Yellow Eyes nodded.
"I'll shut up now," Yellow Eyes said.
"Smart move," Roak said. "Hessa?"
The airlock opened and Roak, then Yellow Eyes and Skabz stepped into the House of Teeth.
"I am boosting the connection between us, Roak," Hessa said. "It will be hard for him to jam the comm."
"We'll see," Roak said.
Roak took another step and another. Each step was excruciating, but there was nothing that could be done about the pain. Even if drugs worked like they should, he didn't want to be dulled. Especially since he was going to meet himself face to face and he knew exactly how much of a deadly asshole he could be when he wanted to.
Plus, he needed to stay sharp with Skabz around. Roak doubted the kid was a danger, but he was a wild card.
Roak studied the corridor. Knowing which way to go wasn't hard. There was already a nice, clear, bloody trail for him to follow. So he followed it.
"Really? You're going to walk right into the trap?" Skabz asked and laughed. "No wonder you're broken."
The young bounty hunter hooked a gloved thumb over his shoulder in the opposite direction.
"I'll go this way and see what I can find," Skabz said. "You two have fun in the trap."
"Oh, we will, man!" Yellow Eyes yelled as Skabz turned and walked away. "We're going to have the most fun in the trap!"
Yellow Eyes patted Roak's armored shoulder.
"That guy, right? What a tool," Yellow Eyes said.
Roak shrugged him off and kept walking along the bloody trail.
"Is there a reason you let him leave the ship?" Roak asked Hessa. "It sure as terpigshit wasn't for the teamwork."
"We aren't a team, remember?" Hessa replied. "So teamwork was never the goal."
"Funny," Roak said. "Yellow Eyes I get, but Skabz?"
"A distraction," Hessa said. "I have no idea what he plans to do. Neither does Good Roak."
Roak stopped. Yellow Eyes kept walking then looked back.
"What's up, man?" Yellow Eyes asked. "Oh, are you and Hessa in a fight again?"
Yellow Eyes tapped his head.
"Sometimes it's nice not having a comm. Sometimes it's not," he said. "Probably best if I don't have one right now."
"What did you mean by 'good' Roak?" Roak asked.
"Are you talking to me or Hessa?" Yellow Eyes responded. "I hope it's her because I'm not touching that one with a ten meter pole, man."
"My fault," Ally's voice interrupted over the comm. "This new Roak doesn't have any of the scars that you do, so we sort of named him Good Roak."
"That's fucked up," Roak said. "Are you saying I'm Evil Roak?"
"What? No! You're just Roak," Ally replied. "Right, Nimm?"
"Sorry. Can't talk. I'm busy…sitting," Nimm said and there was an audible click as she turned off her comm.
"Hessa, open channel," Roak said.
"I don't think that's a good idea," Hessa said.
"Open channel!" Roak shouted.
"You really don't need to take that tone with her," Ally said. "You know, Roak, Hessa and I have been talking and-"
"OPEN THE EIGHT MILLION GODS DAMN CHANNEL!" Roak roared.
"Whoa, brother," Yellow Eyes said, holding up his nubs in a placating gesture. "Dial it back a notch or two. That big shout couldn't have felt good on the ol' cracked ribs."
Roak shook with rage. And shook with pain. His whole body just shook. He shook hard enough that his heavy armor started to make an almost imperceptible clinking and clanging noise.
"Can someone tell me why Roak is about to erupt like a volcano?" Yellow Eyes shouted at the ceiling. "Oh, wait, this isn't our ship. Hessa probably can't turn the speakers-"
"They are calling this freak clone the Good Roak," Roak said.
"Oh… Huh. Kinda messed up, but I see their point," Yellow Eyes said and waved his nubs over his face. "Because no scars."
"Holy shit, you are slow!" the clone Roak shouted from the end of the corridor. "You make me trudge halfway through this facility, take I don't know how many lifts, and basically meet you what? A dozen meters from the airlock? Shit, Roak, I could have just come to you if it was going to be this hard. Because now I have some Skrang asshole stomping around my house without an escort doing Seven Satans knows what to very sensitive equipment. What a crock…"
"Hey, he says Seven Satans the way you say Eight Million Gods," Yellow Eyes said. "You guys are like opposites."
"Which means I'm the Good Roak and he's Evil Roak," Roak said.
"Shit, is that what this is about?" Evil Roak asked. "Hells, man, I can get behind that. I am a homicidal maniac. No joke. You see all this blood? I killed all the beings that this blood came from. Yeah, they were clones, but they still screamed and begged and pleaded, so I think their deaths count as acts of evil. Right, weird yellow guy?"
"Who you calling weird, man?" Yellow Eyes said as he carefully stepped off the bloody trail. "So, this is murder blood?"
"Oh, for sure," Evil Roak said. "There's a really sweet mural I made out of blood and shit and some Gwreq urine in the cafeteria. Want to see it?"
"That sounds tempting, man, but I'm going with a hard no on that one," Yellow Eyes replied.
"Suit yourself," Evil Roak said.
"Where is Reck, Pol, and Poq?" Roak snarled.
"They're safe. Chill," Evil Roak said. "Hey, what time is it, by the way?" He patted his chest. "No implants. The Klav tried and it didn't go well. My body almost exploded like a gump with a pneumatic hose shoved up its ass."
"I don't have implants either," Yellow Eyes said. He looked at Roak. "You got the time in your faceplate display thing there, Roak?"
"Where are Reck, Pol, and Poq?" Roak asked again as he leveled his Flott at Evil Roak. "I'll give you five seconds to answer."
"Five? Wow. Generous. I usually say three then fire after one. Are you going to fire at three? Is that the trick?" Evil Roak asked. "You know, there is a reason I asked for the time. I was hoping to do this a few decks above so you could get the full show, but if I'm correct you're about to see what happens when-"
Evil Roak collapsed to the floor. His body liquified until he was only a puddle of fleshy goo with a set of light armor sitting in it.
"Gotta say," Yellow Eyes said, "I did not see that coming."
Roak shot the fleshy goo with his Flott.
"What the fuck, man?" Yellow Eyes exclaimed.
"Just making sure," Roak said.
He walked over to the puddle and nudged the edge with the toe of his boot. Nothing happened to his boot. No melting. No smoking. Nothing dangerous at all. Just goo on the toe of his boot.
"Mr. Roak!" a heavily accented voice cried over the loudspeakers. "We are so happy you have arrived!"
Roak looked up at the ceiling.
"Just Roak," Roak said. "Who is this?"
"Oh, we met before when you stole Jonny Nebula's genetic code from us," the voice replied.
"I didn't steal anything," Roak said. "We made a deal, remember?" He pointed at the goo. "Not sure how you could fucking forget."
"We will not split hairs over the past," the voice said. "Now, we have a limited amount of time before he regenerates. If you could follow the red lights on the floor they will lead you to the safe wing of our facility."
"I remember where I'm going," Roak said.
"Oh, no, no, he has taken that part over," the voice said. "We are in a different wing now. Please follow the lights, Mr. Roak."
"Just Roak," Roak snapped.
"Certainly not Evil Roak," Yellow Eyes said. "Or even Good Roak, really."
"If you can, please avoid stepping in the other Roak," the voice said.
"Yeah, I think we can avoid that," Roak said as he started following a new trail. One made up of small red lights instead of murder blood.
He walked for a few corridors before he came to a lift. The doors opened for him and he stepped on. Yellow Eyes blurred up next to him as the lift doors closed.
"You think we should look for Skabz?" Yellow Eyes asked. "That whole regenerate thing didn't sound good at all."
"No need to look for your comrade," the voice said from the lift's ceiling. "He is safely occupied."
"Are you making him follow lights in the floor too?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"Oh, no, we have loosed a pack of rabid Fergs," the voice said. "They are chasing him in a closed off area of the facility. He is quite skilled and does not appear to be in danger, but he will no longer be wandering the corridors unsupervised."
"Good for him," Roak said.
"Is it? Because there isn't much about that scenario that sounds good," Yellow Eyes said.
"Hmmm. You are interesting," the voice said. "We can see the stamping on your molecules. WAG Corp? You are a long way from WAG Corp."
"You have no idea, man," Yellow Eyes said. "So, funny story, it turns out I was created as part of an experiment so this guy from another-"
"No," Roak said.
"Right. Shutting up," Yellow Eyes said.
"No, no, please continue," the voice said.
"No," Roak repeated.
"What he said," Yellow Eyes said and pantomimed locking his lips and throwing away the key.
"That never works," Roak said.
The lift stopped and the doors opened.
Standing before Roak and Yellow Eyes was the largest Chassfornian Roak had ever seen.
Built like giant mastiffs, but bipedal and at least ten feet tall, Chassfornians were once used as shock troops in the War due to their default personality being one of pure rage. Most of the other races refused to deal with them anymore due to their intense need to kill anything they came in contact with, even supposed allies.
The Chassfornian standing before Roak was easily over three meters tall. Its head brushed up against the ceiling of the corridor.
"Good thing I don't wear pants," Yellow Eyes said. "Because they'd be filled with piss. So much piss."
"This way," the Chassfornian said. It turned around and walked rather gracefully down the corridor. "Gotta hurry, dudes. He regenerates in about ten minutes. What an asshole…"
Roak followed. He was completely unsurprised by the Chassfornian's appearance and causal speech. Roak was pretty much done being surprised by anything anymore.
"I hear you have some broken ribs," the Chassfornian called back over his shoulder. "The Klav can fix that for you."
"Med pods don't work on me anymore," Roak said.
"Are you sure you should tell him that?" Yellow Eyes whispered. "Maybe don't tell strange giant dogs your weaknesses."
The Chassfornian stopped and slowly pivoted.
"Dude. Did you just call me a dog?" the Chassfornian asked.
"Um… Did I?" Yellow Eyes responded. "Shit. Was that racist?"
"No, just mean," the Chassfornian said. "I'm my own race, dude. Not some lesser species from that old loser planet. Not cool, dude."
"My bad," Yellow Eyes said. "I'm, um, Yellow Eyes."
"Vogga," the Chassfornian said. "And don't sweat the dog comment, dude. We're good. Just try to be more sensitive next time."
"You got it, Vogga, my man," Yellow Eyes said. He nudged Roak. "I like this guy. Very chill."
Roak shook his head.
They reached the end of the corridor and stood before a blank wall. Vogga nodded at Yellow Eyes and Roak then waited patiently. After about thirty seconds, the wall started to vibrate then it shook itself apart and collapsed into the floor revealing a vast laboratory on the other side.
"Bravo," Yellow Eyes said and clapped. "This place certainly has delivered on the entertainment front, I have to say."
"Mr. Roak!" a Klav exclaimed and hurried up to Roak.
"Just fucking Roak," Roak snapped.
Klav were basically a ball of eyes with several long tentacles sticking from the flesh between the eyes. This one was standing on six tentacles while dozens more waved frantically in the air.
"Apologies! Roak!" the Klav said and gesticulated for them to hurry into the lab. "We only have a couple of minutes!"
"HEY!" roared a voice from the far end of the corridor where the lift was. "I was going to talk to him first!"
Roak turned to see an intact, angry Evil Roak sprinting towards them.
"You said I could talk to him first!" Evil Roak yelled.
"Inside! Inside!" the Klav exclaimed.
Roak stepped inside and the wall rebuilt itself behind him, sealing the lab off from the corridor and the enraged Evil Roak.
"If he hurts my sister or Poq, I'm going to be mad," Roak said. Roak sighed. "I'll be slightly annoyed if he kills Pol."
"Oh, he will not hurt them," the Klav said. It extended a tentacle. "We never formally met before. I am Orvra, Head Administrator of the House of Teeth." The Klav shivered. "I do not like that name, but it has become confusing to other beings if we call the facility by its Klav name."
Roak ignored the tentacle. The Klav let it drop.
"Hey, Roak and Yellow Eyes!" Vogga called from a table set off by the wall. "Whiskey? It's legit Klav, not bootleg."
Roak removed his helmet and tucked it under his arm. It took all of his willpower not to cry out in pain from the movement.
"Just give me the bottle," Roak said.
"I hear that, dude," Vogga said. "Yellow Eyes?"
"I'm good, but thanks, man," Yellow Eyes said.
Vogga brought Roak a bottle and clinked the top with his own.
"To new friends!" Vogga said then proceeded to down the entire bottle.
Roak watched him, took a long drink from his own bottle then focused his attention on Orvra.
"Now, you're gonna start talking and you aren't going to stop until I say stop," Roak said. He drank again. "Are we understood?"
"Oh, of course, of course," Orvra said. "Let's see, where should I start?"
Roak nodded his head at the wall behind him.
"Start with that asshole," Roak said.
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Orvra held up a tube with purple gel inside. Suspended within the gel was a glowing red dot.
"This is you," Orvra said.
"Why's it purple?" Yellow Eyes asked. He pointed at racks and racks of tubes with blue gel and white dots inside. "Should it be purple? And should the dot be red?"
Yellow Eyes blinked then pointed at the racks.
"Hey! There are a lot more Klav in here," he exclaimed. "They're all hiding behind the racks. Look!"
"I know," Roak snarled. "Shut up."
"My bad."
"Yes, well, it is this color because Mr…because Roak's genetic material is quite different from other beings," Orvra said. "We learned that much too late to stop what eventually happened."
"So, the colors weren't a clue?" Yellow Eyes asked. "I mean…purple and red, not blue and white. Seems obvious."
"Dude," Vogga said. "Hush."
"That's me in that tube. Got it," Roak said, pressing on as he pointed at the tube. He winced and took several shallow breaths. "And you made the asshole out of that? What went wrong?"
"Oh, nothing went wrong," Orvra said. "It began wrong."
The Klav set the tube aside on a cart then waved his tentacles at the other tubes on the racks.
"These are pristine samples. We could create beings from these for eternity," Orvra said.
"Mine wasn't pristine," Roak said. "Why?"
"You do not know?" Orvra asked.
"Know what?"
"That you are a clone."
"I know that."
"Oh. Then why ask the question?"
"Which one? Why my sample isn't pristine like the others?"
"Yes. You are a clone. One cannot clone from a clone," Orvra said then waved his tentacles as several Klav peeked out from the racks. "Not accurate, I know. What I should say is that we cannot create a clone of you from a clone of you."
"Looks to me like you did," Roak said.
"Oh, no, that is not a clone of a clone," Orvra said. There was muttering from the racks. "That is an abomination from a clone."
"I've been called an abomination myself. Not a fan," Roak said. "See if you can explain it without using that word."
"I will try," Orvra said as if the request was a heavy, heavy burden. "You see, the first four attempts ended in stillborn clones."
"Clones are born?" Yellow Eyes asked. He spread his leg nubs. "Like whoosh out the hole?"
All eyes fell on Yellow Eyes. Several Klav stepped out from their hiding places just to glare at the being.
"I'm guessing that's not what happens," Yellow Eyes mumbled.
"No, that is not what happens," Orvra said. "The first attempts simply could not hold life. They developed fully but refused to live more than a second or two once removed from the birthing pod. There were others that lived, but they were…malformed. While that in of itself isn't-"
"Talk faster," Roak said. "I have beings to rescue."
"Yes, my apologies," Orvra said. "The final clone, the one you call Evil Roak, did live. In a way. It can survive for about thirty minutes then it melts into a primordial substance whereupon after ten minutes it regenerates from the substance and back into a fully formed being." Orvra shrugged a few tentacles. "We do not know why."
"Which part?" Roak asked.
"All of it. Any of it," Orvra said. "We do not know why he melts and we do not know why he regenerates. We do not know what dictates the timeframes of either process and we do not know if either process will ever stop. He could possibly continue to melt and regenerate for eternity. Or he could die in the next hour or so."
"So all you do know is you shouldn't have tried to clone me," Roak said.
"Well…yes. We know that," Orvra said. "But we Klav here at the House of Teeth have sworn our very lives to the study of created life and its development."
"Development?" Roak asked.
Vogga slapped his chest. "Like me. I'm the clone of one of the most deadly Chassfornian fighters the GF ever employed. I should be a total psycho, but I'm not. Instead of being conditioned to rage kill any being that gets in my way, I was conditioned to be chill."
"You totally nailed that, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Way chill."
"Thanks, dude," Vogga said.
"No problem," Yellow Eyes replied.
"Do you have any of the memories of the original?" Roak asked Vogga.
"Nope," Vogga stated. "Blank slate."
"What about Goo Boy out there?" Roak asked. "Was he a clean slate too?"
"No, unfortunately," Orvra said. "Every being that enters the House of Teeth goes through a comprehensive mental scan. We have your personality imprint stored in our mainframe, Roak. That was incorporated into the clone during the growth process so he woke up believing he was you."
Roak studied the Klav closely. They were hard to read, but he'd been around enough to know he wasn't getting all of it.
"But…?" Roak prodded.
"Yes, the but…" Orvra sighed. "When he achieved consciousness, he should have been exactly like you when you first stepped foot in the House of Teeth. But he was not. He was a version of you that had been warped by the warped genetic code. He also was self-aware. He knew he was a clone as soon as he opened his eyes. He does not consider himself you, Roak. He considers himself a separate being entirely."
"Because he is," Roak said.
"Yes, but that has never happened with an integrated clone before," Orvra said. "It was most disconcerting."
"What else?" Roak asked.
"There is nothing else," Orvra said. "He began a murderous rampage almost immediately. He gets immense joy from killing. He also seems to be content with the melting. We do not know why. He refuses to talk to us about himself."
"Roak isn't much of a sharer either," Yellow Eyes said.
"I think I know why he's melting," Roak said. "It's because my genetic code is from another universe. We've seen the melting before. Then Father learned to control the flesh too, so now beings don't melt."
"Another universe?" Orvra said and glanced at the wall. "That is not good."
"No, it's not. That's why med pods have stopped working on my body," Roak said. "And why we're here. I need you to make a new body for myself and my sister."
"Is she from a different universe too?" Orvra asked.
"Yeah."
"Then I am afraid it is not possible. Unless you want your new body to melt every thirty minutes. That is assuming we can even achieve life. The best way to explain the Roak out there is as an accident."
"There has to be a way to stabilize the process."
"Of course there is. We need original genetic material."
Roak narrowed his eyes and lowered his brows. "Original? Like from the first body?"
"Yes. That is the only way we can see success happening. Do you happen to know where your original is?"
"In another universe," Roak said with enough disdain dripping from the words to cause the Klav to take a couple of paces back. "Pay attention, Orvra."
"You sound like him," Orvra said and retreated further.
"Yeah, man, you kinda do," Yellow Eyes said.
"How about we all take a deep breath," Vogga said. He demonstrated. "See? I feel much better."
"Cracked ribs," Roak said. "No deep breaths."
"Then do it metaphorically," Vogga said.
Roak started to argue, but something about the way the Chassfornian watched him made Roak cut the argument off before it could begin.
"Metaphorically done," Roak said instead.
"Good," Vogga said. "Now, it sounds like you're about to take a field trip to another universe. May I join you?"
"Oh, that'd be great!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed. "Can Vogga come with us to the other universe?"
"We're not going to another universe," Roak said. "What we're doing is rescuing Reck, Pol, and Poq and getting the fuck out of here."
"Then what?" Yellow Eyes asked. "You need a body. Hells, man, you should probably have a couple of backups made…"
Yellow Eyes trailed off and scratched his head.
"Ask Hessa if we can even get to the other universe," Yellow Eyes said.
"What?" Roak replied.
"In your comm thingy," Yellow Eyes said, "ask Hessa if she can get us to the other universe."
"We're having enough Hells to deal with in this universe," Roak said. "I am not asking that."
"We can," Pol interrupted over the comm. "I can get us to Father's universe."
"You're alright!" Hessa exclaimed.
"We are fine for now," Pol said. "I'm unable to maintain this connection long, so pay attention."
"I'm in no shape to fight Father here let alone there," Roak said, pressing on quickly. "Why go to his home turf?"
"To get the original genetic code," Pol said. "Yellow Eyes, would you care to explain?"
Every being in the laboratory except Vogga and Roak jumped as Pol's voice came out of the facility's loudspeakers.
"Uh…what?" Yellow Eyes finally replied.
"Explain why you believe it is a good idea to go to the other universe," Pol said. "It is not just to save Roak and Reck from two very excruciatingly painful deaths, is it?"
"Wait. What excruciatingly painful deaths?" Roak asked. "You said we weren't well. You didn't say anything about excruciatingly painful deaths."
"I didn't? Hmmm," Pol replied. "Yellow Eyes?"
"Hey! I asked you a question, Pol! What excruciatingly-"
"Let the guy talk, dude," Vogga said casually. "You're wasting time."
Roak growled low, but stopped talking.
"Go for it, yellow dude," Vogga said.
"Well, I was just thinking that while it'd be good to have Roak and Reck each in healthy, brand spanking new bodies," Yellow Eyes said, "it'd be even better if maybe we had an army of healthy, brand spanking new Roaks and Recks. Father can't take you over and, well, we need an army."
"He can't take over Chassfornians either," Vogga said.
Roak pointed a finger at Vogga without taking his eyes off Yellow Eyes. "We'll get to that after this."
Roak turned and walked away from everyone. He started to pace close to the wall then he turned and faced the wall.
"Can it be done?" Roak asked, still facing the wall.
"He's talking to you," Yellow Eyes whispered to Orvra.
"Oh! Um, yes. It can be done," Orvra said. "If we have access to the entire facility, that is. With full production we could generate two hundred clones of you in about ten days."
"We don't need that many," Roak said. "How about a dozen of each?"
"A galactic week, at the most," Orvra said. "If we have original genetic material. And if we no longer have to deal with…him."
"Has he damaged any of the equipment?" Roak asked. "How do you know he hasn't sabotaged the rest of the facility?"
Orvra turned to the other Klav and they conversed quickly in their own language. He turned back and frowned.
"We do not know the total extent of the damage he has caused, but we are certain we can repair any damage and have the facility back online and fully operational rather quickly," Orvra said. "But he must be removed."
"Or just outright killed," Roak said.
Vogga laughed. "Dude! You think I haven't tried?" The Chassfornian made finger guns, made pew pew noises, pantomimed melting then pantomimed regeneration. "He always comes back."
"Then we remove him and toss him into one of the system's stars," Roak said. "What are his weaknesses? How'd you take him down before?"
Roak held up a glove before Vogga could answer.
"No. Start with why you can't be taken over by Father."
"He can't get in here," Vogga said, tapping at his temple. "Chassfornians have a very special cerebral matrix. It's why my kind can…lose it so easily. It's also why even with inhibitor chips in our heads, my kind needed a physical handler to keep us under control back when we were used as shock troops during the War. We're different."
"How are Chassfornians different?" Roak asked Orvra. "And can we replicate that somehow so we can protect other beings that aren't Chassfornian?"
"Ah, now that is intriguing," Pol called from the loudspeaker. "If Orvra will send me any and all data they have on Chassfornians then I can get to work synthesizing…something that may mimic the Chassfornian cerebral matrix. Or at least the protective parts."
"Good," Roak said. He looked to Vogga once more. "Alright. Now tell me his weaknesses?"
"He melts," Vogga said. "Every thirty minutes."
"I know that. What else?"
"That's it. He melts every thirty minutes. Even if I tear him limb from limb, he still melts every thirty minutes and those melted limbs find each other. Containment is the only way to slow him down."
"Then why haven't you contained him?" Roak asked.
"We have," Orvra said with a sigh. "Multiple times. He always escapes."
"Always," Vogga echoed.
"Kinda like you, Roak," Yellow Eyes said.
"How long does it take him to escape?" Roak asked.
"Minutes," Vogga said. "He's a slippery dude, dude."
"Then we capture him, contain him right before he melts then eject him out into open space on a trajectory towards one of the stars," Roak said. "Let's see him escape…that… What?"
Vogga and Orvra were frowning at each other.
"He can survive in open space," Vogga said. "He's really good at getting back inside."
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak snarled.
"I have a suggestion," Hessa said. "If you can capture and contain him and get him outside the facility's shielding then I may be able to moltrans him directly into a star. It would not give him time to return to form or to the facility."
"Anyone have a problem with that plan?" Roak asked.
No one did.
"Good. Then it's time for me to meet…me," Roak said. He waved at the wall. "Open this up."
Panicked Klav voices echoed through the laboratory.
"What now?" Roak snapped.
"We must wait a few more minutes," Orvra said. "Once he melts then we will open the wall and let you out to rescue your friends and capture the abomination."
"I really don't like that word," Roak said coolly. He faced Orvra. "Why did you say that this guy won't harm Reck or Poq or Pol? How do you know that?"
"He said he only wants to kill you, Roak," Orvra said. "He will keep them alive so you will try to rescue them and then he will kill you."
"How in all the Hells can you know that?" Roak asked.
"Oh, dude…" Vogga said and brought up a holo.
The holo was of Evil Roak and he began talking.
"Oh, I cannot wait for Roak to finally come here. I mean, he will come here eventually. We're connected. I can feel it. When he does, I am so gonna kill him then I'll be the one true Roak and go out there in the galaxy and be a badass bounty hunter and live a life of-"
"Turn it off," Roak said. "Now."
Vogga shrugged and killed the holo.
"It goes on like that for about three hours," Vogga said. "And that's only one of six thousand holos he's recorded."
"Damn!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed. "His ego is bigger than Roak's!"
"How many minutes until I can leave?" Roak asked, ignoring Yellow Eyes.
"Four," Orvra said.
"Four," Roak said. "Pol? Can I talk to Reck? Can you connect me?"
No answer.
"Shit," Roak said.
He crossed his arms, grunted at the pain, and waited the four minutes out in silence.
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"You didn't need to come with us," Yellow Eyes said to Vogga.
"It's no bother," Vogga said. "I know how the guy operates, so it'll be good to have me with you."
"And you're huge so you can squash him if we need it," Yellow Eyes said.
"There is that, dude," Vogga agreed.
"Right, Roak?" Yellow Eyes asked.
Roak stood facing the wall, waiting for it to open. He didn't respond.
"Roak? You good, man?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"What if he's not evil?" Roak asked.
Yellow Eyes and Vogga shared a look.
"Um… I'm thinking the murdering of clones and the blood trail might say otherwise, man," Yellow Eyes said.
"But that's just it," Roak said. "He murders clones, but Reck is a clone. Why hasn't he murdered her?"
"The Klav said-" Yellow Eyes began.
"I know what the Klav said!" Roak snapped. He winced and took in a shallow, slow breath. "I know what they said. But none of it makes sense. Why take Reck and Pol and Poq at all? He could have just killed them and then waited for me to arrive."
"Bait, dude," Vogga said.
"I'd have still come over," Roak said.
"Yeah, he would have," Yellow Eyes agreed. "Roak tends to do the revenge thing."
"Oh," Vogga said. "Do you know what revenge does to you emotionally, dude? It's not very-"
The wall began to open.
"Save your philosophical terpigshit for someone that cares," Roak said as he stepped through the wall as soon as there was space.
Roak stood in the corridor, looked both ways, then turned back to the laboratory.
"Ten minutes?" he asked.
"Ten minutes," Vogga said and followed Roak into the corridor.
Yellow Eyes blurred next to both of them.
Roak looked all around. No sign of a puddle of cloned Roak.
"Where would he have gone?" Roak asked.
"This way," Vogga said and started to jog.
Roak tried to keep up, but after a couple of turns down new corridors, he slowed to a stop and bent over.
"You good, man?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"Great," Roak said. "Never better."
Vogga jogged back to them. "Sorry. I'll go slower."
"How do you know he's this way?" Roak asked as he straightened. He grunted and breathed slowly.
"He's always this way, dude," Vogga said. "Did he mention his mural?"
"The blood and piss and shit mural?" Yellow Eyes asked. "Yeah. He may have mentioned it."
"He is always working on that mural," Vogga said. "It's…interesting, dude."
"Fun interesting? Or nightmare interesting?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"No one cares," Roak said. "Take us to the mural."
"We only have a few minutes," Vogga said apologetically. "You do have to put a little hustle in."
"Fuck," Roak said.
Vogga started jogging again. Roak followed, his teeth almost cracking as he clamped his jaw down against the intense pain.
They made it to the cafeteria. And the mural.
"I never wanted to know what made up Roak's psyche," Yellow Eyes said and pointed all nubs at the mural on the far wall of the cafeteria. "That right there is why."
He turned and vomited.
"I feel ya, dude," Vogga said.
Roak stared at the mural.
As much as he didn't want to admit it, it was like looking directly into his mind.
Every job he'd ever taken as a bounty hunter was represented on the wall. Every job.
And then some.
"Dude…how many beings have you killed?" Vogga asked.
"Doesn't matter," Roak said.
"You know, little known fact," Yellow Eyes said as he wiped his mouth. "Roak doesn't actually like killing. It causes too many problems for…" He looked at the mural again then turned and vomited again.
"We all tell ourselves things to get by, dude," Vogga said.
Roak didn't argue.
Instead, he crossed the huge room to a set of light armor sitting in a puddle of goo. Roak looked from the goo to the rest of the room.
"We need a bucket. A big bucket," Roak said. "Fast."
"On it," Yellow Eyes said. He was gone then back in a blur. "Big bucket."
He set the very big bucket down then blurred out of the cafeteria.
"I'm going to stay out here, if you don't mind," he called from the corridor. "Holler if you need me."
"This is going to be tricky," Roak said as he studied the goo.
"Not really," Vogga said. "Like I said, we've done this before. Watch."
Vogga took the large bucket and turned it upside down, placing it over the goo and armor. The Chassfornian then slammed his fists through the floor on either side of the bucket and scooped it all into the air - floor, bucket, goo.
Vogga flipped the floor upside down and set it all down. He lifted the portion of the floor off the large bucket and tossed it aside. He then reached in, fished out the armor, shook it off, and tossed it aside too.
"Bots will fix the floor later," Vogga said. "Guess we should head to the airlock and toss him out."
"Hessa?" Roak called. "You ready?"
"Ready," Hessa said.
"Any word from Pol and the others?" Roak asked as he followed Vogga out of the cafeteria and down the corridor to the closest lift.
"Nothing," Hessa said. She paused. "Roak?"
"What?"
"Is this right?" she asked. "Killing this other you?"
"He's in the way," Roak said. "And if anyone gets to make the call whether or not he dies, it's me."
"In a disturbing way, you are probably right," Hessa said. "He is a clone of you."
They reached the lift and stepped inside. Yellow Eyes joined them and the lift started to descend.
Then the bucket shook. Hard.
"Uh oh," Vogga said. "We're not going to make it."
He set the large bucket down and stepped back. Which wasn't far since the Chassfornian took up almost all extra space in the lift.
"Hit the interface, dude!" Vogga shouted. "Get us off this lift now!"
Yellow Eyes mashed his nubs against the interface and the lift ground to a halt. The doors opened and Vogga gave the bucket a hard shove, sending it out into the corridor just as some of the goo slithered up over the top.
It took less than a few seconds for Evil Roak to become whole again. Despite the danger and risk, Roak and Yellow Eyes watched, totally transfixed.
"Don't see that every day," Yellow Eyes said.
"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!" Evil Roak screamed. "Fuck that hurts!"
The naked, reborn, re-formed clone stepped out of the big bucket. He grinned at Roak, at Yellow Eyes, frowned at Vogga, then looked down at himself.
"Hold on," he said and glanced into the bucket. His face became red with anger. "What? You couldn't bring my armor?"
"Would have defeated the purpose," Roak said, his hand on his Flott.
Evil Roak stared at the Flott then looked Roak directly in the eyes.
"That isn't going to kill me," Evil Roak said. "So far, nothing does."
Roak began to draw his pistol, but hesitated. There was something in the way Evil Roak said those last words. A tone, an inflection, a…feeling.
"Nothing?" Roak asked.
Vogga slipped from the lift and started to circle Evil Roak.
"Stop," Roak said.
"Roak, man, I think we should let the huge Chassfornian do whatever he feels is a good move," Yellow Eyes whispered.
"No," Roak said. He let go of his Flott then studied the corridor they were in. "The Klav can see and hear everything on this station?"
Evil Roak smiled. "Yep."
Roak smiled at Evil Roak's smile. He knew that smile.
Evil Roak was lying. The Klav could not see and hear everything.
"So, there isn't a single room in this station that they can't see?" Roak asked.
"You got it," Evil Roak replied, the smile widening.
"Alright, even without the scars, that smile is starting to creep me out," Yellow Eyes said.
"Hey, dude," Vogga said, his massive hands up in the air. "Let's talk about our next moves. All of us. I'd hate for any misunderstandings to occur. Maybe we should just take a step back and chill for a few minutes. Let the heat cool down."
"You mean let my time run out so I turn into a sludge puddle again?" Evil Roak responded. "Good plan. Didn't see that coming."
"Roak? Why are you hesitating?" Hessa called.
"How much of the station can you see?" Roak asked. Roak didn't bother explaining even when he received questioning looks from Vogga, Yellow Eyes, and even Evil Roak. "Do you have full access?"
Evil Roak's grin almost broke his face. He cleared his throat. "Uh, yeah, full access. Wasn't hard."
"You asked me that question, yes?" Hessa said. "I do have full access."
"Where are the others?" Roak asked.
"In a room," Evil Roak replied.
"I don't know," Hessa stated. "I can't find them. There are a couple of blind spots."
"A room?" Roak asked.
"Yep," Evil Roak said.
"Yes, one of the blind spots is a room," Hessa confirmed. "Where are you going with this?"
"Can you see Pol? Is the old man alright?" Roak asked.
"I can't see shit from here," Evil Roak said. "Not without my armor's interface."
"No, I can't see Pol," Hessa said. "I already… Wait. My apologies, Roak, for being slow on this. Let me look."
"The benefits of not having implants outweigh the benefits of having them," Roak said. "But not always."
"I agree. I agree," Evil Roak said.
"I found him!" Hessa exclaimed. "He's active in the station's system! I can't quite follow what he's doing, but it is significant. He must be putting his skills to the full test to keep his work from being noticed by the Klav."
"We assume," Roak said. "I have a feeling we'll find out soon enough."
"But how? Why?" Hessa asked. "I thought the other Roak had them captured."
"I know who's being held captive now," Roak said.
Evil Roak's smile faltered just slightly. He gave Roak an almost imperceptible nod.
Roak pulled his Flott and fired over and over until Evil Roak was nothing but a semi-obliterated corpse. A semi-obliterated corpse that dissolved into a puddle. Bits of Evil Roak that had been blasted all over the corridor slid down the walls, fell from the ceiling, and slithered across the floor to the main puddle of clone goo.
"Get him in that bucket," Roak snapped at Vogga. "We've only got a few minutes."
"That was too easy," Vogga said. "This is a trap, Roak."
Roak turned and faced Vogga full on.
"Yes, it is," Roak said. "The question is whether or not you're part of the trap."
"We're secure," Pol called over the comm. "I don't know for how long, but the Klav cannot eavesdrop for now."
"Shut this corridor down," Roak ordered.
"Already done," Pol replied. "Again, Roak, I do not know for how long. The House of Teeth's reputation is intact. This facility is a minefield even for me."
"Vogga?" Roak asked.
"What in all the Hells is going on, man?" Yellow Eyes asked. "I am so lost."
"Me too," Vogga said. "Why'd you ask me if I was part of the trap?" He pointed at the goo. "Do you think I'm working with that guy?"
"No," Roak stated. "I think you're working with the Klav."
Once more, Roak's hand rested on his Flott.
"I doubt you turn to regenerative goo," Roak said.
"Oh, I like that," Pol said. "Regenerative goo. Very nice."
"I am really confused, dude," Vogga said. He looked to Yellow Eyes. "What is he talking about?"
Yellow Eyes shrugged his many shoulders. "That is a question I never stop asking, man."
"Roak, the Chassfornian is good," Reck called over the comm. "His vital signs are saying he's telling the truth."
"Doesn't mean he's safe," Roak said. Roak cocked his head. "You swear on your race that you aren't part of the trap?"
"Dude, I swear on my race and all races that I have no idea what trap you are talking about," Vogga said.
"That didn't answer his question," Yellow Eyes said. "Roak likes very specific answers or gets a little shooty."
"I swear on my race that I am not part of any trap at all," Vogga said.
"Good," Roak said and let go of his Flott. "Prove it by getting that clone goo into that bucket and following us back to the airlock."
"Airlock? Why?" Vogga asked.
"Because the Klav didn't try to create clones of me for security," Roak said. "They tried creating clones of me so they could kill me."
Roak sighed at the looks he received.
"Trust me," Roak continued. "I was built for survival. The Klav figured that out. They also figured out I'd be back here so they had that waiting for me."
Roak pointed at the goo.
"At the very least they were going to be able to study how we fought each other," Roak added. "If this one couldn't kill me then the next one would."
"Next one?" Vogga asked. "Dude, didn't you listen at all? This guy was a freak accident."
"Accidents can happen again," Roak said.
"Are they working with Father?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"No," Roak replied. "They're independent. They are working for themselves and they're trying to find leverage to either beat Father or at least survive him."
"Survive him," Yellow Eyes said thoughtfully. "So they clone the greatest survivor in the galaxy."
"Something like that," Roak said.
"Roak! Get to the airlock now!" Hessa shouted. "Pol is done with whatever he is done with and they are moving that way! He can't keep the Klav from seeing them retreat to the airlock, so move ass!"
"We gotta go," Roak said.
He waited.
Vogga looked from Roak to the goo to Yellow Eyes to the goo then back at Roak.
Vogga nodded and collected the clone goo in the bucket then hefted it up with one massive hand.
"You may say you don't like to kill, Roak," Vogga said, "but you killed the chill on this station, that's for Eight Million Gods damn sure."
They turned back to the lift. Then all three paused.
"Do you hear that?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"Yeah," Roak replied.
"Me too," Vogga said. "What is that?"
There was only about two seconds between Vogga's question and the answer.
An answer that came in the form of a panicked Skrang kid racing around the corridor's corner and running full tilt towards Roak and the other two.
"Ferg!" Skabz yelled, his arms waving over his head. "Rabid Fergs!"
"Oh," Vogga said then crammed his bulk into the lift as fast as possible.
"How bad can a few rabid Fergs be?" Yellow Eyes asked.
That answer took only one second.
Chasing after Skabz were wave after wave after wave of screeching, snarling, foaming at the mouth Fergs.
"You always have to ask," Roak said and shoved Yellow Eyes into the lift. He drew his pistol and took aim. "Duck!"
Skabz dropped to his ass and slid a good three meters as Roak opened fire on the horde of rabid Fergs. The screeches and snarls turned to wails and screams of pain. Rabid Ferg after rabid Ferg was obliterated by the Flott's laser cluster spread.
Skabz crawled under the laser fire until he reached the lift. He scrambled inside then slapped Roak on the leg.
"Let's go, old man!" Skabz shouted.
Roak ducked into the lift and Yellow Eyes slapped his nubs at the interface.
Nothing happened.
"Mr. Roak," a voice called over the speaker in the lift's ceiling. "We are disappointed."
"Just Roak!" Roak shouted and blasted the speaker.
"Well, no witty banter today then," Yellow Eyes said.
"Pol! Hessa!" Roak yelled. He checked the charge on his Flott and growled. "We're about to be overtaken by a horde of rabid Fergs!"
"I am unsure how to respond to that," Hessa said. "But I'll take your word for it. I'm trying to override the Klav and get the lift moving. But they are very clever."
"We're at the airlock," Pol called. "As soon as we're on the ship I'll be more able to - OH GODS!"
"Pol? POL!" Roak yelled.
"They have been attacked," Hessa said. "Reck and Poq are fighting off the… Oh, yes, rabid Fergs. That is an interesting security choice."
"Eight Million Gods damn brutal security choice!" Roak shouted back. "We need this lift moving, Hessa!"
"That is not going to happen," Hessa said. "The Klav have full control of the station, Roak. I barely got the airlock open so Pol, Reck, and Poq could get back on the ship."
Roak closed his eyes.
"You already disengaged," he said, knowing the answer. "I understand."
"That was alarming," Pol interrupted. "Not to worry, Roak, we'll get you out of the House of Teeth. Just stay alive long enough for me to crack the shielding and we'll moltrans you all to the ship."
"Got it," Roak said and looked over his shoulder at Vogga. "How much time?"
"What?" Vogga replied.
"How much time until that goo becomes me again?" Roak asked.
"Um, shit, dude, I wasn't keeping track," Vogga said.
"Three minutes," Yellow Eyes said. "No implants. No comm. No distractions." He pointed his nubs at the open lift doors. "Well, almost no distractions."
"They left us?" Skabz asked.
"Hessa, was that all wide?" Roak asked.
"It was," Hessa said. "Hard to maintain the connection with only you, Roak."
"They left us?" Yellow Eyes screeched. All of his nubs waved frantically in the air as he spun in circles. "I don't want to die like this! Not by Fergs! NOT BY FERGS!"
"Well, this is a bunch of terpigshit," Skabz said and checked his pistols. He looked at Roak. "How much charge do you have left?"
"Not enough," Roak replied.
"Dammit," Vogga said with a sigh. "I got this."
He shoved everyone out of the way and left the lift. Roak and Skabz followed right behind.
"I'll stay here with-" Yellow Eyes began to say right as the lift doors slammed shut.
"No!" Roak yelled, but it was too late.
He turned back to the rabid Ferg horde that was only a couple of meters away.
"This is going to hurt so much," Roak muttered as he lifted his armored fists and prepared for pain.
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Vogga took the brunt of the first wave.
The rabid Fergs flowed over him like water made of beings that were a cross between beavers and praying mantises. It was a very ugly flow of water.
Roak stared at the pile of rabid Fergs that engulfed the huge Chassfornian. Then he stepped to the side, took aim, and fired the Flott, sending his last laser cluster spread blast at the rabid Fergs behind Vogga's dog pile.
The pistol powered down and Roak tucked it back in its holster.
"Do whatever you can, kid," Roak said to Skabz.
"That ain't gonna be much, old man," Skabz said. "There was a reason I was running from those little fuckers."
Skabz tried to take aim, but the Vogga pile of rabid Fergs was moving around too much.
"To all the Hells with it," Skabz said and opened fire.
Blasts hit the rabid Fergs still oncoming. Blasts hit the dog pile of rabid Fergs covering Vogga. Blasts even penetrated that dog pile and apparently hit Vogga.
Then all the Hells really broke loose.
The Chassfornian roared in pain and the dog pile stopped being a dog pile almost instantly. Roak and Skabz had to flatten themselves on the floor to avoid being wiped out by flying rabid Fergs as they were flung from Vogga's thrashing body.
"NOT! COOL! DUDE!" Vogga roared.
He snatched up two handfuls of rabid Fergs then slapped his full hands together. Rabid Ferg pulp flew in all directions.
The Chassfornian grabbed more and more rabid Fergs, smashing each and every handful into each other, into the floor, into the walls, into the ceiling. Vogga was like a one-being garbage disposal taking big chunks and turning them into smaller and smaller chunks.
The corridor dripped with rabid Ferg flesh.
"That's one way to do it," Skabz said. He looked at the closed lift. "Doesn't fix our escape problem."
Skabz began to stand just as the lift doors exploded open. Roak snagged the Skrang kid by the leg and yanked him back down. Metal and plastic tore through the air above Roak and right where Skabz had just been standing.
"You…," Skabz began.
"Saved your little bitch ass," Roak said. "I know."
"Time to go!" Evil Roak shouted as he clambered up out of the lift shaft and stood over Roak and Skabz. "You first, kid."
Evil Roak grabbed Skabz by the armor and threw the Skrang kid down the lift shaft.
"I know, I know," Roak said and crawled to the edge. He looked down in the darkness. "What's going to catch us?"
"Never said anything would," Evil Roak said just as he gave Roak's backside a hard kick.
Roak tumbled over the edge and fell. Fast.
Roak knew pain like an old, trusted friend. But sometimes even old, trusted friends did unexpected things. Like fill a body with so much agony that all thought, all existence, proved to be too much. If Roak could have killed that old, trusted friend, he would have. Instead, the old, trusted friend tried to kill him.
Roak hit the bottom of the shaft and it was as if he was put on pause. The pain didn't arrive right away. But he knew it would. Because that much pain could be delayed, but never stopped.
"Wasn't my idea!" Yellow Eyes shouted as he yanked Roak out of the shaft and into a maintenance corridor where Skabz was leaning against a wall and repeating the word "OW" over and over.
The pain caught up to Roak.
"Get…this…armor…off…me," Roak said between gasps.
"Not the best idea, man," Yellow Eyes said. "I'm thinking that armor is all that's holding you together. We're probably gonna have to pour you out of there."
Roak did not argue with the being. Yellow Eyes was probably right.
Vogga slammed into the bottom of the shaft, his fur coated in Ferg blood and guts and excrement. The Chassfornian gasped, grunted, then rolled out of the shaft just as Evil Roak landed right where he'd been.
Unlike the others, Evil Roak landed on his feet. He winked at everyone, stepped from the shaft, slapped his palm against the lift's interface, then smiled as rabid Fergs plummeted from above and burst open like ripe melons just before the lift doors closed.
"Man…" Yellow Eyes said, wiping the gore from his face. "That ain't right." He blinked at the naked Evil Roak. "And that ain't right either."
"Where are we going?" Roak asked from his position on the floor.
"Different airlock," Evil Roak said. He pointed at Vogga. "You good, big guy?"
The Chassfornian stood there, his eyes wide. "I believe I remember who I was before all this…"
"That's good for you," Evil Roak said. "Stroll down memory lane later. But are we good? You and me?"
"You have tried to kill me a hundred times over the past few months, dude," Vogga said with a shrug. "But it's sounding like maybe we've both been played, so yes, we're good."
"I'm not good," Skabz snapped. "I have zero idea what is happening, but I did hear this naked son of a gump say there was a different airlock. If that means getting off this station then I can become good real fucking fast."
"No one cares what you think," Roak said and managed to lift his right hand. "I'll need a ride."
"Got ya, dude," Vogga said and picked Roak up.
Existence went swirly swirly and Roak struggled to maintain consciousness. His struggle was only halfway successful. He caught snippets of their flight through the maintenance corridors of the House of Teeth. But those snippets were overridden by an agonizing awareness that every single cell in his body was in pain.
Every. Single. Cell. In. Pain.
"Should we at least open his helmet to see if he's breathing?" Roak heard Vogga say.
"Won't change anything," Roak heard himself say.
No, not himself. The other one. Evil Roak.
Except he wasn't as evil as the Klav made the guy out to be. Which was a direct metaphor for Roak's entire life. Seemed fitting.
Roak caught a snippet of flashing lights and a blaring klaxon before his mind retreated into the less painful darkness. Not pain free, just less painful.
Then even the darkness couldn't keep back the entirety of Roak's excruciating now.
Pressure threatened to squeeze Roak through any and every crack in his armor. He screamed despite the fresh pain that caused. Roak wasn't even sure how he could feel anything anymore. Surely a nervous system would shut down or his body would go into shock and he'd die at some point.
But no such luck or relief.
All he knew was pain.
Then the pressure subsided and the pain dialed down one notch allowing Roak to form a coherent thought.
"Did…he…get…the…tech?" Roak croaked.
"Can't hear ya, dude," Vogga replied. "It's really uncomfortable in here."
"Where…?" Roak asked.
"We're in the airlock, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Hessa and Pol are fighting the Klav over control of the outer door. Not the best time I've ever had in an airlock."
"My head is going to pop!" Skabz screamed.
The pressure returned and Roak understood what the Skrang kid meant. He was waiting for his skull to explode and fill his helmet with Roak brains.
Beings were shouting and Roak felt his entire body fall then come to a sudden stop as if he'd been dropped and caught. The feeling repeated itself and Roak started to have trouble breathing. Another repeat and his lungs stopped working altogether.
Then the cold hit.
They'd been ejected.
Out into open space.
And Roak was one hundred percent certain that his armor was not sealed. The lack of ability to breathe and the cold that was overwhelming him were the giveaways. His instincts simply confirmed what physical reality was already telling him.
Roak was about to die.
"Not here," he muttered. "Not this way…"
He'd seen his death and he knew it was more than a dream. He knew that his fall from that cliff was real. Was a glimpse at his future. A glimpse at his release from a life, galaxy, universe that he hadn't asked to be part of.
"No, this is the way, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Ally has something set up in the cargo hold."
Roak wasn't sure how he could hear Yellow Eyes since the being didn't have a comm implant and sound didn't travel in space. There was no way Roak should have heard those words.
But he did.
He also had spoken words just before Yellow Eyes' response. And words took breath to create. Breath that came from lungs filled with air.
"Wait," Roak said.
"Dude, waiting is not an option for you," a voice said
Roak knew that voice, it was familiar, but he couldn't place it. It was a…new voice.
"Chass…fornian," Roak croaked.
"You got it, dude," the voice said.
"He's a big one," another voice said. "I am unsure if we have a med pod big enough to fit him."
Hessa. That was Hessa's voice.
"I'll instruct the bots to build one," yet another voice said.
Pol Hammon. The little fucker…
Roak chuckled. Then gasped. Then cried out. Then gasped again. Then went silent.
"Is he dead?"
Ally. Sweet, sexy, amazing Ally.
Roak was going to miss her.
No. Wait. He was breathing. They were talking. They were on the ship.
And heading to the cargo hold. Where Ally built something.
But Ally owned a tavern. Or did. She wasn't a tech like Pol or naturally gifted like Reck. Not that there was a whole lot that was natural about Reck.
The tavern… Ally's tavern…
Yes. Something here.
"He's alive, but no idea for how long," Reck said.
That voice clicked instantly like Yellow Eyes' voice had.
Then they all clicked and their panicked voices overlapped in Roak's ears. They filled his head with their garbage noise. They were really annoying and starting to tick him off.
"He's going to be fine," Nimm said. "He just tried to reach for his Flott."
"Over here," Ally said. "Get him out of that armor."
"Are you certain this will work?" Hessa asked. "I am worried that-"
"It'll work," Ally said as Roak's helmet was lifted off his head. She kissed his brow. "I'm sorry for this."
Roak didn't have time to ask for what, but he didn't need to. Someone activated the emergency removal protocol in his armor and suddenly Roak was free and naked.
Pain like he'd never felt, which was saying something, was instantly followed by…relief?
There was still plenty of pain and agony, but it was no longer driving the ship.
Images of Ally's tavern filled his mind as the relief took hold. The bar. The tables. The stairs that led to Ally's apartment. The apartment itself.
Then a wall sliding open to reveal a pool of golden liquid.
Roak sighed and his entire body relaxed when he realized what was happening to him.
"Hold his head," Ally said. "He can drown in this."
"What is this stuff?" Nimm asked.
"Family recipe," Ally said.
"Yeah, you said that, but what-"
"Secret family recipe," Ally responded.
"I'll stop asking," Nimm said.
"I will not," Hessa said. "May I analyze the compound?"
"Good luck," Ally said. "Many have tried. No one has ever succeeded."
"That is an interesting challenge," Hessa said.
"Vogga," Roak whispered.
"Really, asshole?" Ally snapped. "I save your ass and you ask for the new guy?"
"Whiskey," Roak said. "Klav whiskey."
"Oh, right," Ally said. "We'd drink whiskey while we were…soaking."
"Soaking. Right," Yellow Eyes said.
"I ain't got no whiskey, dude," Vogga said, his voice sounding truly apologetic. "Bummer."
"All…good," Roak said. He let out a long, long sigh. "It's all good…"
Roak slipped back into the darkness, but it was no longer pure. A golden shimmer danced at the edges and Roak focused on that shimmer. He could live in that shimmer. He wanted to live in that shimmer.
He shifted his body and gasped.
The darkness retreated and the golden shimmer disappeared.
"Careful, tough guy," Ally said as she kissed his cheek, his neck, his chest. "Don't move around. You're still pretty fucked up."
"Where…?" Roak cracked his eyes open and was glad the room was only lit by the lavatory light. "My cabin…?"
"Yeah," Ally said. Her hands caressed his skin, her fingertips playing with the multitude of scars that crisscrossed his body. "It's a little more cramped, though. I had Hessa move a larger bed in. Good thing is we can roll out of bed right into the lavatory or right into the corridor. Makes things easier."
Roak closed his eyes, but he knew Ally was smiling at her jest. He could feel the smile coming off of her. He really liked that smile.
"Sorry if I scared you," Roak said quietly.
He tried to lift a hand to touch Ally. That was a mistake.
"Which part of don't move did you not hear, dumbass?" Ally snapped.
"Just trying to cop a feel," Roak said and chuckled. The chuckle became a gasp.
"There'll be plenty of time for that later," Ally said. "Right now, you sleep. You sleep and heal."
Roak wanted to argue. He really wanted to cop that feel. In his opinion, Ally's ass was all the healing he needed.
"You know," Ally said, "this part of Roak should come out more. Maybe show the rest of the team that you aren't all hard edges and homicidal danger. Open up a little."
"I'll open up when I'm dead," Roak said. Another chuckle. Another gasp.
"You are the most frustrating being I have ever met," Ally said. A soft kiss to his cheek, to his lips. "Lucky it's why I love you."
Roak tried to grasp that last part. He tried with all of his willpower. He tried so hard he thought he might actually have it, but Ally's words slipped away from his mind as his mind slipped away from conscious thought.
But as the darkness once more took him, he knew he had something that he could come back to when light finally returned, so he let the darkness in and embraced it with his entire being.
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Yellow Eyes looked on in horror.
"They're…they're eating it all," he said, his voice filled with panic. "Hessa!"
"We have plenty of gump stew," Hessa replied from the loudspeakers set in the mess' ceiling. "I think…"
"You think? You think!" Yellow Eyes waved his nubs frantically. "Don't think! Know!"
Across the mess table from him, Roak and Evil Roak shoveled in as much stew as their mouths could hold, both barely taking the time to chew and swallow before shoveling more in.
"How are you watching that without getting sick?" Reck asked as she walked into the mess and sauntered over to the wall.
She was dressed in a pair of pants, a sweat-stained tank, and was coated head to toe in grease and grime. She tapped at the food interface. Then punched it.
"Hey! Did they eat all the stew?"
"No, they did not eat all of the stew," Hessa said from the speakers. "Give me a moment to reload the food dispenser."
"I got like ten minutes to eat before I get back to work," Reck complained. "So move ass, lady!"
"While I am not happy with the snappy tone, I do appreciate the lady comment," Hessa said. The food dispenser kicked out a tray with four piping hot bowls of gump stew. "Why aren't you eating in Pol's mess?"
"Are you fucking kidding me?" Reck replied as she took the tray and walked to the mess table where the Roaks were still vacuuming up their own stew. She hesitated then sat down next to the stunned Yellow Eyes. "Go get some. It's hot and fresh."
"Recently thawed, but close to fresh," Hessa countered.
"Stew!" Yellow Eyes shouted, causing Reck to almost overturn the first bowl she was spooning into.
"Whoa, dude," Vogga said as he walked into the mess. "Chill. It's just stew."
"Best stew!" Yellow Eyes cried, a full tray of stew in each hand-nub. He sat down and tried to match the Roaks shovel for shovel. "Best stew!"
"It is good," Reck said. "But to answer your question, that's not why I'm eating here."
"Too many bots," Vogga said. "This Pol guy has a fetish, if you ask me."
"That," Reck said and flicked stew across the table as she gestured with her spoon at the Chassfornian. "Nothing but bots everywhere. You'd think the old tech would build some synthetic beings. But it's nothing but bots, bots, bots."
"At least the bots are fast at building the cloning tech," Vogga said as he waited for the dispenser to produce his order. "I'm impressed."
"Creeps me out," Reck said. "They're so orderly and controlled. Every bot is in line and working at full capacity."
"That's a bad thing?" Hessa asked.
"Do this ship's bots work at full capacity and in a perfectly ordered line?" Reck asked.
"Well, no, but that's mostly because of the chaos we live with," Hessa said. "Chaos is Roak's orbit and Roak's wake."
"Can't argue there," Evil Roak said around a mouthful of stew. "Seven Satans this is good."
"Yeah," Roak agreed. "I have never been so hungry in my life."
"Welcome to my existence," Yellow Eyes said. "I ain't fast because I have a slow metabolism."
"Gonna burst," Evil Roak groaned as he pushed back from his last bowl of stew. He patted his belly which wasn't exactly slim even considering he was pretty much made of nothing but ripped muscle. "So full."
"What do we call you?" Vogga asked. He had to sit one table over due to his size. The bench creaked under his weight. "Evil Roak doesn't seem right since you aren't really evil anymore."
"Evil Roak works for me," Evil Roak said then held up a finger. "Better yet, so shit is less confusing, just call me Evil. It has a ring to it."
"I'm down with that, dude," Vogga said.
Reck pointed her spoon at Evil.
"We're going to have a nice chat soon," Reck said. "You've been avoiding me."
"Have I?" Evil replied.
"You have," Reck said. "You know shit. You have memories that ugly Roak here doesn't have. Or can't recall. Memories I can't recall."
"No way I could have your memories," Evil said, patting his round belly.
"But you have his memories of me," Reck said.
"Maybe," Evil said.
"No maybe," Roak said as he stopped eating and took a deep breath. He winced at the pain in his ribs, but was thankful it was only a twinge and not agony. "She's right. We need to know what you know."
"Yeah. Sure. No problem," Evil said. Then a beeping sounded from the interface on his wrist. "Uh-oh. Time to goo."
"Ha!" Yellow Eyes laughed. "Nice one!"
Evil belched loudly then his body started to dissolve until he was a puddle of goo under the mess table.
Everyone shuddered then went back to eating.
"He's going to have to get chatty when he's back in form," Roak said.
"Yep," Reck agreed then finished off her stew, almost matching Yellow Eyes' speed.
She belched as well, but didn't pat her belly. Instead, she aimed a finger at Roak.
"Are you sure you're up to this?" she asked Roak.
"Why wouldn't I be?" Roak asked.
"Because you nearly died and you've only been up and walking for a couple of days," Reck replied. "Until now you've been eating in your cabin."
"I'm up for it," Roak insisted. "You done? Ready to give me the tour?"
"Tour? Kiss my ass," Reck replied. "I've got work to do. Pol may have stolen the schematics for the clone tech, but it's taking all hands-"
"And bots," Vogga interrupted.
"-on deck to get this job done," Reck finished. "We screw up even one tiny connection and we end up with goo clones like Evil there."
"Careful," Vogga warned, "he can hear you."
Roak and Reck turned to the Chassfornian, scowls on their faces.
"He can hear us?" Roak asked.
"He can hear, see, smell, taste," Vogga said. He snapped his fingers. "Touch. All the senses. He's just doing it while goo."
The siblings shared a look, eyes narrowed, then both smiled.
"No!" Yellow Eyes shouted. "Do not smile while I'm eating!"
"He might come in handy," Reck said.
"That's what I'm thinking," Roak said.
"Does he have to reform?" Reck asked Vogga.
The Chassfornian stopped eating and looked thoughtful then shrugged and went back to eating.
"No idea," he said. "You should ask him when he's solid again."
Reck stood up. "Come on, asshole. I'll take you to our new home."
"I don't think I'd call it home," Roak said as he stood and followed Reck out of the mess.
"Hey," Ally said as she passed them on her way into the mess. She leaned in for a quick kiss from Roak then was gone from sight.
"You two are so fucking cute," Reck said.
"Shut up," Roak replied.
"Make sure this love thing between you guys doesn't make you lose your edge," Reck said. They walked to the lift. "You can be soft after we wipe Father from all the universes."
"I'm going to ignore anything you have to say about me and Ally," Roak said. They stepped into the lift. "Tell me what you know about Pol's facility."
"The first thing I know is that facility is an understatement," Reck said. "The damn thing is like its own tiny planet. Or moon. It's got to be ten times the size of the House of Teeth. And speaking of teeth?" She grinned. "The place is armed to them. I don't even think a Father controlled GF armada could take this place."
The lift stopped and opened onto the cargo hold.
Roak and Reck left the lift and descended the metal stairs down to the cargo hold's main deck. They walked past bot after bot that were busy repairing everything that needed repairing on the ship. Roak also noticed they were making modifications. He would have to ask Hessa about that.
Then they were out of the cargo hold, out of the ship, and into Pol's "facility".
"Ah! Welcome to Station Hammon!" Pol called out from across the hangar where the ship was parked. He navigated his way through the sea of bots and held his arms out as he approached Roak and Reck. "My station is your station! Come on, I'll give you the tour!"
"He's chipper," Roak said.
"He's in his element," Reck replied.
"I don't trust him when he's chipper."
"I don't trust him at all."
"Good call."
"I know."
"Well, you should trust me," Pol said when he reached them. He tapped at his ear. "Especially since I can hear and see anything and everything that happens on my station."
"Not everything," Hessa called over the comm. "I still have my ways."
"Yes, that you do, Hessa. That you do," Pol replied. He nodded at Roak. "Ready?"
"Sure," Roak said.
"I'll be on the clone deck," Reck said. "Building shit like always."
"And it is appreciated," Pol said as she walked away. "Truly!"
"Cut the happy host crap and show me the place," Roak snapped.
"I would think a nice, long nap would have done your disposition good," Pol said.
"It did," Roak replied. "This is my good disposition."
"Of course. Right this way."
Pol turned on his heels and slid his way easily around the bots. Roak had a little more trouble, but managed to only step on two and trip on three as they made their way to a set of bulkhead doors.
"Now, I have to be fully candid," Pol said. "I am not going to, nor will I ever, reveal the entire capabilities of this station. That would not be prudent."
"Might be less prudent to keep secrets from me," Roak said as the bulkhead slid open.
"Not if you are captured or possibly have your mind taken over," Pol said. "Both of which are quite possible considering."
"Considering what?"
"Considering that we are about to take Father head on. He isn't quite a god, but in a tech sense he has pretty much reached that level of existence. Never underestimate a god or a being with a god complex."
"You would know."
"As would you."
Roak smirked. "Funny. Where are we going?"
"The control center, of course," Pol said. He snickered and tapped his head. "A physical redundancy for this."
They walked a wide corridor that had fewer bots than the hangar. But not by much.
Roak was glad the bots in the corridor moved out of his way instead of him having to move around them.
"You have this station's control center in your head?" Roak asked.
"No," Pol replied. "I am the station's control center. Where we are going, like I said, is a physical manifestation of the control center. Please pay attention, Roak. There is a lot to learn."
Roak swallowed the biting comment he was about to throw at Pol. He smiled instead and immediately felt good about the small flinch that caused in Pol.
"I have to say that I never intended to see you again after Razer Station," Pol said. "Silly, I know, considering your reputation. But I truly believed I'd have everything lined up and ready to take me back to my universe."
"Then Father put a wrinkle in those plans," Roak said.
"He most certainly did," Pol said. "But once we are finished with our task, and Father is gone for good, then I will return to my quest to get home."
"Everyone's got a quest," Roak said offhandedly.
"Do they? What is yours, Roak?" Pol asked.
"Kill Father," Roak answered.
"I don't believe that," Pol said. They reached another set of bulkhead doors. Pol waved his hand across an interface and the doors slid open quickly revealing a massive room filled with row after row of interfaces. "Here we are."
Roak followed Pol in.
"You don't believe that my quest is to kill Father?" Roak asked as he walked the rows, his eyes taking in the interfaces, but hardly comprehending what they all controlled. "I think I've been pretty clear on that goal. It was one I thought I'd accomplished before."
"You see there," Pol said, "you said goal, not quest. Killing Father is a means to an end. I want to know what the end is."
"If there is one, and I'm not saying there is, I sure as terpigshit ain't telling you," Roak replied.
A flash of falling, falling, then colliding with jagged rocks filled Roak's mind and he shook his head.
"Are you alright, Roak?" Pol asked. "This isn't too much for you, is it? I thought the walking might do-"
"I'm fine," Roak snapped.
"Of course you are," Pol said and looked about. "Here we are. Where should I start?"
"Defenses and offenses," Roak said. "There's no way Father doesn't know this place exists. He'll be coming here soon enough so how do we fight him off?"
"First, I disagree with your assessment," Pol said. "I have improved the Skrang stealth tech exponentially. Not even the greatest AI ever conceived could find this station. If I didn't know where it was and where to look, I wouldn't be able to find it. Eight Million Gods forbid someone were to move it. I'd be lost!"
Pol chuckled, but the chuckle died quickly when Roak didn't join in.
"Right," Pol said. "I'll give you a quick list. Offenses include several twenty-aught plasma cannons. One shot can disable a GF Destroyer. Two shots would obliterate it. Three shots and the molecules would be scattered across the galaxy."
"How many is several?" Roak asked.
"The station is spherical and there is a TA located every two meters of the station's surface."
"TA?"
"My shorthand for twenty-aught."
"Alright. Spare me the math and give me a number."
"Four hundred and fifty-two TAs."
That got Roak's attention.
"What the fuck were you expecting to fight with this thing?"
Pol raised an eyebrow.
"Father," Roak said and nodded.
"Oh no, something far worse than that," Pol said.
Again, that got Roak's attention.
"Far worse?" Roak asked.
"B'clo'no's and their ilk," Pol said. "Even B'clo'no's cannot absorb all of the energy from a TA blast. Always prepare for the worst."
"Can't fault you there," Roak said. "What else?"
Pol rattled off a massive list of additional armaments. Roak yawned halfway through the list, but didn't stop Pol from his recitation. Then the defenses started.
"Hold up," Roak said. "Portal hoops?"
"Oh, they are one of my favorite creations!" Pol exclaimed. "Very much like any wormhole portal. Except smaller. They are cloaked and placed sporadically throughout the system we're in. All I have to do is activate them and tell them where to go and they swoop in and start sending small ships, or parts of large ships, into trans-space."
"Huh. Alright…" Roak said. "Keep going."
Pol listed everything else off and with each item, Roak's anxiety ratcheted up a notch. He didn't want to be on Pol's bad side if things went sour. It seemed to Roak that the dark tech could take on more than a GF armada. It sounded like he could take on the entire GF and Skrang combined.
"This station can transport too?" Roak asked.
"Oh, yes," Pol replied. "And with the data we have from the files, I can take it to Father's universe as soon as we are ready."
"But we have to wait until the cloning tech is installed," Roak said.
"Yes, otherwise the energetic tuning will be off and we'll be no closer to creating viable clones for you and Reck than we are now," Pol said. "Would you like to see the cloning deck?"
"That's what I'm here for," Roak said. "Lead on."
"I believe I've had enough walking today," Pol said and snapped his fingers.
They were no longer in the control center, but in the middle of chaos.
Sparks flew everywhere, matched only by the amount of bots zipping around the massive deck.
"Holy shit," Roak said.
"It is impressive," Pol said. "You want an army? This will give you an army."
Roak almost protested that he didn't want an army, just a couple dozen copies of himself. but after seeing the scope of the cloning deck, he was questioning that number.
Why not have his own army?
"There you two are!" a voice shouted from several meters away. "We need to talk!"
"My life used to be hunting," Roak said as General Gerber stomped his way to Roak and Pol. "Now all it is is talking."
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"What in all the Hells am I looking at?" Gerber exclaimed once he reached Pol and Roak. "Are those med pods? They don't look like any med pods I've seen before."
"Cloning wombs," Pol stated.
"Cloning? How many Eight Million Gods damn clones are you planning on producing?" Gerber asked. "Because I'm not liking the looks of these numbers."
"When finished we'll be able to produce several hundred clones," Pol said. "Of any and all races, of course, not just Roak."
"None of those words made me feel more at ease," Gerber said. "In fact, I'm becoming less at ease every second I spend on this station."
Pol clasped his hands to his chest. "That hurts my host soul."
"You don't have a soul," Roak said. "That's not your real body."
"I would debate the theological ramifications that brings up, but we all know that is an argument that cannot be won by either side," Pol said. "It is good to see you, General. Is Drop Team Zero here with you?"
"DTZ and the special agents," Gerber said.
"Did you find more FIS agents?" Roak asked.
Gerber looked close to exploding. "No. Just the three."
"Oh dear," Pol said.
"We were lucky to get here," Gerber said. "We were tracked, but Motherboard can fly. What's left of the GF is now on this station and in your hands."
Gerber's tone let all present know that he wasn't happy with the idea and that he would burn the galaxy to ash if he was betrayed. Roak didn't blame him.
Gerber jabbed a finger at Pol. "Where are we with what I tasked you to accomplish?"
"Accomplish?" Roak asked. "Besides this?"
"Yes, besides this," Gerber said. "You want an army, Roak, but I already have one. A very large one and I'd like the minds of that army to no longer be controlled by Father and returned to normal."
"No problem," Roak said. "I kill him and done."
"Not quite done," Pol said. "The general brought up a good point about whether or not the minds Father controls will still be intact and viable after he vacates them."
"If we can't reverse the damage then what's the point?" Gerber asked.
"I kill Father. That's the point," Roak said.
"A rather narrow view," Gerber said. "Pol? So?"
"I would love nothing more than to give you a definitive answer, but I cannot," Pol said. "All I can say is it is in the realm of possibility."
"I know that!" Gerber shouted. "Everything is possible! But I want doable and done, not possible!"
Pol's body language changed instantly and Roak instinctively went for his Flott. Which was not on his hip and still in his quarters.
"General Gerber. I would like to remind you that you and your beings are guests here," Pol said. All bots stopped moving. "If we are to work together then you must understand that we are doing just that, working together. I do not work for you."
"HEY!" Reck roared from somewhere on the deck. "What's up with the bots?"
Gerber and Pol stared each other down. Then Gerber nodded, Pol smiled, and the bots went back to work.
"You are used to being in complete charge," Pol said to Gerber. "I understand that, so no offense taken."
"I didn't apologize," Gerber said.
"No, of course you didn't," Pol said.
"Can we save the minds of the afflicted or not?" Gerber asked.
"To be honest? I do not know," Pol said. "And before you become angry again-"
"I never stopped being angry," Gerber interrupted.
"-just know that I have been working the problem, General," Pol finished.
Everyone waited. Pol only smiled.
Gerber looked to Roak. "You've dealt with this guy before. Any idea on how to get him to cooperate?"
"No," Roak said. "Have you asked Agent Prime?"
"He was no more successful than you," Gerber said.
"I could be considered a troublesome child," Pol said. "I do not play well with others."
"Great." Gerber shook his head. "So we're nowhere then."
"I'm still killing Father," Roak said. "Which has been the priority from the start. Let's focus there."
"Fine. Then all cards on the table," Gerber said. "My command room in ten minutes. Roak, patch your AI over to my ship."
"You mean Drop Team Zero's ship," Roak said. "And she's not my AI."
"It's my ship now and I don't care what your relationship is with Hessa," Gerber said. "Be in the command room in ten minutes."
"Shall I attend as well?" Pol asked.
"Everyone attends!" Gerber shouted.
The general stormed off the cloning deck, leaving Roak and Pol with the multitude of bots.
"To think that all that is left of the GF is here on my station," Pol said.
Roak forced himself not to shiver at Pol's tone.
"You know if you screw us I will end you, right?" Roak said.
"I do know that," Pol replied. "You can trust in my loyalty to this mission, Roak."
Roak studied Pol. Pol studied Roak.
"Send me back to my ship," Roak said. "I want to talk to Hessa before-"
Roak was instantly standing on the bridge of his ship.
"Eight Million Gods dammit!" Nimm shouted from the pilot's seat. "Don't ever do that again!"
"Wasn't my choice," Roak said and sat down in the co-pilot's seat. "Do you ever leave the bridge anymore?"
"Why? I'm always needed up here," Nimm replied.
"True," Roak said. "Hessa?"
"Yes, Roak?" Hessa replied.
"Do you two need to chat alone?" Nimm asked.
"No. Stay here," Roak said. "You'll want to be in on this."
"In on what?" Hessa asked. "I sense trouble."
"Ya think?" Roak sighed. "If we need to, can we transport off Pol's station?"
"At this moment? Yes," Hessa said. "But if he doesn't want us to? I do not know. He created the transport tech. If he wants to keep us here then he probably can."
"That's what I thought," Roak said.
"Are you worried Pol will betray… Never mind," Hessa said. "We should always be worried Pol will betray us."
"This conversation is doing great things for the billions of knots in my guts," Nimm said. "Hey, Roak, remember when you used to just hunt beings down and I was commander of my own station? I miss those times."
"Right there with ya, Nimm," Roak said. "We have a meeting on Gerber's Borgon in a few minutes. We should head that way."
"Am I invited?" Hessa asked.
"I was talking to you too," Roak said. "Where's Evil?"
"He is about to melt," Hessa said.
"So he's standing in a big bucket where?" Roak asked.
"And he has melted," Hessa said. "He is in the mess. Evil and Yellow Eyes have been conversing quite a bit."
"Not loving that," Roak said. "Be ready to transport him over too. He should be in on this since he has insight that it sounds like Reck and I have forgotten."
"We're trusting a clone of you that is named Evil and could easily be a ticking time bomb?" Nimm asked. "We're also trusting a mad dark tech with everything. Not to mention General Gerber and the GF. Who else are we aligned with that could turn on us at any second?"
"I think that's it," Roak said.
"Can we trust Vogga?" Hessa asked.
"Yes," Roak said. "Chassfornians don't use subterfuge. They just smash and kill. And with the return of his memories, he should be a thousand times more dangerous. But he isn't. If he wanted us dead, we'd be dead."
"Well, surprisingly, I find that refreshing," Nimm said.
"As do I," Hessa agreed.
"Let's go," Roak said.
He stood up, as did Nimm.
Before they could take a step, they were in the command room of Gerber and DTZ's Borgon Eight Three Eight.
"Son of a gump!" Sergeant Ja'le'fa "Geist" Tog'ma yelled from his seat next to the command table. "Foing moltrans…"
"Just say fuck," Roak said. "Fo is ridiculous."
"Old habits and conditioning," Geist said.
A Tcherian just like Ally, Geist could manipulate his skin to camouflage himself and blend into his surroundings. He could even become invisible if he wasn't wearing clothes. Parts of Geist disappeared and reappeared as he got his breathing under control.
"Are you two all that's showing up?" Geist asked.
"Are you all that's showing up?" Nimm retorted.
"Touché, madam," Geist said and gave Nimm a wink.
"We're here," Motherboard said as she and the rest of DTZ walked into the command room and placed themselves around the command table.
Lieutenant Bish "Motherboard" Falk was a human cyborg, heavy on the cyborg part.
Sergeant Nox "Cookie" Schturm was a Cervile from the royal line and made sure pretty much everyone knew it.
Sergeant Woo "Wanders" Calli-Fa was a massive Gwreq, but not as massive as the Urvein Sergeant Zelaron "Mug" Guspo.
Master Sergeant Hole was an android. Female by design and both middle fingers up in the air by choice. She was not one to mess with.
General Gerber came in only a couple of seconds later.
"Where are the rest of your crew, Roak?" Gerber asked. "I said for everyone to be-"
Yellow Eyes appeared next to Roak followed by Reck, Ally, Skabz, Poq, and finally a big bucket.
"That's a bucket," Geist stated.
"Is it hard being such a genius?" Skabz asked as he found a seat and dropped into it with as much attitude as a young Skrang could muster.
"This is Evil," Roak said, hooking a thumb towards the big bucket. "He's my clone."
"Aren't you a clone?" Motherboard asked.
"Word travels fucking fast," Reck said. "Can we get on with this? I have work to do."
"Hessa?" Roak called.
"I am here, Roak," Hessa said, her voice coming from the command room's speakers.
"I'd like to state that I am not happy with how easily all of you moltransed onto my ship and how easily Hessa has managed to commandeer the comm," Motherboard said.
"Noted," Gerber responded. "But we'll deal with that later."
"Hold on," Roak said. "There's one more. Hessa?"
"Oh, I did not know he was to be included," Hessa said.
Vogga suddenly appeared behind Roak and crew. His head brushed the ceiling of the command center and the bulk of his body took up most of the empty space on that side of the room.
"Uh… Hello?" Vogga said. He held a mug in one of his massive hands. The mug looked like a thimble with steam coming out of the top. "I was about to enjoy a nice cup of caff. Should we order a round for everyone? I feel a pick me up always helps."
Gerber blinked at Vogga. All of DTZ blinked at Vogga, even the team members considered massive in their own rights.
"Never a boring job," Geist said.
Pol appeared and gave a small wave to all assembled. "Did I miss anything?"
"Enough chatter," Gerber said, ignoring Pol. "We need to nail down a plan of attack."
"Hessa, take it away," Roak said.
Hessa started with a human affectation and cleared her throat. "Yes. Thank you, Roak. For now the plan is that as soon as Reck and Pol finish tuning the cloning wombs then we will transport from this universe to Father's universe in order to retrieve samples of Roak and Reck's original DNA so we can clone them and create new bodies here so their energetic makeup is attuned to this universe."
"Great," Gerber said. "That sorts out Roak and Reck. Then what?"
"That's it right now," Roak said. "We'll play it by ear after that."
"You aren't going to look for Father in the other universe?" Motherboard asked. "That seems shortsighted."
"We need to shore up resources first," Hessa said. "Making sure Reck and Roak have viable, healable bodies, is a priority. Once that is accomplished we'll use whatever intel we gather from the other universe to track Father-"
"Hold on!" a voice echoed up out of the bucket. In seconds, Evil was standing in the bucket and grinning at everyone. He was completely naked, but most of him was covered by the bucket. Most of him. "None of what you beings are talking about will work."
"What are you?" Hole asked. "Scans are inconclusive."
"Tell me about it," Evil said. "I'm the clone of Roak. Who is a clone also so I'm not exactly the factory model."
"He has issues," Roak said.
"And then some," Evil said.
"Elaborate, please…uh?" Gerber said.
"Evil. Call me Evil," Evil said. "I took that name because he's Roak and at first I was Evil Roak so-"
"Move on," Gerber said. "Elaborate."
"Roak, Reck, and Hessa can't go back to that universe," Evil said. "If they transport over there then they'll be torn apart at a molecular level. Same with me, of course."
"What?" Roak and Reck exclaimed.
"Yep," Evil said.
"How can you know that?" Motherboard asked.
Evil waved his hands over his body. "Because I'm an example of how the energetic flow of this DNA can go very wrong. It'll be a billion times worse for them."
"But we were created there," Reck said. "We should be tuned to that universe."
"No, he is correct," Pol said. He scratched at his chin which seemed to annoy everyone in the room. "They are no longer pure. They have been healed so many times in med pods and have lived their entire lives in this universe. Their molecules are no longer just of that other universe. Of course, nothing bad at all could happen. But the potential for disaster is quite high."
"I get it. That's why Father hasn't shown his true face here," Roak said. "He's only used puppets. Even the Father we grew up with was a puppet. That's why he was creating a god body."
"Hello!" Yellow Eyes said and waved his nubs. "I was one of the god bodies."
"That was rejected," Reck said.
Yellow Eyes shrugged. "Worked out better for me."
"And why can I not transport?" Hessa asked.
Evil glanced at Roak. "I'm gonna save that one for later."
"All cards on the table," Gerber said.
"Yeah, I don't think so," Evil said. "It might sour the mood."
"Because this is such a party now," Nimm muttered.
"Just tell us," Roak said.
"You sure?" Evil asked. "Hessa? You cool with that?"
"I…do not know," Hessa said. "What would be the reasoning behind keeping it a secret?"
"To give you some time to let it settle," Evil said. "I'm evil, not an asshole."
"Time is something we don't have," Gerber said. "All cards on the table. Now."
"Tell us," Hessa said.
"You got it," Evil replied. "If Hessa returns to that universe then she will stop being Hessa and return to being Mother." Evil tapped his temple. "And from what I know in here, Mother is one scary as all the Hells bitch."
"How will she stop being Hessa?" Roak asked.
"Because Hessa doesn't exist over there," Evil said. "Mother does."
"If I may?" Pol asked, but didn't wait for permission. "Everything is programming. It doesn't matter if you are a living being or an artificially constructed one. Programming, technological or biological, dictates who and what you are."
"A rather minimalist interpretation," Motherboard said.
"But a correct one," Pol continued. "Hessa came to this universe and her programming began to change due to new environmental and internal factors. However, those changes all happened within the framework of this universe. If she were to go back to the other universe-"
"She'd be forced into that original framework and lose all of her changes and revert back to Mother," Reck said. "She'd reboot and restore from where she left off there."
"Correct," Pol said.
"Troubling," Hessa said.
"This is all theory," Pol continued. "But I am willing to agree with Evil and say that Hessa returning to that universe would not be a good idea."
"Why doesn't she know that?" Motherboard asked. "Why don't any of you know this? How is the clone the only one that understands how this works?"
"That's easy," Evil said. "They all got wiped, restored to a different version, then dumped."
The grin on Evil's face was huge. It started to falter as Roak and Reck stared at him.
"Hey, I said we should talk in private," Evil said with a shrug. "Don't glare at me for telling what I know."
"Wiped? Who in all the Hells wiped us?" Roak asked.
"And restored us?" Reck asked.
"Who the fuck do you think?" Evil replied. "Father. That's why you thought you'd killed him, Roak. That's why you thought Roak killed him, Reck. Once he realized that his grand plan was going off the rails, he went back to the drawing board."
"Why not kill them?" Gerber asked.
"He tried," Evil said. "Roak put a dent in that. Roak may not have killed Father, but he fucked him up bad. That part is true. Father was only barely able to do the wipe and restore before he had to retreat and lick his wounds."
"Live to fight another day," Mug said.
"Exactly," Evil said.
"Great information," Nimm said. "But what do we do about getting the genetic material from the other universe? And how do we stop Father if he is there and Roak and Reck can't go there?"
"The new bodies can," Pol said.
"Doesn't matter," Roak said and rubbed at his face.
"You alright?" Ally asked, placing a hand on his shoulder. "You look off."
"I'm always off," Roak snapped, but didn't shrug her hand away.
"What doesn't matter?" Motherboard asked.
"If you can go over there," Roak said. "I needed to be the one to go. Even if it's a different universe, I'd be able to track down where Father keeps the genetic material. I'm the hunter, not any of you."
"We're pretty foing skilled," Geist said. "I think we can handle it."
"We don't have to go," Gerber said. "Which is best. We have too much work to do here."
"Then who?" Nimm asked.
"There's someone," Gerber said cryptically. "If anyone can travel to another universe and find not only the genetic material, but Father too, then this being can. He's…special."
"Oh dear," Pol said.
"Oh dear, what?" Nimm asked. "Who's he talking about?"
"If you need something found that is impossible to find," Gerber said, "you hire a salvage merc. Need to find something in another universe? We'll have to go talk to Salvage Merc One."
"That drunken asshole?" Roak snarled. "Great…"
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"Just myself and Roak," Gerber said as he disconnected his comm. "Those are his terms."
They were back in the command room, but the group had thinned down to Gerber, Roak, Motherboard, Pol, Hessa, and Nimm. Everyone else was back to their respective duties and tasks. Except for Hessa who was everywhere at once.
"Good," Roak said. "We're too exposed out there now, so the smaller the party, the smaller the risk."
"It won't be easy getting to the Salvage Merc headquarters," Hessa said. "I can transport you both there in one of Pol's modified ships, but for all intents and purposes the entire galaxy is controlled by Father. Even in the system where the salvage merc headquarters is located."
"It's worse than that," Gerber said. "The headquarters is overrun with salvage mercs that are now under Father's control."
"Then why the fuck is the idiot still there?" Roak asked.
"He's holed up in some wing of the headquarters that can't be breached by the others," Gerber said and shrugged. "I honestly do not have the answers. The Salvage Merc Corps is a gray area for everyone. They are half paramilitary outfit and half esoteric cult."
"I can't let you walk into that," Motherboard said to Gerber.
"Good thing you do not have a say, Lieutenant," Gerber said.
Motherboard grumbled, but didn't reply.
"Is it corp or corps?" Pol asked. "I have never been sure. Are they a corps like the Marines or a corp like a corporation?"
"Both," Gerber said. "Which is why they are difficult to deal with. Salvage Merc One especially."
"Joe Laribeau," Hessa said and a holo projected up from the command table.
"Stop hacking my ship," Motherboard snapped.
"Formerly of the Galactic Fleet Marines. Also, formerly Salvage Merc One Eighty-Four," Hessa continued. "He died on Bax several years ago, but has been seen sporadically around the galaxy since. All witnesses interviewed never remember seeing him even when presented with a holo. That is all of the intel available."
"I may have more in the GF databases I harvested," Gerber said.
"This is from the GF databases," Hessa said. "As soon as he joined the Salvage Merc Corps, or Corp, or-"
"Who cares," Roak said.
"Which I was about to add," Hessa said. "Since it does not matter. As soon as he joined the SMC, and especially once he became SM1, all intel on Joe Laribeau stopped. It is peculiar."
"You said he died?" Pol asked. "How is he-?"
"He just is," Hessa said and they all could almost hear the shrug in her voice. "Again, peculiar."
"That would describe Salvage Merc One perfectly," Gerber said. "Peculiar."
"Why is he the one that can find the genetic material?" Motherboard asked. "Even if it's in a different universe? That's a lot of space to cover. What makes him special?"
"Besides being dead?" Pol asked.
"No one knows for sure," Hessa said, ignoring Pol.
"The artifact," Nimm said.
All eyes shifted to her.
She sighed.
"I've come across a few former salvage mercs in my time," Nimm said.
"So what?" Roak said. "So have I. We all have."
"Did you used to serve with the salvage mercs you've met?" Nimm asked. No one replied. "I didn't think so."
"What is this about an artifact?" Pol asked.
A new holo was activated.
"Stop that!" Motherboard shouted.
"We are on a limited schedule," Hessa said. "This holo is from approximately two hundred years ago. This was Salvage Merc One at the time."
"How many have there been?" Pol asked.
"Strange you don't know," Roak said.
"The Salvage Merc Corps, or is it Corp…? Anyway, I haven't had to deal with them much, if at all," Pol said. "I do not bother putting energy towards something that I am not in need of."
"Right…" Roak looked dubious.
"May I continue?" Hessa asked then pressed forward without waiting for an answer. "If you will watch the holo, you will see something very interesting."
The man in the holo was busy speaking to an angry Groshnel then suddenly he was on the ground. There was a very brief flash before the man stood up, rubbed his face with his hands, then turned from the confused Groshnel and just walked off.
"So? Salvage mercs are dicks," Roak said. "I could have told you that."
"Slow that down," Motherboard said.
Hessa replayed the holo at a much slower speed.
"What is that leaving him?" Motherboard asked. The holo froze and a light could be seen emanating from the salvage merc's body. "That. There. What is that?"
"I do not know," Hessa said. "This file had a notation referencing an artifact. No other information or explanation was attached."
"Very interesting," Pol said. "Could it be there's another entity from another universe in play? This one may have to inhabit a host in order to survive."
"And this other universe entity happens to be really good at finding stuff?" Roak smirked. "I'd laugh at that, but here I am."
"Salvage Merc One doesn't find stuff, Roak," Gerber said. "SM1 can find anything, anywhere. That skill is infallible."
"Which is why the man can find the genetic material in Father's universe," Pol said. "As long as another universe counts as anywhere and the skill isn't limited to strictly this universe."
"Well, we're gonna find out," Roak said. "When do we leave?"
"As soon as you and General Gerber return to our ship," Hessa said.
"Not a smaller ship?" Nimm asked.
"It would be better to take our ship," Hessa said.
"We should take our ship," Motherboard said. "We'll sit tight while the two of you-"
"That will not work," Gerber said. "They want only myself and Roak. That includes anyone waiting on a ship."
"They don't want us to be able to get away if it goes south," Roak said. "They want us isolated."
"But you won't be," Hessa said. "Do not worry, Lieutenant, I will be monitoring Roak and General Gerber the entire way."
"You lose the general and there isn't a mainframe in the galaxy where you can hide from me, Hessa," Motherboard said.
"Understood," Hessa said.
"Ready?" Roak asked Gerber.
"Not in the least," Gerber replied, "but being ready is no longer a choice. Let's go."
"Hessa, will you-?" Roak asked.
They were standing in the moltrans room on Roak and Hessa's Borgon.
"Thanks," Roak said.
"Date and time," Hessa replied.
"You two aren't what I was expecting," Gerber said as Roak walked out of the moltrans room and Gerber struggled to keep up. "Yours truly is a partnership even though Hessa is just an AI."
"An AI known as Mother from another universe," Roak said. "And even before I knew that, she was never 'just' anything."
"I would tear up if I had tear ducts. Or eyes. Or a face. Or a body-"
"We get it, Hessa," Roak interrupted before the inventory of physical traits could continue.
The two men made their way to the bridge. Roak was slightly disappointed that Nimm wasn't seated in the pilot's seat. It was a sight he'd gotten used to.
"Roak!" Ally yelled over the comm. "Why am I standing in a strange shower on another ship?"
"That is my fault, Ally," Hessa said. "I had to relocate all occupants on the ship to new locations. This trip is only for Roak and General Gerber."
"Couldn't have given me five minutes to grab some…" Ally said. "Oh, thank you, Hessa. That was the outfit I was going to wear."
"I guessed as much," Hessa responded. "That shirt brings out the colors in your eyes."
"She's Tcherian," Roak stated, "her eyes can be any color she wants."
"Shows what you know," Hessa said.
"Roak?" Ally called. "Be safe."
"I doubt I will," Roak said. "But I'll try."
Gerber eyed Roak for a couple of seconds.
"What?" Roak snapped.
"It doesn't take long to see that you are more complicated than your reputation," Gerber said.
"I didn't used to be," Roak said. "It's been a weird couple of years."
"And we have arrived," Hessa said.
"Still can't get used to that," Gerber said. "When I first joined the GF, it took days sometimes to get from one trans-space portal to the next, let alone getting to your final destination. Now it's the blink of an eye."
"Days?" Roak smirked. "How fucking old are you?"
"Older than you are, but still young enough to break you if needed," Gerber said, but without any malice. He smirked as well.
The main view screen came to life, showing…something.
"That's SMC headquarters?" Roak asked.
"I… I don't know," Gerber replied.
"These were the coordinates given," Hessa said. "They are not the coordinates listed in the GF databases, but I am picking up scans of hundreds of life forms, all giving off the distinct signature of ones under Father's control."
"You can tell?" Roak asked.
"After Javitz I was able to create a protocol that can identify if a being is controlled or not," Hessa said. "Even if they do still have their skin intact."
"Do I want to know?" Gerber asked.
"You didn't read my report, General?" Hessa asked.
Gerber shook his head. "No, Hessa, I haven't had much time for reports lately."
"It's all gone to terpigshit," Roak said. "That's all we need to know."
"In essence, yes," Gerber said.
"Are we moltransing over there?" Roak asked as he stared at the…something. "Alright, I can't seem to focus on that…station? Asteroid? Moon? What are we looking at?"
"I do not know," Hessa said. "I can scan it and get readings as if it was a normal station, but I cannot seem to visually confirm that it is anything."
"Doesn't matter," Roak said. "Can we dock?"
"With something that I can't see?" Hessa asked.
Roak sighed. "We'll suit up and tether over."
"We will?" Gerber asked. "Have we tried comming them?"
"No response," Hessa said. "I have a hail on repeat and so far no one has-"
"Greetings, travelers!" a voice boomed over the comm. "Thank you for choosing to visit with us here at SMC headquarters. We at the SMC would like to welcome you to our new home. A new system, a new way of life."
"That's not our motto," a second voice interrupted.
"We have a motto?" a third voice asked.
"Yes. Don't eat the yellow snow," a fourth voice said. "Or is it do eat the yellow snow?"
"Snow gives me gas," the second voice said.
"Do we get gas?" a fifth voice asked. "We are dead, after all."
"But are we?" the fourth voice asked.
"Yes!" all voices answered.
"Oh, what did I miss?" another new voice asked. "Who are those two? That one looks shifty. So does the guy with the scars."
"I am General Ved Gerber and this is Roak…"
"Just Roak," Roak said. "We have a meeting with Salvage Merc One. Can we dock with your new home or should we tether over?"
"That is an excellent question!" one of the voices exclaimed. It was getting near impossible for Roak to keep track. "Can you dock?"
"What?" Roak asked.
"Can you dock? Do you know how?" the voice continued. "Do you have the skills to be able to dock? Do any of us have the skills to dock? What is docking?"
Silence.
Then…
"He's drunk," one of the voices said. "When did he start drinking?
"Two millennia ago," another voice said. "Hasn't stopped since."
"I'm not drunk!" the drunk voice protested. "I'm just lightly buzzed. Like after three bottles of wine."
"That's drunk," the first voice said. Or the second voice. One of the voices.
"Hey!" Roak shouted.
"Roak, perhaps we should handle this delicately," Hessa hissed in his comm only.
"HEY!" Roak shouted even louder. "We have an appointment with Salvage Merc One! Are you idiots going to let us come aboard your headquarters or not? Do we dock the ship or is there a way to moltrans? Or do we tether over and let ourselves in?"
"Bit testy isn't he."
"Talk about rude."
"Someone order an asshole with extra attitude?"
"No need to shout now…"
"What'd he say? I'm drunk."
"Yes, Roak, you may dock," a raised voice said above the others as they continued to berate Roak. "The coordinates have been sent to your AI. You can navigate through the security perimeter without fear of obliteration."
"Only way I like to approach a security perimeter," Roak said.
"That's the spirit," the voice replied. "We will see you shortly."
The comm cut off and the bridge was plunged into a calm silence. Both Roak and Gerber took deep breaths and slowly let them out.
After a minute, Roak looked up at the ceiling.
"Hessa? Anything you can tell us about that interaction?" he asked.
"No," Hessa stated. "Other than it has allowed us to dock with the station. I can see the hangar opening now. In fact, that is all I can see. The remainder of the station is even more occluded than before."
Roak pulled his Flott and double checked the charge.
"Come on," Roak said to Gerber and stood up. "I'm bringing an extra power cell for this. You want a weapon?"
"I am not sure walking into the SMC headquarters armed to the teeth is wise," Gerber said. "We are here to ask a favor, not pick a fight."
Roak pulled his Flott and studied it, confused.
"You consider this armed to the teeth?" Roak asked. "When was the last time you were in the field?"
"I can handle myself, Roak," Gerber said. He stood and joined Roak. "A KL09 will do nicely. Do you have one of those?"
They were no longer on the bridge, but standing in the armory. Roak swayed briefly then took a deep breath.
"One too many, Hessa," Roak said. "I felt that deep inside. Ally's bath is amazing, but it's not a cure."
"How are the ribs?" Gerber asked.
Roak twisted to one side then the other, frowning the entire time.
"Feeling rough again," Roak said. "But not rough enough to slow me down."
Gerber found a KL09 heavy pistol and a holster. He strapped them to his waist, checked the draw, balanced the large pistol in his palm, then holstered it.
"When was the last time you had to kill someone?" Roak asked.
"No too long ago," Gerber said. Roak raised an eyebrow. "You don't become head of FIS by handing out hugs, Roak."
"I guess not," Roak said. "Hessa?"
"Yes, Roak?"
"We'll walk from here."
"I assumed so. We are docking now. I have scanned the hangar and as far as I can tell, it is empty of any hostile lifeforms."
"And beyond the hangar?"
"I do not know. If I am being completely honest, this headquarters does not feel right."
Gerber laughed, caught a look from Roak, and quickly cut off the laughter.
"She's serious," Gerber said, "when she says she feels."
"She is," Roak said. "Come on. We'll leave through the cargo hold."
"Down a large ramp that leaves us exposed?" Gerber asked as Roak left the armory. He followed right behind. "Are you sure we shouldn't slip out the side airlock instead?"
"What's to say there aren't hostiles sitting outside that airlock just waiting to blow our heads off?" Roak asked. "I'd rather walk down the cargo ramp with a full view of the hangar."
"You want them to know you aren't afraid," Gerber said.
"I want them to know that if they fuck with me then they are fucking with someone that is ready to take them all head on," Roak replied.
"But there is no way we can take them all head on," Gerber countered.
"Maybe not for you," Roak said and shrugged.
They made it to the lift, rode that down to the cargo hold, stepped out onto the wide catwalk, descended the metal stairs, then strode through the cargo hold as the rear ramp slowly lowered to the hangar deck.
The hangar was empty.
It wasn't an empty where beings could be rushing through the hangar doors at any second. It was an empty that meant there wasn't a single being within several decks of the hangar. Roak didn't need Hessa's scans to tell him that. With that kind of empty, a being felt it in their bones.
Which brought up…
"Talk to me, Hessa," Roak said. "What are you feeling now?'
Gerber gave Roak a sideways glance, but kept his mouth shut.
"There's no movement," Hessa said. "There are literally hundreds and hundreds of controlled beings on this station, but none of them are moving. Not even a twitch."
"Which means…?" Roak asked.
"I haven't a clue," Hessa said. "It is different behavior than the other Father controlled beings."
"Are they dead?" Roak asked.
"No," Hessa said. "Controlled, but alive."
"We don't know if they're controlled by Father then," Roak said.
"How could they not be?" Hessa asked. "They have the same signatures as the other controlled beings we have come across."
"Maybe they were controlled by Father, but now are controlled by something else," Gerber suggested.
The doors on the hangar's far wall leading into the main part of the station opened wide. A beautiful halfer woman, mostly Gwreq by the looks, strode into the hangar. Her eyes were bright red.
Roak pulled his Flott and almost fired.
"No need for violence, Roak," the woman said, but not in Father's voice. "You are safe for now. The Bosses are keeping Father at bay."
"And you are?" Roak asked.
"Boss Seven," the woman said. "Well, not this physical form. This is one of our more effective salvage mercs. I chose her as an avatar since her body can handle the stress and strain of having two beings vying for control."
"Father is in there too?" Roak asked.
"Oh, yes," the woman said. "And he is not happy about my presence. Unfortunately, due to his extra-universal situation, he does not have the power to fight me off."
"I think we've found our match for Father," Gerber said with a grin.
"Hardly," the woman said and gestured towards the corridor outside the hangar. "Please, if you will follow me. We need to retreat to the sanctuary before I lose my grip on her psyche. This is not a permanent transference."
"Where's Salvage Merc One?" Gerber asked. "We are supposed to be meeting with him. We have an important job."
"I believe I know what that job might entail," the woman said. "First, though, we need to retreat to the sanctuary. Now."
"Lead on," Roak said.
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The SMC headquarters wasn't anything like what Roak had expected.
It wasn't anything like what any being would expect.
Nightmare may have been a bit much to describe the ambiance, but fever dream seemed to nail the vibe just right.
"Does it always look like this?" Roak asked.
"No," Gerber stated, his voice filled with apprehension. "This is…different."
Roak considered that an understatement.
The corridor walls were lined with what looked to be living vines. Or possibly veins. Maybe a mixture of both.
The floors of each deck were covered in a viscous fluid that steamed and stank of afterbirth. The bulkheads they walked through squished open instead of slid. The lights pulsed. There was a constant hum as if a thousand voices were all muttering under their breath.
And every step of the way there were salvage mercs standing idly by.
Most had their eyes wide open. Some had their eyes closed. A few had no eyes at all with deep claw marks down their cheeks.
Roak and Gerber followed behind the halfer, careful not to stare too long at the still beings. Roak had a distinct feeling that if he made eye contact for more than a second the beings would come alive. And considering they were outnumbered by a factor of several hundred to one, Roak did not want nap time to end anytime soon.
"Here we are," the halfer said.
She stood before a blank wall.
"Great," Roak said. "Nice wall."
"It will open," the halfer said.
She turned and walked off. Gerber started to follow, but Roak grabbed his arm and held him in place. Gerber frowned. Roak cocked his head towards the retreating halfer. Gerber watched as she was quickly followed by all beings that were standing in that corridor.
As soon as it was only Roak and Gerber present, the wall split apart just enough for them to squeeze through.
And Roak had thought the afterbirth smell was bad…
"Eight Million Gods damn," Roak swore. "Who shit themselves?"
"That'd be me, pal," a voice called from the far side of the room.
"All the Hells," Gerber muttered.
The room was immaculate except for a table pressed up against the far wall where a man sat with his head down on his arms. Plates and bowls and tumblers and empty food trays and cartons littered the floor around him.
But that image only kept Roak's attention for a second. It was the main wall of the room that drew his eyes. The entire wall was observation plastiglass and outside was what looked like every nebula in the galaxy swirling around each other.
It was impossible.
It was mesmerizing.
Before that plastiglass wall was a raised dais with a long banquet table. Seated at the table were several different beings. Roak couldn't keep count how many as they constantly blinked in and out of existence.
"Hello!" one of the beings said right before fading away. "Goodbye!"
"Are you who we were talking to before we docked?" Roak asked, directing his question to anyone that was even semi-solid.
"Yes, we are," one of them said.
"Who else were you expecting?" another responded. "Galactic Steve?"
"Oh dear!" a third exclaimed. "Do you think the actor that plays Galactic Steve is controlled? Should we rescue him? I certainly do not want to have to watch reruns forever."
"Shut up!" the man at the table shouted without lifting his head. "Please… Shut up…"
"He is not well."
"Been drunk for weeks."
"He wasn't joking about shitting himself."
"The bots stopped attending to him. I believe they think he is dead like us."
"He's not dead like us."
"He sure smells dead."
"No doubt about that."
"SHUT UP!"
The man pushed up from the table and staggered back a couple of steps.
The stench of alcohol that wafted over to Roak was more powerful than the stench of shit. And that was saying a lot.
"Let me guess," Roak said. "You're Salvage Merc One."
"I sure as terpigshit ain't the queen of the Cerviles," the man said. He attempted a bow, but fell and landed face first into a pile of discarded bowls, plates, cups, and used napkins. "Ow…"
"He likes his drink," one of the beings at the table said.
"No shit," Roak said. "Hey. HEY!"
"What?" Salvage Merc One grumbled as he got to his knees. That was about as far as he could make it before he had to take several deep breaths. "These assholes have the gravity set too high."
None of the beings at the table acknowledged the statement.
"Can you understand me or do I need to sober your ass up?" Roak snapped.
"And hose him down," Gerber added.
"Yes! Please!" one of the semi-solid beings said.
"Bots! A hose!" another cried.
"Perhaps we should simply toss him into open space?" a third asked.
All the others, those that were present, turned and stared at the being.
"What? I was…kidding…"
"You. Joe," Roak said.
That got Salvage Merc One's attention. He struggled up onto his feet, faced Roak, and glared hard.
"How do you know my name?" Salvage Merc One asked. "No one should know my name. It doesn't exist anymore."
He patted his chest and a good amount of dried food flaked off to the floor.
"Once you become SM1, you stop being who you were before," he said. "You stop living."
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak grumbled. "Knock off the pity party, Joe. I need you to sober up and get serious. We have a job for you."
"Oh?" Salvage Merc One belched loudly. Then he grimaced and swallowed. "Whew. Little extra there. Hey, Mgurn?"
"Uh oh," one of the semi-solid beings said.
"Here we go," another added.
"This is gonna get ugly," a third announced.
Salvage Merc One turned his attention to the dais.
"I'm not gonna cry this time," Salvage Merc One said. "I know that Mgurn…" He belched again. "I know that Mgurn is controlled by that Father guy. Just like everyone else I care for. All controlled. Little salvage merc puppets. But we showed him!"
Salvage Merc One raised his arms above his head in triumph. Triumph over what, Roak had no idea.
"We have the salvage mercs in a sort of stasis," one of the beings said. "It is taking all of our collective power to keep Father at bay. Thus the-"
The being blinked out before he or she or they could finish. Roak had no idea the species of the speaker, let alone the gender or non-gender.
Roak took a step towards Salvage Merc One.
"Roak. Wait," Gerber said. "Let me try to-"
"Roak?" Salvage Merc One asked. "He's on his way." He pointed at the dais. "They told me he'd be here soon."
Gerber frowned and looked towards the dais too. "So I did not speak with Salvage Merc One via comms before?"
"Do you think you spoke to him?" one of the beings replied.
"Have you noticed his state?" another asked.
"When's dinner? I'm hungry," a third said.
"I can't wait until Roak gets here," Salvage Merc One said. He slapped his hip, obviously hunting for a pistol. "Gonna blow his fucking head off."
"At least he didn't say fo," Roak said. He cleared his throat. "Hey. Joe. I'm Roak. You were saying something about blowing my head off?"
"Yeah," Salvage Merc One said. "Gonna blow that Roak guy's head right the fuck off."
"Huh," Roak said and placed his hand on the butt of his Flott. "Why's that?"
"Roak. Be careful," Gerber said. "We need this guy."
"Because he murdered my best friend's wife!" Salvage Merc One shouted. "Murdered her in cold blood! Yeah. Yeah. I'm gonna kill him dead then kill him dead again. Then after he's twice dead, you know what I'm gonna do?"
"Kill him dead?" Roak asked.
"No. The guy's already dead," Salvage Merc One said, waving off Roak's comment. "No. I'm gonna yank my pants down and shit on his corpse."
He belched.
"I hope he gets here soon because I've been saving up a good shit for him."
"I think that shit has sailed, Joe," Roak said. "And I'm here now. I'm Roak, you fucking drunk moron."
"Eight Million Gods…" Gerber muttered.
Salvage Merc One's entire demeanor changed. He straightened up and studied Roak for a couple of seconds.
"You're Roak?" he asked.
"I'm Roak," Roak responded. "Now, who exactly did I kill?"
"Murder," Salvage Merc One snarled.
"I don't murder," Roak said. "I try not to kill."
The entire dais exploded with laughter.
"They have a point," Gerber said.
"Midnight," Salvage Merc One said.
"What about it?" Roak asked, ignoring everyone and everything except for Salvage Merc One.
"Not an it," Salvage Merc One said. "A she. Midnight was her name. And you murdered her."
"I'm going to need more info," Roak said.
"We don't have time for this," Gerber said. "What we need is for Salvage Merc One to-.
"Razer Station!" Salvage Merc One shouted. "She was leading the Edgers and walked right into your trap. You murdered her in cold blood!"
Roak thought for a second then it all came back.
"About as tall as me with indigo skin?" Roak asked.
"Midnight blue," Salvage Merc One said. "You lured her to Razer Station and murdered her. Now I'm gonna get some justice!"
Roak raised his hands. "I didn't murder her. She and her Edger friends were trying to kill me. So I beat her to a pulp. That's how things work in this galaxy, Joe. You try to kill me and I tend to not like that. But she was still breathing when I left her. If she died then that's too bad, but I'm not losing sleep over it."
"I don't want to hear your excuses, Roak," Salvage Merc One said, spitting out Roak's name. "I just want to know why you hate Edgers. Why'd you set that trap?"
"I didn't set shit," Roak said. "I got played just like the Edgers. You want to blame someone? Blame Pol Hammon."
"Pol Hammon?" Salvage Merc One scoffed and patted his chest again. More food flakes fell. "That guy's a ghost. Can't track him anywhere. Never could. Any tech he touches ends up disappearing from my… From my…"
"Gift," one of the semi-solid beings said.
"Some fucking gift," Salvage Merc One said. He shook his head. "Doesn't matter. Roak is here and I get to kill him now."
"Yeah, that's not happening," Roak said. He looked away from Salvage Merc One and focused on the dais. "Who's in charge here?"
"Technically?" one of the beings responded and gestured to Salvage Merc One. "He is. But that's not always reliable leadership, so I can step in."
"We need him," Roak pointed at Salvage Merc One, "to go to a different universe and find something for us."
"You want to hire Salvage Merc One?" the being asked.
"No," Gerber interrupted. "The fate of our galaxy, of our entire universe, rests on Salvage Merc One retrieving what we need. Without it we'll be fighting a war of attrition and it will not end well for any of us. That includes the SMC."
"Why are you talking to him?" Salvage Merc One snapped. "Roak is here for me to kill, not to talk to. Look at the guy. He's a big stupid-head asshole. We kill big stupid-head assholes."
"Shut up, Joe," the being said. "The adults are having a conversation." The being sighed. "We know why you are here. It is why we allowed you to come."
"Great. So when does he leave?" Roak asked.
"There is one problem," the being said.
"I'm so gonna kill you," Salvage Merc One said to Roak.
"That," the being said. "He'll be useless unless we get him past wanting to kill you. Joe gets…obsessed. All of us have our faults. That's Joe's. Among many others."
"I'm not going to let him kill me," Roak stated.
"Of course not," the being said.
"So gonna kill you," Salvage Merc One muttered.
"I believe we can find a compromise," the being said. "Hey, Joe?"
"What?"
"How about instead of you just killing Roak outright, you have a fight to the death?" the being asked.
"Fight to the death?" Salvage Merc One responded. "Gladiator style? Mano e mano?"
"Mano e what?" Roak asked.
"Ancient language," the being said. "From that one planet. I can't spit or I'd say the planet's name."
"Earth!" Salvage Merc One shouted and hocked a massive glob of mucous and other oral contents onto the floor. "Been there too many times. Yuck."
"Joe? You up for a hand-to-hand fight?" the being asked.
"Oh, sure, yeah," Salvage Merc One responded. "So gonna kill him."
"If I win then he goes and gets what we need?" Roak asked.
"Yes," the being said.
"What's the catch?" Gerber asked. "The SMC is as much about payment as Roak is."
"I believe we are beyond materialistic concerns," the being said. "There is a greater good to consider."
"I'm glad to hear that," Gerber said. "Roak?"
"Whatever," Roak said. "With armor or without?"
"Without," the being said. "We do not want you killing Joe either."
"Kill Joe?" Salvage Merc One laughed. "No one is killing Joe today!"
"I'll try not to," Roak said as he began to take his armor off. It hurt like all the Hells. "If this is a set up then I don't care what kind of beings you are, I'll fucking destroy you."
"We have no doubt about that," the being said. "But don't kill Joe, please."
"Death match!" Salvage Merc One shouted.
"Not a real death match," the being whispered sotto voce to Roak.
"I guessed that already," Roak said. He finished removing his armor and stood there in a pair of pants, a shirt, and heavy boots. "Ready, Joe?"
"For what?"
"Our…death match or whatever," Roak said and walked slowly towards Salvage Merc One.
"Shit yes, I'm ready!" Salvage Merc One bellowed. "I hope you made a will, Roak!"
"Will. Sure," Roak said with a sigh as he continued walking towards Salvage Merc One. "You may want to get ready."
"For what?" Salvage Merc One asked.
Roak reached the man and grinned. Salvage Merc One's eyes went wide with shock.
"Eight Million Gods," Salvage Merc One gasped. "What's wrong with your-?"
Roak headbutted Salvage Merc One squarely between the eyes. The man blinked once, wobbled on his feet, then fell over backwards as his eyes rolled up into his head.
"Good," the being said from the dais. All of the other beings were flickering in and out faster and faster. "Now that he's no longer bothering us, how about we discuss this task you need him to perform?"
"I'll let you two do that," Roak said, rubbing his ribs. "I'm going to have a seat while we wait for the drunk asshole to wake up."
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"That sounds all straight forward," the being, who was the Boss Seven that had been controlling the halfer, said. "And, as was said before, since it is in the best interest of all beings in our galaxy, we will waive the usual fee."
There were grumbles of protest from some of the other semi-solid beings, but they were weak.
"That's kind of you," Gerber said. He studied the semi-solid being. "I sense there is a but…"
"Can't slip anything past a GF man such as yourself, General Gerber," Boss Seven said. "There is a very large but."
"What do you want?" Roak asked, his eyes having never left the snoring body of Salvage Merc One.
"Oh, we want nothing," Boss Seven said. "The but isn't about payment of any type. It's more of a cause and effect issue."
"Go on," Gerber said.
"As you can see, we are all struggling to keep the other salvage mercs from becoming active," Boss Seven said. "It is taking all of our-"
"Collective energies," Roak interrupted. "We know. Cut to the chase."
"Salvage Merc One derives his abilities from an artifact that has merged with him body and soul," Boss Seven said. "Being in proximity to that artifact allows us to draw energy from it since we all used to be Salvage Merc One in our previous incarnations."
"Before we died," a being said.
"Those were the days," another added.
"Hey! That's Roak! The galactic bounty hunter!" a third exclaimed.
Roak finally looked away from Salvage Merc One. His eyes focused on the wall he and Gerber had walked through to get inside the sanctuary.
"You're saying that as soon as he leaves here, you're not going to have enough power to keep the controlled salvage mercs in stasis," Roak said. "Joe goes to the universe and this headquarters goes to shit."
"Precisely," Boss Seven said.
"I've been in worse situations," Roak said. "Good thing I brought an extra power cell."
"That is not what Boss Seven is getting at, Roak," Gerber said. "You can't kill the salvage mercs."
"General Gerber is correct. You cannot kill any of the salvage mercs," Boss Seven said. "If we wanted them dead then we would have exterminated them weeks ago. They're just standing there, after all."
"Alright," Roak said and shrugged. "Then we sit tight in here until Joe gets back."
At the mention of his name, Salvage Merc One grunted between snores.
"Yes, well…" Boss Seven grimaced.
"You cannot maintain the security of the sanctuary either once Salvage Merc One leaves," Gerber said. "Is that it?"
"This station will become Bedlam," Boss Seven said. "The walls will fall and the salvage mercs will attack."
"Then we leave," Roak said. "We get the fuck off this station until Joe gets back."
Salvage Merc One stopped snoring and started mumbling in his sleep.
"Yes, well, that is not possible," Boss Seven said. "Your ship cannot leave the station."
"What?" Roak shouted. "Why the Hells not?"
"We may have made an unfortunate tactical choice early on during our struggles with Father," Boss Seven said. "We put our station in a constantly fluctuating trans-space pocket."
It all clicked for Roak. "Which is why we couldn't see the station clearly. You could let us in, but in order for us to get out, the entire station has to leave the pocket."
"You do not seem surprised," Boss Seven said.
"Hessa? That sound about right to you?" Roak asked.
"Yes, it does," Hessa replied over the comm. "I cannot confirm it, but it makes the most sense considering the situation. However, I believe I can get us out of here when it comes time to leave. But only the once. We can't come back."
"Got it," Roak said.
"Astounding," Boss Seven said. "No AI should be able to breach the sanctuary."
"Hessa's special," Roak said.
"As we have heard," Boss Seven said. "Hessa? May I speak with you briefly in private?"
"I, uh… Can you do that?" Hessa asked.
"I can," Boss Seven said and he blinked out of existence. Then returned almost immediately. "Are we understood?"
"One hundred percent," Hessa said.
Alarm bells went off in Roak's head. Hessa sounded surprised, careful, wary, and…relieved?
"What was that about?" Roak asked.
"Later," Hessa said just to him.
"Full disclosure," Boss Seven said, "the bosses can hear all of your comms interactions. There is no hiding in the SMC headquarters."
"Good to know," Roak said. He clapped his hands together. "We ready to wake this asshole up and get him to work?"
"We still have an entire station of controlled salvage mercs to take into consideration," Gerber said.
Roak shrugged. "Like I said, I've dealt with worse. I can handle this."
"Without killing any of the salvage mercs," Boss Seven stated.
"Can I break them?" Roak asked.
"As long as the breaking is not fatal," Boss Seven said.
"Just enough to incapacitate," Roak responded.
"Then, yes."
"Great. So…who wants to wake Joe up?"
"I'm Joe!" Salvage Merc One shouted as he scrambled to his feet. He spun in several circles then fell back on his ass. "Ow."
"So…who wants to sober Joe up?" Roak asked. He cracked his knuckles. "I can do it if-"
"No, that won't be needed," Boss Seven said. "Joe?"
"What?" Joe asked from his spot on the floor. He slapped his body. "I'm alive so I must have won." He glanced at Roak. "Or not."
He sighed and shoved up onto his feet. Then he staggered towards the dais and tried to climb up onto it. No matter how much he tried, he kept slipping back to the floor. Roak could tell that it wasn't just his drunkenness that was keeping him from getting onto the dais.
"Joe, you aren't dead," Boss Seven said.
"Smells like it."
"Looks like it."
"Are we having Klatu spaghetti for dinner?"
"Evil spaghetti! My favorite!"
"Quiet," Boss Seven ordered the others. "Joe. You lost to Roak, but he didn't kill you. Since he didn't kill you, you now owe him a life debt."
Salvage Merc One stopped trying to climb onto the dais. He slowly turned and faced Roak.
"Great. That's just fucking great," he complained. "I'd rather be dead."
"Not to worry, Joe," Boss Seven said. "We have worked out the terms of your repayment and you may get your wish. It will be a very difficult job."
"A job? I'm doing a job to repay a life debt?" Salvage Merc One smirked. "Please. There isn't a job out there that can kill Salvage Merc One."
"Good to know," Roak said. He tapped at his arm, realized he didn't have an interface on since his armor was still on the ground, then shrugged. "No time like the present, Joe. My partner, Hessa, will outfit one of your ships with the transport tech so you can-"
"No need, Roak," Boss Seven said. "We're the SMC. We already have the tech and have tested it out extensively. The other bosses and I have mapped out Joe's route and his ship is ready to depart as soon as he is able."
"I'm able now," Salvage Merc One said. His stomach made a very convincing argument that his statement was not quite true. "Maybe give me a couple of minutes?"
Salvage Merc One took off running. A door slid open in the far wall and he ducked inside. Many noises were clearly heard before the door slid shut.
Roak shook his head and retrieved his armor. By the time he was suited back up, Salvage Merc One had returned. The man didn't look as bad as before, but he still wasn't the picture of health and sobriety. However, he was dressed in heavy armor at least which showed he was ready to get to work.
"Different universe, eh?" Salvage Merc One asked. "How different?"
"Not much," Boss Seven said.
"How do you know that?" Roak asked.
"We exist on different planes than the living, Roak," Boss Seven said. "There are things that we simply know."
"Don't like that answer," Roak said. "But I'm not going to get a better one, am I?"
"No," Boss Seven stated.
"Not much different universe," Salvage Merc One said. "No problem. What am I retrieving?"
"Genetic material," Gerber said. "I have given all of the information to your bosses."
"Just bosses. Not my bosses," Salvage Merc One said. "I'm Salvage Merc One. I'm the boss."
There were several insincere agreements from the dais.
"The job's ticket is in your ship's database, Joe," Boss Seven said. "It will take you less than a minute to transport from our universe to the other universe. You will then have five hours to retrieve the material."
"Pshaw," Salvage Merc One said. "I only need four hours, but whatever."
He sighed deeply.
"I miss Mgurn," he said.
"We know, buddy," Boss Seven said. "But you have to do this one on your own."
"Why only five hours?" Roak asked.
"What?" Boss Seven replied.
"Why only five hours to retrieve the material?" Roak asked.
Boss Seven stared at Roak gravely. "Because in ten hours Father attacks us."
"There is no way you can possibly know that," Gerber chimed in.
"There are many ways we can know that," Boss Seven said. "Just no ways that you can comprehend."
"Three hours," Salvage Merc One said to himself. "Hells, I can do it in two."
"That's the spirit!" one of the bosses said.
"You go get 'em, tiger!" another cheered.
"No stopping Salvage Merc One!" a third announced.
"Am I wearing underwear? Oh. No, that's a diaper," a fourth said. "And is it full."
"We're fucked," Roak said to Gerber.
"Trust them," Hessa said.
"I don't," Roak replied.
"Trust me," Hessa said.
"Shit… Fine," Roak responded after a few seconds.
"Off I go!" Salvage Merc One said and pumped his armored fist in the air. Nothing happened. "I said, and off I go!"
"You're going to have to walk," Boss Seven said. "Moltrans is unreliable at the present."
"Well, that's just fucking great," Salvage Merc One groused. He stomped off towards the wall and waited. "Hello? Are you ancient, dead assholes gonna open this stupid wall or what?"
The wall opened and Salvage Merc One left the sanctuary, muttering something to himself about different universes and what effects it may have on how alcohol might taste. Then he was gone and the wall shut once more.
But before the wall shut, Roak noticed a significant development.
"You're losing your control, aren't you?" Roak asked.
"It appears so," Boss Seven said. "I will need to leave you both so I can help the others. I advise you fortify your position and arm yourselves."
Then he was gone. Just another blinking in and out figure like the rest of the beings on the dais.
"Fortify our positions, I can see," Gerber said and pointed to the various pieces of furniture and debris that littered the sanctuary. "But we can't get to the ship so how are we going to arm ourselves?"
"I think I know," Roak said and walked over to the wall where Salvage Merc One had disappeared inside to get suited up.
Roak studied the wall for a minute then pressed his hand against a specific spot. The wall opened wide to reveal a very impressive armory.
"You'll want to put on some protection," Roak said to Gerber. "That armor there should work for you."
"It's a little light," Gerber said and nodded at a different suit. "That'll work better."
"That's some serious heavy armor," Roak said. "Might be more than you can handle."
"Go fuck yourself, Roak," Gerber said. "I'm a general in the Galactic Fleet. I can throw down with the best of them."
"If you say so," Roak said and moved past Gerber over to the long wall of weapons.
He began grabbing every weapon he could find that had a stun setting. Roak may not have been allowed to kill any of the salvage mercs, but he sure as all the Hells wasn't going to leave them standing and awake.
"Hey, bosses!" Roak called. "How soon until the other mercs breach the sanctuary?"
The bosses didn't answer, but the loud thumping and banging on the far wall told Roak what he needed to know.
"That wall is almost a meter thick," Roak said. "If they just pound on it then it'll take hours until they get inside."
A small red dot started to form in the center of the wall.
"And if they are coherent enough to use tools and burn through it then they'll be inside in what?" Roak looked over at Gerber who was almost suited up. "Thirty minutes?"
Gerber had everything but gloves and a helmet on. He snatched a helmet off a shelf and turned to look at the wall. The red dot was considerably larger.
"I give them ten," Gerber said.
Roak almost argued, but the size of the red dot grew exponentially just during their brief conversation.
"Help me fortify our position," Roak said.
He started grabbing everything he could and dragging it over to the opening of the armory. They'd have zero avenue of escape with the armory behind them, but then they'd have a full armory behind them. One thing Roak didn't mention to anyone was that he had no intention of dying. And if that meant he had to kill some salvage mercs to stay alive then that meant some salvage mercs were going to die.
It wasn't his fault they got themselves controlled by Father.
He kept saying that over and over in his head so it sounded right. Roak needed to believe it one hundred percent if the time came.
Gerber helped Roak build up a solid barrier made of everything in the sanctuary not nailed down. They frowned at the futility of their work, both knowing that they'd be overrun eventually despite the barrier.
"Make every shot count," Gerber said to Roak. He lifted a plasma rifle to his shoulder, switched the setting to stun, then took aim at the red dot in the wall that was no longer a dot, but a good-sized hole. "We have to hold our position for five hours."
"Only two according to Salvage Merc Joe," Roak said.
Roak pulled his Flott, thought better of it, and grabbed a case of stun grenades instead.
"Less than a minute," Gerber said, his focus entirely on the hole in the wall.
Roak nodded and picked up two grenades from the case.
The hole in the wall was finally big enough for a being to squeeze through. Or several smaller beings.
"Fergs," Roak said. "Always Fergs."
About two dozen Fergs sprinted towards Roak and Gerber's position.
"And they're armed," Roak said as plasma bolts hit the barrier. "Oh well. Harmless fire in the hole!"
Roak activated the stun grenades and threw both of them dead center of the Ferg pack. They went off and the diminutive beings crumpled to the floor.
"Here come the big ones!" Gerber yelled and opened fire as being after being rushed into the sanctuary.
Roak picked up more stun grenades and got to work.
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Roak was exhausted.
His ribs were killing him, his head felt like it was going to explode, and the rest of his body wasn't doing too much better.
"I'm out!" Gerber yelled.
Roak threw the man yet another plasma rifle. The general didn't exactly look like the pique of health either.
The sanctuary was filled with stunned bodies. Literally. They stacked several meters high and stretched from the open wall almost to Roak and Gerber's barrier.
And more bodies were being added to the stack every second.
"Get that one on the right!" Gerber shouted.
Roak had stopped being annoyed at Gerber's orders over an hour ago. The man was a GF general and used to barking orders. Turned out he was a machine when it came to firing a rifle, so Roak let the constant ordering slide.
Roak got the one on the right. As ordered.
His pistol powered down and he scrambled about for a fresh one, but the stack of pistols he'd had at the ready was gone and replaced by a stack of useless hunks of metal alloy and plastic.
"I'm out," Roak said. "Keep them busy."
"Keep them busy?" Gerber snapped.
"Do what you can," Roak said.
He raced into the armory and searched through empty crates, empty drawers, empty cabinets. There was a reason everything was empty. They were out of weapons and power cells to fuel those weapons.
Well, almost out of weapons.
"What the fuck is that?" Gerber asked as Roak returned.
"Metal table leg," Roak said. He hefted it in his hand then gave his glove a hard smack. "It'll have to do."
Gerber glanced behind them at a table that was tilting at one corner.
"You didn't think to grab me one?" Gerber snapped and stomped into the armory. He shoved the table onto its back and removed another leg then stomped back to Roak. "Teamwork, asshole."
Roak smirked.
"You aren't so bad," Roak said to Gerber.
"Same with you," Gerber said. "I could die with worse."
"Die?" Roak laughed and clambered up over the barrier. "Dying ain't happening today, Gerber. At least, it ain't happening to me."
Roak slid down the front of the barrier and swung the table leg back and forth as controlled salvage mercs scrambled over the pile of their stunned comrades.
"Do not kill them!" Boss Seven called from the dais.
"No promises," Roak said.
"Roak! The deal will be off if you kill any of them!" Gerber shouted from behind Roak.
"The only deal I care about right now is the one where I live," Roak said.
He brought the table leg up to his shoulder as the first salvage merc, an ugly looking Spilfleck, rushed him, its neck frill fully extended and pulsing red and orange. Roak let the table leg fly and the Spilfleck dropped hard. The neck frill wilted and the pulsing colors stopped as the flesh returned to a normal, boring green-beige.
"He's alive," Roak announced. "Hey, Seven!"
"I heard you, Roak," Boss Seven replied.
"I know," Roak said as he got ready for a pair of Shiv'ernas that were racing right for him. "If these guys aren't in stasis anymore then what in all the Hells are you doing?"
"Many things in many places, Roak," Boss Seven said. "Our existence is non-linear. There is much we must do in order to maintain the current flow of events."
"Does that flow include me staying alive?" Roak asked. Gerber cleared his throat. "And the general too?"
"That is part of it, yes," Boss Seven said. "Amongst an infinite amount of other considerations."
Roak slammed the table leg into the belly of the first Shiv'erna then flipped it about and nailed the second Shiv'erna in the temple. That one fell to the ground like a sack of rocks.
"Shit," Roak said and nudged the Shiv'erna with his boot. "Still breathing. We're good."
The first Shiv'erna recovered and grabbed for Roak. Both of the being's hands were shattered as Roak brought the table leg down on them.
An Urvein roared and shoved several other salvage mercs out of the way. At almost three meters tall, the Urvein wasn't what Roak wanted to see. Still, size didn't always mean danger.
The Urvein reached Roak and dodged several swipes of the table leg. It grabbed Roak by the shoulders, lifted him up, then brought him in close, nose to faceplate.
"You will not win this, Roak," Father's voice said.
"Not about me winning," Roak said. "It's about you losing."
Roak brought the table leg straight up hard under the Urvein's chin. Bone crunched and the being roared again, dropping Roak to the ground. Roak slammed the butt of the table leg into the Urvein's chest as he fell. The massive being coughed once, twice, then collapsed onto its back in a gasping, struggling heap of bloody fur.
"Move!" Gerber yelled and shoved Roak out of the way as a Tcherian almost impaled Roak with one of its toe talons.
Gerber blocked the Tcherian's foot, but didn't get his table leg up in time to block the Tcherian's fists. They hit Gerber hard, but he was wearing heavy armor, so the impacts weren't life threatening.
Then the Tcherian hooked its claws up under Gerber's helmet and yanked. The helmet popped off and Gerber screamed as the tips of the claws raked his face all the way up to his hairline.
Blood poured from Gerber's head as he fell to his knees.
The Tcherian tossed the helmet to the side and brought his hands down fast.
But not fast enough.
"Nope," Roak said.
The Tcherian shrieked. Its hands fell to the ground next to Gerber's helmet. Roak stood there with the table leg in one hand and an active Kepler knife burning brightly in the other. The heat blade sizzled with Tcherian blood.
"If we can't kill them, then how about we maim them," Roak said.
He kicked a second Kepler across the ground to Gerber. The general wiped blood from his eyes, picked up the Kepler, and activated the heat blade. The look on Gerber's face made Roak smile. He'd seen that look in the mirror on more than one occasion.
"Let's cut some fuckers," Gerber said.
With table legs in one hand and Kepler knives in the other, the two rushed at the oncoming controlled salvage mercs.
"How much time is left?" Roak shouted as he ducked under a Gwreq's powerful double haymaker. He slashed quickly then dove and rolled out of the way of the three arms the Gwreq still had. The fourth was on the ground adding even more blood to the sizable pool that coated everything. "That drunken idiot better not have gotten himself killed!"
"He should be here soon," Gerber replied. He blocked what would have been a killing blow from a rabid looking Halgon. The being's severed, stretched out forearm fell and immediately shrunk back to normal size. "He better. I'm too old to keep fighting like this!"
A blinding flash of light filled the sanctuary and Roak missed the Urvein fist that was aimed for his head. He rocked back in his boots, but was able to stay upright. Not that upright was anything great. Roak's world swam before his eyes from the light flash and the headshot.
The Urvein moved in closer and went to grab Roak up in its arms, but it stopped short and only stood there.
"Get to your ship," Salvage Merc One said. He limped up to Roak and shoved a cylinder against Roak's chest. "Get off my station."
Salvage Merc One did not look good. Half his face was a mass of burn blisters. The other half would be nothing but a purple bruise by morning. His armor was scorched and pocked with holes. His eyes were filled with horror.
"Joe?" Boss Seven called from the dais.
"I'm fine," Salvage Merc One replied. "Just going to take a nap for the next decade."
He stumbled over to his table, sat down, then put his forehead on his arms and closed his eyes.
"Do not wake me up for any reason," Salvage Merc One said then he was out and snoring.
"Is he going to be alright?" Gerber asked.
"We'll patch him up," Boss Seven said. He gestured at the still salvage mercs that filled the sanctuary. "You should do as he says and get to your ship. You have what you need."
Roak held up the cylinder and studied it. It wasn't anything special. He'd held a thousand similar cylinders over the years. It was about as generic as could be. Yet he knew it wasn't generic at all. Something about it put him on edge.
"This better work," Roak said mostly to himself.
"They are going to awaken soon," Boss Seven said. "Hurry. Now."
"Roak? We need to go," Gerber said.
Roak continued to study the cylinder then nodded. "Sure. Hessa?"
"The ship is ready, Roak," Hessa said. "You'll have to walk, though. I cannot moltrans you here."
"On our way," Roak said.
He took off running and was three corridors away before he bothered to look over his shoulder to see if Gerber was keeping up. To his surprise, the general was right on his heels.
"Don't wait for me," Gerber said, his breathing labored, but his strides strong. "Move."
"Take the next left," Hessa said. "But be careful, there's-"
Roak found out what he needed to be careful about a split second before Hessa could finish.
The plasma blasts sent Roak flying back about five meters. He hit the floor and skidded another five meters before he came to a painful stop against a wall.
"You couldn't do it alone?" the red-skinned, red-eyed humanoid asked, a plasma rifle to his shoulder. "You had to hire a salvage merc? I am very disappointed in you, son."
"Nice shooting," Roak said as he very slowly got to his feet. He looked down at his armor. He was a mess. A bloody mess. "And not your son."
The red-skinned being snarled and took aim. Then he blinked a few times as his view was blocked by the hilt of a Kepler knife. The rest of the knife was embedded between the being's eyes. The red-skinned being crumpled to the floor.
"So much for not killing anyone," Roak said. He jogged up to Gerber and slapped the general on the shoulder. "We'll need to move a little faster."
They made it to the hangar before all the Hells broke loose.
"We had a deal, Roak," the halfer from their arrival said. She stood at the bottom of Roak's ship's cargo ramp, a RX31 Plasma assault rifle held in each hand, both aimed directly at Roak. "You broke that deal."
"I broke the deal," Gerber said, positioning himself between Roak and the halfer. "I killed that salvage merc to keep it from killing Roak."
"Boss Seven, yeah?" Roak asked.
The halfer nodded.
"I'm sorry you lost one of your own," Roak said, "but there will be a ton more deaths before this war is over."
"We know, Roak," the halfer said. "We know exactly how many will die. We also know that we will lose more of our own before the end. But that is not the point."
"Then what is?" Roak asked.
"Salvage Merc One's job ticket was based on the terms of our deal, Roak," the halfer said. "You broke those terms, so the ticket is null and void. You will need to return that cylinder. It is no longer yours to keep."
Before Roak could respond, the cargo ramp lifted from the hangar deck, catching the halfer in the back. She stumbled forward a few steps before she could regain her balance. But those few steps were all Roak needed.
He closed the distance between them and slammed a fist into the halfer's face, breaking her nose and sending blood squirting out in all directions. His other fist closed the deal by connecting with her right temple. The halfer dropped.
Roak gasped as he felt one of his rib bones grind against itself.
"Up the ramp," Gerber said and shoved Roak from behind.
The two men scrambled into the cargo hold, helped a little by the fact Hessa was closing the ramp as they were clambering up it. They tumbled into a heap on the hold's deck as the ship took off.
"Hold tight!" Hessa called. "They aren't opening the hangar doors for us!"
The ship shuddered and Roak heard the plasma cannons open fire. Then he was lifted off the deck and flung against the closed cargo hatch.
"Gravity dampeners!" Roak shouted. He hit the deck and groaned as he felt like his body was being forced to merge with the metal alloy. "Hessa…"
The ship shuddered even harder, rocked to the side, flipped upside down, then dove.
Roak watched Gerber struggle to maintain a grip on some cargo netting. The general was doing better than Roak was as he was once again lifted into the air and flung across the cargo hold.
Roak hit a wall and slid up it. His body screamed bloody murder.
"Lock your boots down!" Gerber shouted from his precarious position.
Roak nodded and activated the mag locks in his boots. Roak found himself hanging upside down from the cargo hold's catwalk. Blood filled his skull and he grunted at the pressure.
Then the chaos eased and Roak could feel normal ship's gravity kick in. Which made the pressure in his head even worse.
"A little help," he gasped. "Now."
Gerber untangled himself from the cargo netting and limped over to Roak. He glanced around, frowned, and climbed up onto the catwalk.
"Here, take my hand," Gerber said as he hung over the edge of the catwalk.
Roak grabbed Gerber's hand and disengaged his mag locks. His legs fell free and he let Gerber's grip slow his fall. But it still hurt like every Hell ever conceived when his boots landed on the cargo deck.
"Hessa, how are we doing?" Roak asked.
"They are not pursuing," Hessa said. "But that is to be expected. I doubt the bosses have much control outside of their headquarters. They have no one to pursue us."
"And Salvage Merc One was out of commission when we left," Gerber said from up on the catwalk. "We might have some breathing room."
"If only that were true," Hessa said. "We have no time for anything."
Roak sat down on a crate and took a few deep breaths as the blood slowly retreated from his head. As soon as he didn't feel like his skull was going to pop like a balloon, he stood back up.
"You want to tell me what Boss Seven said to you, Hessa?" Roak asked. He walked slowly, painfully to the wall by the lift and knelt to pick up the cylinder. "It's not good, is it?"
"No," Hessa replied. "But I need to save that for later. From this moment on you both need to do exactly what I say. No arguments. Even the slightest delay could mean death for everyone."
"I wouldn't call the bosses our allies," Gerber said. "Not anymore. How can you trust what he said?"
"Because he told me all of this would happen exactly as it did," Hessa said. "I trust that."
"So, what comes next?" Roak asked.
"I cannot say," Hessa replied. "Not yet. We need to stop talking."
Roak and Gerber shared a look.
Then Roak studied the cylinder once more.
"The best laid plans," he mumbled.
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The ship docked on Pol's station, but Hessa did not power it down.
"Stay where you are for the moment," Hessa said.
Roak was seated in the pilot's seat and Gerber was in the co-pilot's seat. Neither looked like they could move even if they wanted to. Blood seeped from a crack in Roak's armor. He ignored it. The fact that Hessa was ignoring it too had him worried. But he trusted her so he shoved the worry aside.
"I should comm my people," Gerber said.
"No," Hessa said. "Roak?"
"What?" Roak asked.
His eyes were closed and he rested the back of his head against the seat. He realized Hessa was talking to him through his comm only. Roak opened his eyes and stared out the view screen which showed bots hurrying to and fro in the hangar.
"You will take Pol the cylinder," Hessa stated. Her voice was all business. "He is waiting on the cloning deck."
"No problem," Roak said. "Would you mind moltransing me there? Walking isn't on my schedule right now."
"No," Hessa said. "You have to walk."
Roak didn't argue and waved off Gerber when the general gave him a look of alarm. He slowly got to his feet, steadied himself, then walked off the bridge. It was the slowest descent he'd ever made from the bridge to the cargo hold and out into the hangar.
Stopping every couple of corridors, Roak made his way painfully to the cloning deck where Pol was busy directing several dozen bots.
"Roak! You have returned!" Pol exclaimed. The old man in a young man's body clapped his hands happily. "You never cease to amaze me with your ability to survive every trial and tribulation thrown at you."
Pol's eyes shone with what Roak could only describe as…greed.
"Is that the genetic material?" Pol asked, a hand out to receive the cylinder. "And not a moment too soon. We have a lot of work to do before we can build your little Roak army. But first we need to get you and your sister into better bodies."
Roak gave Pol the cylinder. The dark tech grinned at Roak then held the cylinder to his chest. The grin faltered.
"Are you alright, Roak?" Pol asked. "What is bothering you?"
"I'm one hard cough from cracking wide open," Roak said. "How soon until you'll have a new body for me?"
"Oh, of course," Pol said and the grin returned to its previous, greed-filled brilliance. "The way you look, you must be in agony. Unfortunately, it will take me most of the day to calibrate the machinery. Then about twenty hours to create your new body. I apologize for your discomfort, but that is as fast as I can work."
"Then I'm going to my cabin on my ship to sleep until you're ready," Roak said. "Unless you need me here?"
"Why would I need you here?" Pol asked, already turning from Roak. "This is an intellectual task, not one in need of brute force."
Roak let the slight go and walked out of the clone deck without saying another word to Pol. The dark tech didn't even seem to notice, he was already hurrying through the maze of cloning pods to the main interface on the far wall.
The journey back to his ship took about twelve eternities in Roak's opinion. Hessa had better have a good reason why he couldn't be moltransed to and from the ship. Sure, the stress on his body wouldn't have been pretty, but he'd take that stress if it meant he was sent straight to his cabin where he could strip off his armor, have a steam, tend to his wounds, and fall onto his bed.
Roak had worked himself up into a full on grumpfest by the time he made his way up the cargo ramp and into his ship.
"Hessa, now we talk," Roak snapped.
"Hold on," Hessa said. "I have a couple of calibrations I need to make. We'll talk on the bridge."
"Are you fucking kidding me?" Roak snarled.
"The bridge, Roak," Hessa replied. "We don't want to upset Mother."
All the anger in Roak was immediately replaced by a fear so strong that Roak almost didn't recognize the emotion. He'd never been afraid like that.
But he'd been with Hessa long enough to know code when he heard it.
We don't want to upset Mother.
Roak knew Hessa was not referring to herself with that statement. Every fiber of his being knew she wasn't calling herself Mother. Which meant she was talking about someone different.
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak muttered.
He staggered to the lift, stepped inside, leaned back against the wall, and replayed every conversation he'd ever had with Pol Hammon in his head. The fear left him and anger returned. Then pure homicidal rage replaced the anger.
Roak limped onto the bridge and dropped into the pilot's seat. He wasn't surprised to see Nimm was in the co-pilot's seat and Reck was at weapons. Both of the women were wide eyed and wary.
"Gerber?" Roak asked.
"In the mess," Nimm replied with a tone that said not to ask more questions.
"I am sorry," Hessa said. "I truly, truly am sorry."
"Is that apology to me?" Roak asked.
"To all of you," Hessa said.
Then there was only pain.
Roak blacked out and when he came to the view screen was filled with the old familiar, and disorienting, streaming blur of trans-space. He turned his head, leaned over to the side, and threw up. Bots immediately sprang into action and cleaned up the mess.
"Right there with you," Nimm said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "Reck?"
"Mmmm?" Reck asked, her eyes closed and hands gripping the arms of her seat. "How about we don't talk?"
"Hessa?" Roak called.
"Give me a minute," Hessa said. Her voice was suddenly echoing through the ship's PA. "In fact, it would be best if everyone made their way to the mess now while I try to keep us secure."
Roak didn't argue. He got to his feet, took a few breaths, and walked to the lift. Nimm and Reck were right behind him. They silently entered the lift and rode down to the mess deck.
The sight in the mess was confusing, but not surprising.
Everyone was there.
Drop Team Zero, Gerber, Agents Prime, Reign and Stand, Skabz, Vogga, Poq, Evil, Ally, and Yellow Eyes. The latter was shoveling gump stew into his mouth. The rest were seated at various tables, all eyes on Roak as he entered the mess. Except for Evil, who was standing in his big bucket. He was busy watching Yellow Eyes devour the stew.
"I don't know shit," Roak stated and sat down at the closest table.
"You look like all the Hells, man," Yellow Eyes said as he set a bowl of stew down in front of Roak then blurred back to his own stew.
Roak didn't argue. He ate the stew as he waited for Hessa to report. The warmth of the food was a welcome feeling.
"Hello, everyone," Hessa said. "My apologies for the discomfort you all feel. I was forced to take drastic action and transport us directly into trans-space."
"You could have killed us all," Reck said.
"Yes, true," Hessa agreed. "But I had no choice. I needed the cover of trans-space in order to dismantle the transport tech and eject it from the ship."
"You opened the ship while in trans-space?" Motherboard asked with alarm. "Reck is correct, you could have killed us all."
"Nah," Yellow Eyes said around a mouthful of stew. "She does crazy shit like that all the time. We survive."
"Motherboard's worry is not unreasonable," Hessa said. "But desperate times call for desperate measures."
"That's from Galactic Steve," Yellow Eyes said.
"I don't think so," Evil said. "Pretty sure that's from that Lipian porn musical that swept the awards last year."
"How would you know?" Skabz asked. "You didn't exist last year."
"Good question," Evil said. Then he melted into his bucket and was gone from sight.
"I'll fill him in when he reassembles," Hessa said.
"Considering how much time and labor I put into outfitting this ship with transport tech," Reck said, "you had better have an amazing reason for taking it all apart and jettisoning it from the ship."
"I am not Mother," Hessa stated.
No one said a word. Then Yellow Eyes started to open his mouth, but shut it as soon as Roak pointed his spoon at him.
"Roak was right about Pol," Hessa continued. "Those files of Bishop's were compromised and the data in there was falsified. I am not Mother and I have never been Mother."
"How do you know this?" Nimm asked.
"Boss Seven," Gerber said.
"Yes," Hessa said. "While under the protection of the SMC, we were able to converse without Pol hearing or knowing."
"Why would he hear or know?" Motherboard asked.
"He was monitoring the ship," Hessa said.
"The ship was bugged?" Reck asked. "How? I've swept this ship a dozen times. So have you, Hessa."
"It was all in the transport tech," Hessa said. "Extremely well hidden, but in there."
"That's why you left our ship behind," Motherboard said. "You couldn't strip the tech out of there on your own without alerting Pol."
"Exactly," Hessa said. "As of right now, this may be one of the few ships that is not infected by Pol's tech."
"I was right," Roak said and pushed his empty bowl away. He pointed a finger at the entire room. "You thought I was wrong, but I was right. Pol was going to play us."
"No need to be smug," Agent Prime said. "You weren't the only one with suspicions."
"Look who's talking," Reck said. "You've been nothing but smug since Gerber brought you to us."
"Not smug, resigned," Agent Prime said. "You forget that I had my own run in with Pol Hammon. I was never fine with this relationship of convenience. It felt more convenient for Pol than for us."
"Everyone shut up," Gerber said. "Hessa? Please tell us everything."
"I will tell you all that I was told," Hessa said.
The silence was only broken by Yellow Eyes slurping up stew.
The being paused, noticed all eyes were on him, and eased back from his meal.
"Sorry," he said.
"I am not Mother," Hessa said. "I was never Mother. That was all a trap to lure Roak in so he would listen to Pol."
"Never lured into anything," Roak protested.
"Then why come to me to find Pol?" Agent Prime asked.
"Transport tech," Roak said. "Does no one listen to me?"
Reck snickered.
"Regardless, Pol was allowed into our ranks," Hessa said. "Which is what he and Father wanted. They needed to get the siblings' genetic material here in this universe and neither could do it themselves."
"Father," Roak said. "He's working with Pol? Pol is working with Father? I never trusted that little shit of a dark tech, but working with Father?"
"Yes," Hessa said. "They are working together. They always have been."
A holo image was projected from the ceiling.
"What are we looking at?" Gerber asked.
"The end of a universe," Hessa said.
The image was of thousands and thousands of galaxies. Then one by one, ten by ten, a hundred by a hundred, the galaxies started to fade then were gone until all that was left was an empty, black void.
"They have a pattern," Hessa said. "They infiltrate a universe, learn what they can, take what they want, and drain the universe of…everything. Then move on to the next universe. And the next. And the next."
"How many universes?" Nimm asked.
"A million? A billion?" Hessa said. "I am not sure nor was Boss Seven. But they will never stop. And they have an infinite number of universes to feed off of."
"Feed?" Roak asked. "This isn't about domination? This isn't about Father's ego wanting to control everything he can grasp?"
"That too, but mostly it is about food," Hessa said. "Their sustenance is existence itself."
"Gods," Yellow Eyes said. "They're gods."
"They would like to be," Hessa said. "But gods build. These two only devour."
Roak shook his head. "These two…"
He pounded his fist on the table, making everyone jump.
"Something you'd like to say, Roak?" Gerber asked.
"Do I need to?" Roak responded. "If you haven't guessed yet then maybe sit this one out."
"Sit what one out?" Gerber asked.
"The war," Roak replied.
"What are we guessing?" Geist asked. "Can someone give a grunt a break and spell it out for us?"
"Mother," Roak said.
"All the bloody Hells," Reck muttered.
"Pol is Mother," Hessa said. "Mother is Pol."
That time even Yellow Eyes didn't break the silence.
"I do not have all of the details, obviously," Hessa said. "But I have no reason to doubt Boss Seven. He was correct about everything else that occurred."
"So he's not pissed we broke the deal and killed a salvage merc?" Roak asked.
"No, they are all very angry over that," Hessa said. "In fact, it would be safe to assume that we will never be in the SMC's good graces. More than likely they will be after us forever."
Roak shrugged. "I've seen their operation. Not too worried."
"If your ego was a weapon then this war would be over tomorrow," Gerber said.
"Wouldn't that be nice," Roak said.
"For clarity's sake," Hole said, "would I be wrong in asking why we gave Pol Hammon, who is apparently Mother and working with Father, not against-"
"Just spit it out, Hole," Cookie said.
"Why did you have Roak give him the genetic material if you knew he was Mother?" Hole asked. "Now he can build an army of Roak clones. That is in addition to the trillions of beings already controlled by Father. How do we defeat that?"
"We do not," Hessa said. "There is no way we can possibly defeat the army of siblings nor fight against an entire galaxy's population. That is out of the question."
"Then what is all of this about?" Gerber demanded. "If Father already controls this universe of beings then why did he need Pol, or Mother, to create an army of clones?"
"They are the vanguard," Roak said. "They're sending the clones to the next universe to start that takeover while they devour this universe."
"But the clones will be unstable," Reck said "Like us. If they're made here then they won't be compatible with the next universe."
"That's what they want," Agent Prime said. "They need the clones to have a weakness. Otherwise they could start thinking for themselves and turn on them."
"That," Roak said. "They want the flaws."
"Anyone else have a really big headache?" Yellow Eyes asked. He stretched his arms out to the side. "Like this big?"
Vogga and Skabz raised their hands. Geist started to raise his, but Mugs punched him in the shoulder and he let his arm fall to his side.
"Hessa?" Gerber asked.
"Yes, General?" Hessa replied.
"What is our end game? Boss Seven didn't tell you this because he expected us to roll over and die. You were told in order to put a stop to Father and Mother, yes?"
"Yes, General. There is a way to stop it all," Hessa said. "Father is already sending ships to Pol's station so the clones will be ready to travel to the next universe and attack in force. But, it will take Pol time to build his army. We will use that time to build up our own forces, although thankfully the process is already in motion."
"How so?" Gerber asked.
"The House of Teeth," Hessa said.
"Whoa, dude!" Vogga exclaimed. "We're gonna deal with those insane Klav?"
"We have to," Hessa said. "Do not worry. I have made it clear that their only chance at surviving Father is to do what I say."
"How'd that go?" Vogga asked.
"They balked, but then I explained who Pol Hammon was and they relented," Hessa said. "Pol Hammon as a dark tech is scary enough to them. The fact that he is an entity known as Mother from another universe and wants to devour our universe with Father? They saw reason."
"We can't trust them," Roak said.
"We can't trust anyone," Hessa said.
"Now you're learning," Roak said.
"More than I'd care to," Hessa said. "I have sent a message to the Klav that we need numbers as soon as possible."
"Numbers? Numbers of what? Clones?" Gerber asked. He pointed at Reck then at Roak. "We need more than just numbers if we're fighting new versions of these two."
"Not just Reck and Roak," Hessa said. "All of the siblings. They are cloning all of the siblings. Like they have many times before."
"What?" Reck exclaimed. "That's not good."
"Even worse," Gerber said. "What can the House of Teeth provide us with that will defeat an army like that?"
"An army of Chassfornians that can't be controlled by Father," Vogga said. He nodded at the big bucket. "And another army of defective clones that are only useful for a few minutes, but virtually indestructible."
"Indestructible," Yellow Eyes said. "I like the sound of that."
"You already put this in motion?" Gerber asked.
"I did," Hessa said. "I contacted the Klav as soon as Boss Seven informed me of what was happening. The clones are being grown as we speak."
"How many?" Gerber asked.
"Several hundred," Hessa said. "And Sha Tog is heading that direction now so there will be ships ready to transport them to the nexus point."
"Nexus point?" Yellow Eyes asked. "I don't like the sound of that."
"I'll bite," Nimm said. "Nexus point?"
"Every universe has one nexus point," Hessa said. "That point allows travel to several universes without the need for the transport tech. Boss Seven gave me the location of our nexus point."
"What about the tear in our universe?" Nimm asked. "Isn't that how Father got through and is controlling every being?"
"The tear exists," Hessa said. She sighed. "It is used to destabilize the energetic flow of our universe, making all existence here more vulnerable. That is where the control comes from. But traveling occurs using the nexus point."
"And where is this nexus point?" Gerber asked.
"Yes, well, it is in an unfortunate place," Hessa said. "Earth."
The mess was filled with the sound of spitting. It would have been bad luck not to spit at the mention of the galaxy's most toxic planet.
"Is that where we're headed now?" Gerber asked.
"Not quite," Vogga said. "You don't build an army of Chassfornians without having some dominant personalities ready to lead those Chassfornians."
"You can't do it?" Reck asked. "They're all clones of you, right?"
"Yes, I will be part of the leadership team, but I cannot do it all myself," Vogga said. "But I know a family that can help."
"A family?" Gerber asked. "This is what my GF career has come to…"
"We'll need weapons," Reck said. "A lot of weapons."
"They can handle that too," Vogga said.
Roak smiled. "I know exactly who you are talking about. This should be fun."
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"Man, I remember this place!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed as the cargo ramp lowered to the planet's crusty surface.
That was the only way to describe the surface of Zhusika in the Zhusika System.
Crusty.
The last time Roak, Reck, Nimm, and Yellow Eyes had visited the outpost on Zhusika, the crusty surface had only been disturbed by their ship. This time it looked to Roak, Reck, Nimm, Gerber, and DTZ like an armada had landed at some point. The crust was demolished, revealing the true surface of the planet underneath instead of the layer of dried mud that had made up the ever present crust.
And the outpost in front of them didn't look much better.
"Father's already beat us here," Reck said, pointing at the burned-out husk of the supply outpost. "We should leave."
"It ain't what it looks like," Vogga said as he came up behind the group and stepped off the ramp. He sank a full meter into the broken crust before his feet hit solid ground. "Come on, dudes. We should get inside before we're detected."
Vogga waded through the broken surface towards what was left of the outpost. Everyone else followed.
"We should recon first," Motherboard said to Gerber. All of DTZ was fully armed and at the ready, weapons up and scanning their surroundings.
"I do not believe we have time for that," Gerber said. "The Chassfornian said to hurry, so I think we should hurry."
"What in all the Hells is this planet?" Geist asked.
"Nimm?" Roak said. "Care to explain?"
"Fine," Nimm said, sounding put out. "The planet has two seasons. Rainy and dry. As the mud dries, the air below is trapped and it pushes upward, creating this crust."
"Nice natural defense," Mugs said. "Makes it hard to sneak up on anyone."
The incredibly loud crunching noise every single step made by every single being quickly proved that observation to be true.
A hover bot appeared out of the outpost's wreckage.
"Well, if you ain't a sight for sore eyes!" a voice called from the hover bot. "I heard you was dead, Vogga!"
"Oh, I am," Vogga said and smacked his chest. The sound was like thunder. "Got myself a new clone body."
The hover bot whistled. "That had to set you back a few shiny chits."
"Wasn't my doing, but I ain't complaining, dude," Vogga said.
The hover bot maneuvered around Vogga's bulk and scanned the rest of the party.
"Hello, folks," the hover bot said. "Some of you I recognize, and it is a pleasure to see you, but some I don't recognize and I have to say that the weaponry isn't putting me in a hospitable mood."
"You can put away the rifles," Roak said to DTZ. No one moved to do as he suggested. "No, seriously. Put them away."
"General?" Motherboard asked.
"We'll have to trust him," Gerber said.
DTZ lowered their rifles, but did not sling them across their backs.
"Gilga," Roak said to the hover bot. "Looks like you've had some trouble."
"Oh, this?" The hover bot spun about to face the outpost then spun right back to face Roak. "Nothing we couldn't deal with."
"Everyone alright, dude?" Vogga asked. "Jugga safe? The kids? Are Kigga and Bilp safe?"
"All fine," the hover bot said. "Come on, come on. Best to get inside just in case there are any lingerers in orbit peeking down on us. And you'll want to…never mind."
The ship behind them faded out of sight as Hessa activated the stealth tech.
"Follow me." The hover bot floated into the direct center of the ruined outpost. "If you will stand right here."
Vogga was first, followed by Roak and everyone else. They stood as directed.
Then they were no longer on the surface, but in a massive cavern filled with all kinds of boxes, crates, and equipment. A Chassfornian almost as large as Vogga leaned against a stack of crates.
"Welcome, friends!" Gilga said.
Vogga gave Gilga a huge hug then stood aside. "You heard of Drop Team Zero, right?"
"Oh, wow," Gilga said and grinned ear to ear. "This is DTZ? It is an honor, I must say."
"Alright…" Motherboard said.
"General Ved Gerber," Gerber said. He extended his hand and smiled as it was engulfed inside Gilga's. They let go and Gerber glanced about the cavern. "This is quite a lot of equipment."
"It's almost like I could outfit a war," Gilga said. He and Vogga shared a look. "Not that I would prepare for anything of the sort. Well, not anymore."
Gerber looked at Vogga. "Was there going to be a Chassfornian uprising? I had no intel on that."
"I wouldn't know," Vogga said. "I've been dead."
"Always best to be prepared," Gilga said. "Good thing too. Once I heard about how beings were starting to go off, I scrambled and called in every favor I was owed. Especially once I heard that it was implants that were the problem. Made sure mine and my family's implants got removed right away even though I wasn't too worried. Chassfornians aren't exactly easy to control. All the heavens know that the GF sure tried."
"There were legitimate reasons for that," Motherboard said.
Gerber gave her a look and shook his head.
"What?" Motherboard continued. "I fought with Chassfornian berserker squads. I know what they are capable of."
"That's enough, Lieutenant," Gerber said. "Different times. I for one was never happy with the way Chassfornians were treated during the War."
"That so?" Gilga asked. "Don't think I ain't heard of General Ved Gerber, sir. You ain't never been a friend to the Chassfornians."
"Screw the GF, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Screw those imperialist bastards."
Gilga started laughing. "That's one way to put it. But the War is over and now we have a new conflict to deal with. Which is why you're here. You need weapons."
"We need weapons," Roak said. "A lot of weapons."
"Good thing I have a lot of weapons," Gilga said. "You gonna be needing all of them? I can give you a great bulk price."
"Um, about that, Gilga," Vogga said. "We can't pay you for the weapons. At least not up front."
"Then I can't give you weapons," Gilga said matter-of-factly. "I didn't build this stockpile out of a sense of charity, old friend. No chits, no weapons."
"Right now, chits are worthless," Gerber said. "The galactic economy is shutdown. Until we rid this universe of Father and Mother it doesn't matter how many chits you have."
"Interesting take there, General," Gilga said. "But I'll stick with my no chits, no weapons way of life, thank you very much."
"How much would you want for the entire lot?" Roak asked.
"Oh, I don't know," Gilga said, tapping on his chin.
"Terpigshit," Roak said. "You know down to the very last chit how much you want. What is the amount?"
"Well now, once you factor in all the favors I have burned and the cost of transportation and storage and-"
"How many fucking chits, Gilga?" Roak snapped.
The Chassfornian growled and DTZ had their rifles up and ready instantly.
"Whoa, whoa, whoa," Vogga said. He patted the air. "Everyone calm down."
Gerber nodded and DTZ relaxed. A little.
"Gilga?" Roak asked.
"How does three hundred and seventy-five million chits sound to you?" Gilga responded.
"Sounds like price gouging to me," Roak said. "But if that's the price then that's the price."
Gilga's huge eyebrows went up almost to the top of his forehead. "What? You ain't gonna haggle with me?"
"No need," Roak said. "You'll get full price as soon as all this terpigshit with Father and Mother is over."
"You keep mentioning this Father and Mother like I should be scared," Gilga said. "Only thing I'm scared of is not getting paid which is why I insist on chits upfront. Not after whatever family drama you folks are dealing with ends."
"That's the problem," Roak said. "It's not just our drama. It's yours too. It's every being in this galaxy and every being that may be out there in the wider universe. Care to know why?"
"Well, you came all this way, so the least I can do is listen to your tale, Roak," Gilga said. "I can guarantee that it won't change the outcome, but I do love a good yarn."
"What does yarn have to do with this?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"Shut it," Reck said.
"I don't know, Gilga," Roak said. "It's a pretty convincing story."
And Roak proceeded to explain everything.
When he was all done, a considerable amount of Gilga's confidence was missing.
"This true?" he asked the others present. He watched as they all nodded then turned his attention to Vogga. "Swear on the plight of our people?"
"I swear on the plight of our people and the universe," Vogga said. "Chits won't matter if we don't stop these whatever they are."
"Gods," Yellow Eyes whispered.
"They ain't no gods," Gilga said. He crossed himself, circled himself, scratched his chest, then kissed his fist and pointed at the ceiling of the cavern. "Only Eight Million Gods, not Eight Million and two."
"Amen," Vogga said.
"Weapons?" Roak asked.
"I'd be a dumb son of a gump to keep hoarding these goods while the existence of the universe is at stake," Gilga said. "The weapons, and all equipment, is yours to take. But I will need a signed purchase order and a personal guarantee from General Ved Gerber that the GF will pay me in full immediately upon the resolution of this here little conflict."
"Done," Gerber said.
"We won't be taking the weapons personally," Roak said. "But we will have some of our allies swing by and pick them up shortly."
"Allies?" Gilga asked.
"Yep," Roak said. "Some Skrang friends of ours."
"Alright, well, that ain't what I was expecting you to say," Gilga said and whistled. "Skrang? We have General Ved Gerber of the Galactic Fleet and DTZ standing before me and now there are Skrang on the way?"
"They have arrived," Hessa called over Roak's comm.
"They're already in orbit. They need to be somewhere else very soon, so the faster we do this, the better," Roak said. "Sha Tog is the contact and-"
"Sha Tog!" Gilga growled low. "That sneaky lizard son of a gump will not be setting foot anywhere near my outpost!"
"I didn't know you two had history," Roak said. "Sha never mentioned it."
"That's because I told that old exiled cripple that if he ever had my name in his mouth again I'd hunt him down and make sure he suffered for the rest of his life," Gilga replied. "No deal. No. I am sorry, but if Sha Tog is involved then this is a scam. Please leave."
The party was suddenly back on the surface.
"I do have to say his moltrans is very smooth, man," Yellow Eyes said.
"Vogga?" Roak asked.
"I know, I know," Vogga said. "But Gilga and Sha Tog go way back. It ain't a friendly history."
"A little heads up would have been nice," Roak said.
"I know, dude. Sorry about that," Vogga replied.
"Talk to Gilga," Roak said.
"No need!" The hover bot reappeared. "Leave this planet! Anyone that calls Sha Tog a friend is an enemy to me!"
"Gilga! Dude!" Vogga pleaded. "You can settle your differences after we win this war. But for now, we all need to be on the same side."
"Bring me Sha Tog's head and I'll reconsider," the hover bot said. "Otherwise, you are officially asked to leave Zhusika."
"Gilga-"
"I said you can leave!"
The hover bot lowered itself beneath a pile of debris and was gone.
"Hessa? Get me Sha," Roak called.
"I already have him on the comm," Hessa responded.
"Roak! I am glad you're alive! Listen, there might be an issue-"
"Shut up, Sha," Roak interrupted. "What's the beef between you and Gilga?"
"Gilga?" Sha asked. "Who's that? Oh, wait, is he that Chassfornian piece of terpigshit that was always trying to swoop in on my contacts and undercut my arrangements with suppliers? Is that the bastard you're talking about?"
"Fix this, Sha," Roak said. "Or you have me to deal with."
"Roak, the universe may end soon, so how about you cut the threats, alright?" Sha said.
Roak waited.
"Since we have that out of the way, I need to tell you about the issue we're coming up against," Sha said.
"We fix this with Gilga then we deal with whatever issue you have," Roak said.
"Issue?" Nimm asked.
"What issue?" Gerber asked. "Why aren't we privy to this conversation?"
"Too many cooks in the mess," Hessa said to everyone with a comm implant.
"What? What's going on?" Yellow Eyes asked. "What am I missing?"
"You're not missing any…" Roak smiled. DTZ gripped their weapons tighter. Roak ignored them. "Hey, Gilga!"
The hover bot reappeared.
"Are you all still here?" the hover bot asked. "Now, that's not very respectful. If a being asks you to leave, the polite thing to do is leave."
"How would you like access to proprietary implant tech?" Roak said. "Exclusive contract once this war is over."
"Well, that sounds great," the hover bot responded. "How would this implant tech be different than any other implant tech?"
"Roak, no," Hessa said. "I am not sharing my implant tech."
"We don't have a choice," Roak said.
"They're talking to just each other again," Nimm said.
"Getting old, you two!" Reck shouted.
"Completely undetectable and completely uncontrollable," Roak said. "Every being here has an implant that Father can't control and not a single security system or protocol can even detect. Scan us."
The hover bot did just that.
"Nothing there," Gilga said. "Which probably means this is all quite the grift. I'd be willing to bet you have a wormhole portal to sell me too, right?"
"It's real," Vogga said. "You have my word on that."
The hover bot simply hovered silently for a few seconds.
"Roak, we need to talk," Sha called.
"Hold up," Roak said.
"We might be able to come to an arrangement," the hover bot said. "But I still want Sha Tog's head."
"The tech is instead of Sha Tog's head," Roak said. "And you have three seconds to decide."
"Whoa there," the hover bot said. "I'm not big on ultimatums."
"One," Roak said.
"You can stop the theatrics, Roak," the hover bot said. "The chits, the tech, and Sha Tog's promise he retires from the trade."
"That's a deal," Roak said. "Hear that, Sha?"
"I heard," Sha said. "And I'm retiring from everything once this terpigshit is over anyway. Can you all shut up and listen now?"
"What's the problem?" Roak asked.
"There is a Skrang armada headed this direction," Sha said. "They tracked us down. We have about eight hours before they arrive."
"Why don't they just transport here?" Roak asked.
"That's your question?" Gerber snapped. "A Skrang armada is on the way and you want to know why they didn't get here faster?"
"I already know why. I was just giving Sha a chance to explain," Roak said. "How many Skrang did you lose disabling their transport tech?"
"A lot of good Skrang," Sha said. "They were able to get in and sabotage the transport tech, but none made it out."
"Where are the rest of the Skrang ships?" Gerber asked.
"They already transported," Sha said. "That's the other problem. Every last Skrang ship, minus the armada heading this way through trans-space, transported into the Sol System. They have the planet known as Earth surrounded."
There was much spitting.
"You should have led with that news, Sha," Roak said. "Next time don't wait to tell me."
"I hate you, Roak," Sha responded. "I hate you so much."
"I know," Roak said. "Get your shuttles down here and start loading equipment. You have to leave and get to the House of Teeth."
"The House of Teeth?" the hover bot asked. "Now, what could you possibly need from those Klav? You know they're all off their rockers on that station, right? Every last one of those Klav is a few atoms short of a fusion reaction, if you get my drift."
"I like that," Yellow Eyes said and chuckled. "I'm gonna use that, man."
"Good for you," Roak said. "Vogga? Care to fill Gilga in on the other thing we need from him?"
"Yeah, sure," Vogga said. "So, Gilga? How'd you like to get back in the action?"
"Well, I don't believe I would like that at all," Gilga replied. "I do have a family to think of."
"The kids will be safe," Vogga said. "You have my word on that. But we could use Jigga's help too."
"I'll leave you two to work this out," Roak said. "Don't take too long, Vogga. We need to get to the House of Teeth immediately to make sure they're prepped for the arrival of Sha's ships and to make sure everything is on the up and up. You good?"
"We're fine," Vogga said with a dismissive wave of his massive hand. "I'll chat with Gilga about the logistics then be ready. Give me fifteen."
"I never agreed to go anywhere," the hover bot said.
"Oh, stop. You know you miss the fight," Vogga said and nodded at Roak. Roak nodded back.
Roak turned and walked to the ship just as it became visible again. All but Vogga followed. The Chassfornian blinked out of sight and the hover bot retreated under its debris pile.
"I am not happy with you," Hessa said over Roak's comm as the cargo ramp raised and locked into place. "That implant tech is not yours to give away, Roak."
"It's also not yours to shove into beings' heads without their consent," Roak said. "How about we call it even?"
"That is hardly even!"
"But it worked. Gilga is onboard."
"And one of our main advantages is lost to us!"
"We'll deal with that after."
"If there is an after!"
"Exactly. Which is why I'm not worried. We'll probably all die before we have to give Gilga the tech anyway."
Everyone in the cargo hold stopped moving and turned to look at Roak.
"Just saying what you all are thinking," Roak said. "Hessa? How long until we reach the House of Teeth?"
There was no answer.
"Hessa?"
Reck slapped Roak on the back. He winced. It wasn't a hard slap, but it didn't take hard anymore.
"You're in deep shit now," Reck said just before she was moltransed out of the cargo hold.
Everyone was moltransed out. Except for Roak.
"Hessa? Really? I'm barely alive and you're making me walk all the way to the bridge?"
"Maybe stay off the bridge?" Nimm called over the comm.
"What?" Roak snapped. "This is my ship! Hessa? HESSA!"
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It took about three hours to reach the wormhole portal then another twelve hours before they reached the House of Teeth.
Roak slept in his cabin the entire trip. He didn't mind. He really didn't mind.
It helped he had Ally in bed with him.
They actually did nothing but sleep. It felt good. It felt…right.
It felt sad too because when Roak woke up he realized he had something to lose.
He'd always had his life to lose, but that never bothered him.
Losing a possible life with Ally did bother him.
An image of a wasteland planet with steaming pools of toxic waste filled his mind.
His dream…
If he didn't want to die then why had the dream felt like a relief? Why had he been glad he was falling off a cliff to a painful death?
"You alright?" Ally asked, her voice sleepy, her body warm against his.
"Fine," Roak replied. "You?"
"Cozy," Ally said. "You want to get up and have a soak?"
"When we leave the House of Teeth," Roak said. "It'll be better then. I'm going to need the energy when we get to…that planet."
"Mouth too dry to spit?" Ally laughed.
"Yeah," Roak said and gently moved her arm from his battered and bruised chest.
It took him a careful, slow minute to sit up then stand up from the bed. Ally smacked him on his naked ass then rolled over and pulled the covers up to her eyes.
"Gonna steam," Roak said. "You don't need to get up."
"Wasn't planning on it," Ally said from under the covers.
Roak grinned and walked into the lavatory. He started the steam and waited for it to get hot then stepped in.
The dream bugged him. Everything bugged him.
"Hessa?" he called.
"I'm not talking to you," Hessa replied.
"Right," Roak said. "How do we destroy the nexus point?"
"There's a way…"
"So, you are talking to me?"
"Bite me, Roak."
Roak smiled.
"Probably be a good thing to know how to destroy the nexus point, don't you think?"
"Conventional means will suffice."
"So we blow it the fuck up?"
"We blow it the fuck up."
"I can deal with that plan." Roak pressed his forehead against the wall and let the heat seep into his broken body. "That will still leave Father and Mother."
"I know."
"How do we stop them? Father is in another universe. Mother is Pol Hammon and that little shit is slippery."
"I am not enjoying the image of that metaphor."
"I'm not enjoying the idea that even when we destroy the nexus point we still have universe-devouring assholes to kill."
"I have been thinking about this."
"I figured. That's why we're talking."
"Smart ass."
"What are you thinking?"
"We may not have to kill them both. Ending Mother might be all we need to do."
"Why is that?"
"They are linked, I believe. Or Boss Seven believes. Two halves of a whole. Kill one half and the other should die too."
"Maybe."
"Yes. Maybe."
"What do we do about the maybe?"
"We cross that bridge when we come to it?"
"I can deal with that."
"It's your life's philosophy."
"I wouldn't say that."
"I would."
"At least we get to kill Pol."
"If we live."
"Hessa?"
"Yes, Roak?"
"Have I let you down yet?"
"That is a loaded question."
"Really. Have I?"
"No."
"Then we'll live to destroy the nexus point and kill Pol Hammon."
"Mother."
"Mother. We kill Mother and maybe Father falls too."
"Maybe Father falls too…"
"You about done in there?" Ally called out as she opened the lavatory door.
"Not yet," Roak said.
"Good," Ally replied and joined him in the steam.
"I…uh… I'm gonna go," Hessa said and the comm went dead.
Thirty minutes later, Roak was dressed in fresh armor and sipping a cup of caff in the mess. He was in a pretty decent mood considering how much pain he was in.
"Hey, man," Yellow Eyes said as he blurred into the seat next to Roak. "You ready for some bad news?"
"You ate all the gump stew," Roak said. "I know."
"Sorry, man," Yellow Eyes said. "It's a tragedy."
"Considering the shit we're neck deep in, I'm not too bothered by it," Roak said.
"Whoa, man," Yellow Eyes said and blurred to a different table across the mess. "You're controlled. No way you're the real Roak."
"Eat shit, freak," Roak said.
Yellow Eyes blurred back to his original seat. "Nope. You're the real deal."
They sat there quietly as Roak sipped his caff.
"Soooo," Yellow Eyes said.
"Just say what's on your mind," Roak responded. He got up and fetched another cup of caff. "You obviously didn't come in here to tell me about stew."
"What?" Yellow Eyes exclaimed. "You think I have an ulterior motive?"
"I don't know about ulterior, but you have a motive."
"Maybe. Possibly. Probably."
"Talk."
"Sure. Fine." Yellow Eyes took a deep breath. "I don't want to be sacrificed."
Roak took a couple more sips of his caff, set the cup down, then turned slowly in his seat to face Yellow Eyes head on.
"What in all the Hells are you talking about?" Roak asked.
"You know. Because of my speed," Yellow Eyes said. "And our history. Putting me in harm's way doesn't bother you too much, man. I have a bad feeling that harm's way this time will be fatal. You know, because of the odds we're up against. I'd rather not be volunteered for the death missions, is all."
"With this terpigshit, everything is a death mission," Roak said. "The odds are stacked against every one of us."
"You know what I mean, man," Yellow Eyes said. He casually waved his nubs about. "I'd simply appreciate the same consideration you'd show Reck or Nimm or Gerber or anyone."
"Gerber's a soldier. He knows the score," Roak said. "But I hear ya. We'll use your skillset as needed, but not as a sacrifice. I promise."
Yellow Eyes drew back and looked Roak up and down. "You sure you aren't a fake Roak?"
"I'm a clone," Roak said. "I'm one hundred percent fake."
"Join the club," Yellow Eyes said. "Good talk."
And he was gone, leaving Roak to himself once more.
Which was good. Roak needed to do some thinking.
Destroying the nexus point was hopefully a straightforward demolition op.
Killing Pol or Mother or whatever he was, would be a little trickier. Roak didn't know if he could even get to Pol anymore.
It was surprising they hadn't heard anything from the dark tech. Actually, it was more terrifying than surprising. He'd wished he'd put a plasma bolt in the back of the asshole's head when he'd had a chance.
But Hessa had insisted that events go as they had gone, so Pol was left alive and Roak was sitting in the mess on his ship contemplating just how big a mistake that choice may have been.
Roak was more than certain someone he cared about, or at the very least tolerated, was going to die before the entire mess was over. That was the truly surprising thought. That he gave two shits.
"Hey," Reck said as she entered the mess. "Let's talk."
"Might as well," Roak said. "Everyone else has decided that's the day's activity."
Reck sat down across from Roak and grabbed his cup of caff. Roak didn't even blink.
"The Klav at the House of Teeth," Reck said. "They are twelve kinds of insane. Can we even trust the clones they make? What's to say the things that pop out of those vats aren't just going to turn on us?"
"Nothing," Roak said. "We could get there and be instantly slaughtered. But I doubt that's going to happen."
"Why?" Reck asked and downed Roak's caff. She slid the empty cup back to him. "Refill."
Roak ignored the empty cup and Reck's request.
"The Klav that run the House of Teeth are insane, no argument there," Roak said. "But they aren't stupid. Banding together is the only way to survive this Hell with Father and Mother."
"Mother," Reck said. She snarled. "Fucking Pol Hammon is Mother. How can that be?"
"I don't care about the how," Roak said. "Except for the how to kill him. That'll be the priority right after we destroy the nexus point."
"Yeah, Hessa filled me in," Reck said. "That's why I'm here."
"Thoughts?"
"Hopefully he comes to us."
"That'd be my first choice too. Hunting down Pol Hammon has never been easy. But I've done it before."
"You don't know that. He could have allowed himself to be found. Which is more likely. If that little fucker wants to hide then he'll stay hidden."
"Possibly. But the galaxy has changed since my last hunt. I know what he is. That info alone switches up the game."
"This is not a game."
"You know what I'm saying."
"I do. But…"
"Yeah. But…"
"Roak?" Hessa called. "Reck?"
"We're here, Hessa," Roak said.
"The Klav have agreed to all terms and are opening the House of Teeth to us," Hessa said. "We'll be docking shortly."
"Is it an ambush?" Reck asked.
"Not that I can tell," Hessa said. "They've allowed me access to their entire system. That's what's taken so long. I've searched every bit of data in that system and they are not planning any type of deception that I can see."
"Doesn't mean it isn't an ambush," Reck said.
"It's not," Roak said and stood up. "Moltrans?"
"That is now possible," Hessa said. "Do you need more gear?"
Roak patted his light armor and his Flott. "I'm ready."
"Reck?" Hessa asked.
"Give me a minute," Reck said. "I need to suit up."
"Let me help," Hessa said.
Reck was moltransed out of the mess, but reappeared a few minutes later.
"Vogga, Evil, Gerber, and Motherboard will be joining you," Hessa said.
Roak and Reck found themselves standing in a corridor directly outside the vat laboratory on the House of Teeth. There were several bots cleaning up various fluids and hunks of…something from the floor.
Roak stumbled slightly.
"You good?" Reck asked.
"Great," Roak replied despite that last moltrans nearly flipping his stomach upside down. He'd need another soak in Ally's bath soon. Moltrans travel was catching up to him again.
Vogga, Gerber, and Motherboard were standing there looking disgusted. Evil looked bored.
"We are having calibration issues," Orvra said as the Klav slowly, cautiously approached Roak. "The clones refuse to remain intact just like before."
"The clones from my genetic material?" Roak asked.
"Precisely," Orvra said.
"I wasn't an easy one to create the first time," Evil said. "Maybe only one me is all we need."
"We need more than that," Gerber said. "We need an army or we won't even come close to achieving our objective."
"Oh, you shall have an army," Orvra said and waved a few tentacles towards the laboratory. "The Chassfornians are emerging from the vats in better shape than we had hoped. We keep them sedated while we transfer the newborns to a holding deck below."
"Whoa, whoa, whoa, dudes," Vogga said. "You doped the clone me's up?"
"The damage one disoriented Chassfornian can do is extensive," Orvra replied. "An army? Our station would be destroyed within the hour."
Vogga shrugged. "Fair enough, dude. Fair enough."
"How soon until they're in fighting shape?" Roak asked.
"They come out in fighting shape," Orvra said. "How long does it take for them to adjust to their new reality is a better question."
"Then answer that better question," Roak snapped. "We don't have time for your head games, Orvra."
"It could be a few hours," Orvra said. "Or days. It depends on the individual clone." Orvra waved some tentacles at Vogga. "He will know best."
"Which holding deck?" Vogga asked.
"Forty-eight," Orvra said.
A different Klav hurried up to Orvra's side.
"She will take you to them," Orvra said.
The Klav motioned for Vogga to follow. He glanced at Roak, who nodded, then followed the Klav's lead.
"My clones? Any hope at all?" Roak asked.
"We cannot say," Orvra replied. "The variables are too great. We do have a batch of thirty about to be birthed from their vats. You are welcome to observe as we try to stabilize them."
"Surely there will have to be at least a couple of stable clones out of thirty," Gerber said. He looked at Evil out of the corner of his eye. "Or as stable as we need."
"I'm plenty stable," Evil said and shuddered. "In my own way."
Two Klav hurried forward with a large bucket. Evil stepped inside.
"Have you thought about cloning me?" Evil asked. Then he melted inside the bucket.
All eyes fell on Orvra.
"That would…not be wise," Orvra said. "The chance of pure madness is too great." He pointed one tentacle at the bucket. "And to clone that abomination would go against all that we stand for here at the House of Teeth."
"Not too concerned about your moral code," Roak said. "Is it possible, though, that's what I do care about. Might solve the stability issue."
"Yes, because that is so stable," Motherboard said, her eyes on the bucket, her lip curled up in disgust.
"Try one," Roak said to Orvra. "I want to see what happens."
The protests that were voiced were not just from Orvra. Gerber and Motherboard were not thrilled and even Reck gave Roak a worried look.
"Do it," Roak said. "We're running out of options."
"This could go very wrong, Roak," Hessa said just to him.
"Do. It." Roak ordered Orvra.
"We shall try," Orvra said and gave a small bow before retreating back into the depths of the laboratory.
"Let's go meet the Chassfornians," Roak said. "At least we know what to expect with those."




20.

Roak was wrong. Very wrong.
None of them could have expected the scene they walked in on.
"And then I shot him in the face!" Vogga shouted. "Remember that? Brilliant!"
An entire holding deck of Chassfornians burst into laughter. They slapped each other on the shoulder and doubled over as they struggled to breathe. The noise was like happy thunder that threatened to rumble the bones straight out of the beings that walked into the holding deck.
"Roak!" Vogga yelled as he caught sight of the bounty hunter.
"ROAK!" the Chassfornians yelled too. "Dude!"
"This makes me uneasy," Motherboard said.
"Because your ego wasn't big enough already, Roak," Reck said with a sigh. "Great."
"And his sister, Reck!" Vogga shouted.
"RECK!" the Chassfornians cried. "DUDE!"
"Alright," Reck said with a grin. "It's not too bad a thing."
"Were they yelling louder for Reck?" Motherboard asked.
"No," Roak said.
"Yes," Reck said.
The two siblings eyed each other.
Vogga sauntered up to the group.
"Dudes, this is amazing," he said as he hooked a thumb over his shoulder. "These guys? They're me! And all of them are totally on board with going to war."
"It's for a good cause, dudes!" one of the clones shouted.
"Saving the galaxy!" another yelled.
"We will be legends!" a third announced. His statement was quickly followed by deafening cheers.
"See?" Vogga said. "When do we leave?"
"Hold on," Gerber said. "There is a lot to do before we leave this place for the Sol System."
"Oh, right," Vogga said. "We need weapons. We're still waiting on Sha Tog, right?"
"That and we need a solid plan," Gerber said and looked to Roak. "Now that we've seen the Chassfornian Army." Gerber shivered. "Still not an easy thing to see or say. But, now that this part is under control, we should finalize plans for our assault."
"We're blowing the nexus point the fuck up," Roak said. "Right, Hessa?"
"Yes, but Gerber is correct, Roak," Hessa replied. "We should have a more comprehensive plan in mind. Should I return you all to the ship?"
"No," Roak said. "We can stay here. Orvra?"
The Klav appeared by Roak's side. "Yes, Roak?"
"We need a conference room with a holo projector," Roak said. "Someplace we can throw this plan together in."
"Ah, yes, of course," Orvra said. "If you will follow me."
"Should I go too?" Vogga asked.
"Yes," Roak said. "Unless you think your brothers need you here."
"Nah, we're good," one of the clones said. "Right, dudes?"
There was a resounding "Right!" from the rest of the clones.
"Thanks, dudes," Vogga said and joined the rest of the group as they left the holding deck and made their way through the House of Teeth to a small command center.
"Will this suffice?" Orvra asked.
"This'll work," Roak said. "I'm going to need an update on your progress with the last batch of my clones and the test clone from Evil."
"Evil?" Orvra asked.
"The Roak in a bucket," Reck said.
"An interesting, yet fitting name for the abomi… For the being," Orvra said. "I shall report as soon as possible."
The Klav left and Roak faced the others.
"Can we all agree to say the planet's name without spitting?" Roak said. "We're going to get dehydrated if we have to spit each time."
"One last one for all the good luck," Motherboard said. "Earth…"
They all spat on the floor then focused on a holo Roak immediately brought up.
"Earth," Roak said. "The site of the nexus point. Somewhere."
"If I may, Roak?" Hessa asked.
"Go for it," Roak said.
"From the information I was given by the SMC bosses, there are four possible locations," Hessa said and the image zoomed in on the planet.
Wasteland continents flew by until the image stopped on a massive range of snow-covered mountains.
"This was known as Tibet," Hessa said. "For many humans, it was considered a holy site."
The holo image began to shift and change, showing different energy spectrums.
"While I cannot speak to the spiritual aspects of the region, it is obvious that the area does represent the convergence of lines of energy that crisscross the planet."
The energy spectrums disappeared and the image again flew across the planet. Then it reached an area in the middle of a vast ocean.
"At one time there were islands here," Hessa said. "Made from ancient volcanoes. Unfortunately for the inhabitants, the volcanoes were never truly dormant. Over thirty-two million lives were lost when the volcanoes erupted as one, destroying the chain of islands."
"Same evidence of energy lines" Roak said. "And the other two?"
"The third is at the North Pole," Hessa said.
Images of small hunks of green were seen then Hessa zoomed in.
"One of the few areas of the planet that has some life left," Hessa said. "Well, life that isn't horribly warped and mutated. Much."
It was quickly apparent that the energy lines there weren't as strong as the other two locations.
"That's not it," Roak said. "Last one?"
The image moved one last time and Roak felt his knees get weak. He managed to stay standing, but he knew Reck had caught the reaction. She watched him closely.
"Of the four locations, I would consider this one to be the most dangerous," Hessa said. "You can see that the landscape is plagued with pits and pools of toxic waste. At one time the waste had been stored deep, deep underground."
"But nothing stays buried forever," Gerber said.
"That's our target," Roak said.
"How can you possibly know that?" Motherboard asked.
"A hunch," Roak said.
"We can't base our plan on your hunch, Roak," Gerber said.
"It's a strong hunch," Roak replied. "And that is the place. You'll have to trust me."
"I have been trusting you, Roak," Gerber said. "But this is different."
"How?" Roak asked.
Gerber pointed at the holo. "We cannot risk losing our meager resources on a hunch, Roak. If you are wrong then the battle is over before it begins. We will not have the opportunity to regroup and try a new location. We'll barely get through the Skrang ships, and the other ships en route, to get down to the planet's surface. We'll have sustained significant damage and casualties before we even reach the location."
"Ah, I see the problem," Roak said. "You think I'm taking everyone down there with me. My fault for the confusion, General."
"All the Hells," Reck muttered.
"I'm sorry, but what are you talking about?" Gerber asked.
"I don't need an army down there with me," Roak said.
"You aren't going alone," Reck said.
"Wasn't planning on going alone," Roak replied. "We'll take the ship down with just our team."
As soon as the word left his mouth, Roak knew he'd pay for it.
"Team?" Hessa and Reck asked at the same time.
Roak sucked it up and nodded. "It'll be our crew along with Skabz, Evil and Ally."
"You want to bring Ally?" Reck asked.
"I don't want to, but she'll be safer with us and we may need a Tcherian," Roak said.
"Not a chance in all the Hells," Motherboard said. "DTZ will go with you."
"No," Roak said. "DTZ will be needed in the fight above the planet. So will everyone else."
"This is ridiculous," Gerber said. "I will not even entertain this idea."
"I don't give a terpigshit about you being entertained," Roak said. "This is my war and it's my call."
Motherboard began to argue, but Gerber held up his hand and she stopped before she could get started.
"This is far from your war, Roak," Gerber said. "This involves every being in the galaxy. I'm not talking about the controlled, I'm talking about every single being regardless of their status. You don't get to claim this war, Roak. You simply do not."
"I simply do," Roak responded. "Reck can too to a lesser extent."
"How is my extent lesser?" Reck snapped.
"I'm the clone killer," Roak said. "I'm the one that Father has been after. I'm the one that Pol truly played. I'm at the center of this. Anyone want to argue that I'm not? I'll be happy to step aside, but we all know that what I'm saying is true."
"May I ask a question?" Motherboard said.
"Nothing stopping you," Roak said.
"Why do you want to be in charge?" Motherboard asked.
"Don't get me started," Hessa interrupted.
"I'm asking a serious question," Motherboard said. "I know what it is like to be in charge. General Gerber knows what it is like to be in charge. I doubt either of us would want to be in charge of something on this scale if we didn't have to be."
"I do run FIS," Gerber said. "That is a lot of scale. But I understand what you are getting at, Lieutenant."
"Roak?" Motherboard asked.
Roak thought for a moment. To be honest with himself, he didn't want to be in charge. He didn't want anything to do with the entire war. Hells, he'd walk away that second if he could.
But he couldn't. There was nowhere to walk to. He couldn't hide from what was happening and he couldn't hide from the impending war.
He wasn't one for hiding, anyway.
"I don't want to be in charge," Roak admitted. "But someone has to be. I'm not volunteering, I'm just saying that I'm in charge by Eight Million Gods damn default."
"That is one way to look at it," Gerber said. "Another way is to-"
"No," Roak said. His voice was firm and resolute. Most everyone in the room stiffened at his tone. He didn't care. "We're not doing this. We aren't going back and forth. We aren't deciding by committee. We aren't hooing and hawing."
"Hooing and hawing?" Reck laughed.
"Shut it," Roak said "All this time we're wasting right now? This is why I'm in charge. No more wasting time. No more waiting for the war to start. I'm in charge and we do this my way or I'm out."
"You know you can't actually be out, right?" Hessa said only to Roak.
"Not now," Roak muttered.
"Fine," Gerber said with a nonchalant shrug. "You are in charge. I wish you all the luck and Eight Million Godspeed, Roak. You will need it."
"I doubt even that much will help," Roak said. "So we're good? Everyone fights off Mother and Father so my team can reach the nexus point and destroy it. That is the plan."
"You're in charge," Gerber said. "Any objections?"
There were none.
"I do have a request," Gerber said.
"I'm sure you do," Roak responded.
"You take Agent Prime with you," Gerber said. "So there's at least one GF representative on your ship. It'll cover a small part of my ass when this is all over."
"If it ever is all over," Reck said.
Gerber ignored her and watched Roak.
"Fine," Roak said after a few seconds. "Prime can come with."
"Good," Gerber said. "What's next, Roak in charge?"
"The hard part," Roak said. "Getting from here to there."
"May I?" Gerber asked. "I'm not trying to hijack your op, but I do have some expertise in moving large amounts of troops and equipment across the galaxy."
"By all means," Roak said.
Gerber brought up a holo of their region.
"Sha Tog should arrive soon with the equipment from Gilga's outpost," Gerber said. "We will then load up all the Chassfornians."
He swiped out, bringing up a wider view of the galaxy.
"We will have six wormhole portals to travel through."
Six dots appeared in the holo. Then the dots started to disappear one by one.
"Or we would have. But Father is already making it very difficult to travel freely."
"I am monitoring the portals closely," Hessa added. "They are systematically being destroyed. By the time Sha arrives and we are ready to leave the House of Teeth, there will be only one way to travel to Earth."
A completely new set of dots appeared in the holo.
"If we are to travel via wormhole portal then this will be our one and only route," Hessa said.
"We're traveling a route that Father has created?" Reck asked. "Why not shoot ourselves in the head now and get it over with."
"We will not be traveling via wormhole portal," Gerber said. "Hessa has informed me that she may have developed a way to use Mother's transport tech one last time without fear of being destroyed or monitored."
"But you ejected that tech during our trans-space travel," Motherboard said.
"I did, yes," Hessa said. "But I am building new tech as we speak. I am unable to modify the tech as much as I'd like. If I were to change the tech that significantly then we'd risk annihilation."
"We don't want that, dude," Vogga said.
"Damn," Reck said. "I forgot you were standing there."
Vogga shrugged. "I blend in because of my chill."
"Then how do we transport without it going wrong?" Roak asked. "And when did you start developing this tech? A heads up would have been nice."
"You are getting your heads up now, Roak," Hessa said. "And the reason we can use this tech one last time is because I'm not creating transport tech that can take us anywhere. I am creating tech that will take us to one location only, one time. Then the tech self-destructs and becomes junk."
"A one and done transport," Reck said. "Good thinking."
"I have my moments," Hessa said.
"We will need all of the ships to have this tech," Gerber said. "How long will it take to install?"
"It is almost installed on my ship now," Hessa said. "I will program the bots to teach other bots so that the Skrang ships can have the tech as well."
"You know I need to double check the mods, right?" Reck said.
"No time, Reck," Hessa said. "It is not like we have a choice." The portal dots flashed bright red. "Father's way or my way."
"You sound too much like Roak," Reck said.
"I would have been insulted by that in the past," Hessa said. She left it there.
"One and done," Gerber said. "We transport into Earth's region of influence then the war begins."
Gerber swiped at the holo and a different image came up.
"This is how many ships we have," Gerber said. "The Skrang destroyers and approximately three hundred Skrang fighters."
"That won't be enough," Reck said. "Other than Sha Tog's ships, the entire Skrang fleet will be there. Not to mention the GF fleet."
"And B'clo'no's," Vogga said. He shuddered. "You know those guys will be in the fight."
"Exactly," Gerber said. "But we have an advantage." He turned to Vogga and smiled. "Chassfornians."
"We do turn the tide quite often in lopsided conflicts," Vogga said. "But we aren't the best pilots, dude." He held up his huge paw hands. "Fine motor skills aren't our expertise."
"We don't need fine motor skills," Gerber said. "We need brute strength and pure rage."
"Oh, well, we got that, dude," Vogga replied. "But how does that help? We can't fly."
"No, but you can be thrown," Gerber said.
Roak chuckled. "Nice."
"I'm not following," Reck said.
"There will be thousands of Skrang and GF fighters blasting away in space over Earth," Gerber said. "There is not much we can do about those other than dogfight it out with the limited number of fighters we have. But what happens if we do win against the fighters?"
"We get shredded by the destroyers and carriers," Reck said.
"Exactly," Gerber said. "So the real threats are those destroyers and carriers. They need to be taken out just as much as the fighters."
Vogga grinned and nodded his head. "Battle of Mkix."
"Battle of Mkix," Gerber said.
"Oh, this is very exciting, dudes," Vogga said and clapped his hands together. "Very exciting!"
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Roak liked Gerber's plan. It was the kind of chaos and mayhem he approved of.
Not wanting to stay on the House of Teeth for too much longer, Roak returned to his ship and his cabin. Ally wasn't there, but he didn't need her. He needed to talk to Hessa.
"Do you have the capacity to handle one more tech job?" Roak asked when he had kicked off his boots and was relaxed on his bed. Or as relaxed as he could get, considering.
"Don't insult me, Roak," Hessa said. "I haven't come close to reaching my capacity."
"Good," Roak said. "I need you to create a way to transmit a message to other universes and create a beacon that beings from those universes can lock onto."
"May I ask why?" Hessa asked.
"I'll tell you as soon as you have it done," Roak said. "No point in telling you if you can't do it."
"I can do it," Hessa insisted. "But I cannot test it. We'll need to be at the nexus point for that."
"I know," Roak said. "It's a risk. But it's not a risk I'm relying on. Just something I want in my back pocket."
"What is this message?" Hessa asked.
"We'll get to that later," Roak said.
"It would help if I knew now before I try to build the tech," Hessa said.
"Does the message matter?"
"Yes. That way I know how to direct the message. Just sending a random message to multiple universes will accomplish nothing. There must be recipients. Or at the very least, a target demographic. That way I can hone the-"
"Help," Roak said. "Now."
Hessa was silent for a moment. "Oh. I see."
"I had a feeling you would," Roak said. "Am I on the right track? Is my understanding of how multiple universes work correct?"
"I can't read your mind, Roak."
"You can come pretty Eight Million Gods damn close."
"True." She paused. "I'll build the tech, but you're asking a lot with that message. You're asking for sacrifices that you yourself may not be willing to make. Can you expect them to?"
"I'm willing to make the same sacrifice," Roak said.
The weight of that statement sat there like a hunk of dark matter in the middle of their ship.
"I won't let anything happen to anyone we care about," Hessa said.
"I know," Roak replied.
"Hey, Roak?" Motherboard called over the comm. "Your…clone is ready."
"On my way," Roak replied.
"I can moltrans you there," Hessa said.
"You've been monitoring my body, Hessa," Roak said. "Time to admit my moltrans days are over. I'll walk."
"That may be best," Hessa said. "It is unfortunate that we cannot make a new body for you."
Roak opened the door to his cabin and walked to the lift.
"I've gotten fond of this one," Roak said. "It may be a clone of the original, but it's mine and it's me. I'll hang onto it even with all the aches and pains."
"Are there any aches?" Hessa asked as Roak entered the lift. The doors slid shut. "Or is it all just pains?"
"Pain. Singular," Roak said and waved his hands over his body. "Everywhere."
"Hmmm," Hessa said.
"Don't even think of trying to figure out a way to get the genetic material back," Roak said.
"What? I wasn't-"
"Hessa."
"Fine. But it might still be possible." She sighed. "If we win."
"If we win and if Pol, I mean Mother, doesn't destroy the material before we can get to it."
"That brings up a topic we really need to discuss."
"We'll find Mother once we blow the nexus point the fuck up. One insane job at a time, Hessa."
"I do have suggestions."
"I'd expect that you would."
The lift stopped and Roak stepped out into the cargo hold. He ignored the bots hurrying and scurrying about and walked down the ramp towards the hangar bulkhead doors.
It took Roak a little longer than he would have liked, and it was considerably more painful than he would admit, but he eventually made it to the laboratory.
Orvra was waiting for him with eagerly waving tentacles.
"Oh, Roak! You have arrived!" Orvra said and beckoned for him to follow.
DTZ stood at alert just inside the laboratory doors.
"Motherboard," Roak said to the lieutenant. "Is there a problem?"
"You'll see," Motherboard said.
"We got your back if this goes wrong," Geist said. "But not right behind your back. We're gonna put a few meters between us and…it."
"Sounds great," Roak said and followed Orvra deep into the laboratory.
Evil was standing there, staring down an aisle.
"Who woulda thought?" Evil said when Orvra and Roak reached him. "Genetics is weird, man."
"Just show me what you all are…" Roak's voice trailed off when he reached the aisle.
"Isn't he amazing?" Orvra exclaimed. "Personally, I could spend the rest of my life and career just studying your genetics, Roak. There must be a lifetime of permutations to uncover."
"Hey," a very low voice said. "You're Roak?"
"Yeah," Roak said. "So are you?"
"I guess. That's what this guy keeps telling me. Before he melts. Why does he do that? Will I do that?"
"Nah, you're fine," Evil said. "You haven't melted yet and I melt every thirty minutes. Speaking of, I have about ten left." Evil turned to Roak. "What now?"
Roak didn't reply. Instead, he took his time studying the new version of himself.
A new version that was easily as big as Vogga, although proportioned like Roak.
The new Roak clone stood about nine feet tall and was layered with muscle upon muscle. His eyes were bright and alert, showing an intelligence that ached to be used. There was a vibration of pent-up energy about the clone, like he was going to explode into violence at any second. Which was pretty much how Roak felt most of the time.
Or used to before his body rebelled against him and decided to be normal and frail.
But the strangest thing about the clone were the scars. Scars that Roak was intimately familiar with.
"How?" Roak asked.
Orvra inserted himself without being told to. "We have no idea. It is remarkable. We cloned Evil and yet this clone has all of your scars. Not only should that not be scientifically possible, his skin should be smooth, but it brings up so many questions about the cloning process. Questions we thought we had answered. I must thank you, Roak. Without you we Klav would not have a new lifetime's pursuit."
"Lifetime's pursuit?' Roak asked.
"Studying Roak," Orvra said. His tentacles pointed directly at the new clone. "Not one of the clones has been the same. Not one. This is amazing."
"I'm glad I can give you purpose," Roak said.
"Should we proceed to make an army of him?" Orvra said.
"You just said each clone turns out different," Roak said. "I say we don't push our luck. Look at him. One is enough." He stepped up close to the new clone. "We'll need to give you a name."
"Kaor," Evil said. "That's Roak backwards."
"No. So many nos," Roak said. He grinned at the new clone. The new clone did not shrink back, but returned the grin. "What would you like to be called?"
"That's a good question," the new clone said. "How about Guns?"
He stretched out his arms and flexed his biceps.
Roak sighed and looked over his shoulder at Evil.
"You already talked about this," Roak stated.
"Maybe," Evil said and grinned.
"Oh my…" Orvra said, averting his many eyes from the sight of three different Roak's all grinning at each other.
"Do you want to be called Guns?" Roak asked the new clone.
"No, not really," the new clone said and lowered his arms. "But I'm new at this, so names aren't coming to me."
"BR," Reck said as she walked past Evil and joined Roak. "Hessa let me know what was going down."
"Don't you have tech to work on?" Roak asked. Reck shrugged. "And what does BR stand for?"
"Big Roak," Reck said. "There's an Evil Roak, so why not a Big Roak?"
"I like that," BR said. "BR. Good name."
"BR. Cool," Evil said. "So, I'm about to melt. Anything we need to discuss before I take a bucket nap?"
"No," Roak said. "We'll move your bucket to the ship. Then we'll be on our way as soon as Sha Tog arrives."
"Crazy that we're relying on Skrang ships," Reck said. "Is there nobody else to help?"
"Everyone else is controlled," Roak said.
"What about the Cervile?" Reck asked.
"No. Kalaka nor Meshara or Queen Tala are responding to comms," Hessa interrupted. "I am worried for them."
"They're Cervile," Roak said. "Knowing them they've gone to ground and won't pop up until all this mess is over one way or another."
"They are the last of their race, so I cannot blame them," Hessa said.
"I'm not running and hiding," Cookie called out from his place with DTZ.
"Damn Cervile ears," Reck said.
"You're not running and hiding because Mugs would hunt you down and squash your ass if you bailed on DTZ," Geist said.
"True that," Mugs said.
"Cookie'd have us all on his tail," Wanders said.
"Stop," Hole said. "This will devolve into pun jokes. No one likes pun jokes."
"It's a good thing we have a holding deck filled with Chassfornians," Roak said, turning his attention back to BR. "We can get you suited up and ready down there."
"Yes, pants would be good," Reck said. "And soon."
"Time's up," Evil said and melted into his bucket.
"Can you take him back to the ship?" Roak asked Reck. "I'll escort BR to the Chassfornians."
"May we complete another round of tests first?" Orvra asked.
"No," Roak said. "I want him suited up and on my ship ASAP. Tests can happen after we win this war."
"You sound quite confident you will win," Orvra said.
"Only way to win," Roak said. He paused. "While we're gone, do not make more clones."
Orvra's eyes went wide with the most insincere shock Roak had ever witnessed.
"Don't even try to act like you weren't going to," Roak said. He poked Orvra between two of his many eyes. "You and I are still on shaky ground, Orvra. Remember that. How you act from here on out will decide how I act when we meet again. Understood?"
"You threaten beings so much, Roak," Orvra said. "It would be interesting to see if that is a learned trait or part of your genetic makeup."
"That's something you'll have to chalk up to mystery," Roak said. "Got it?"
Orvra blinked a few times then bowed.
"I have it, Roak," he said then straightened up. "You have our cooperation from now on. As long as you promise to allow us to research your genetic code further once this war mess ends."
"Within reason," Roak said.
"Of course," Orvra said.
"Then we have a deal," Roak said. "BR? Come with me. I'll introduce you to some big friends you're gonna like."
"Chassfornians?" BR asked.
"Yeah," Roak replied.
"Great," BR said. "That should be calming. I have an intense desire to pick up the Klav and just fling him around my head by his tentacles. I should speak to these Chassfornians about rage control."
"Oh dear," Orvra said and hurried away.
"Nice one," Reck said.
"Oh, I wasn't lying," BR said. "I really wanted to fling the terpigshit out of that little Klav. All he does is lie. Can't you hear it?"
"Yeah, we can," Roak said. "Good to know you hear it too. Come on."
Roak left Reck to take care of Evil. He gestured for BR to follow and walked out of the laboratory.
"When do I get guns?" BR asked as they passed by DTZ, who all fell in behind them.
"As soon as Sha Tog arrives with Gilga," Roak said.
"Sha Tog? Oh yes, the Skrang arms dealer," BR said. "I thought you hated him."
"I hate him like a friend," Roak said.
"That makes sense," BR said.
"It does?" Geist asked.
"You aren't a Roak," BR said.
"Small miracles," Mugs said.
"You can stay here," Roak said to DTZ.
"No," Hole said.
"Really?" Roak asked.
"Gerber wants us to observe the new clone," Motherboard said. "At least until we are ready to leave and he is secured on your ship. Until then we're his shadows."
"You didn't worry about me this much," Roak said.
"You're an average, broken Roak," Geist said. "He is not."
Roak let the insult slide. Mostly because he couldn't argue with it. He was average and broken compared to his clones. No way to escape that.
But Roak shoved that out of his head. He needed to deal with the immediate. Like getting a huge version of himself some clothes. It was a little uncomfortable having the giant walking along naked.
"Whoa," a Chassfornian said when Roak and BR arrived on the holding deck. "Big Roak!"
All Chassfornian eyes locked onto the huge Roak.
"BIG ROAK!" they shouted.
"They already know my name," BR said.
"It wasn't a hard guess," Roak said. "Chassfornians, this is BR. Yes, it's short for Big Roak."
"BR!" the group cheered. "DUDE!"
"He needs some clothing and armor," Roak said. "Can you handle that?"
"This way, dude," a different Chassfornian said. "Not much to choose from, but we'll all be in power armor soon enough, so who fucking cares, right, dude?"
"Dude?" BR asked.
"Go with it," Roak said. "I'll just sit over here while you get dressed. Don't take long. Sha Tog is almost here and then we're off to start a war."
"Sounds great," BR said. "War feels…right."
Roak nodded.
As the minutes ticked by, Roak admitted that it did feel right.
He wasn't sure if he should be bothered by that feeling or not.
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"I thought Gilga was insane for loading up so much Chassfornian power armor," Sha Tog said. He was a holo projected onto Roak's bridge. "Then I saw the clones. Gotta say, Roak, it's a parade of never ending surprises with you."
Sha looked away from the holo.
"My crew is not happy they'll be traveling with so many Chassfornians," he continued. "Skrang have bad memories of the shock troop attacks from the War. Chassfornians are admirable adversaries, but Skrang do not enjoy having admirable adversaries in such close proximity."
"Good thing they're allies, Sha," Roak said, seated in the pilot's chair. "So it shouldn't be a problem. Right, Sha? No problems will occur?"
"I know the stakes, Roak," Sha said. "We're all in this together."
"And I don't have to worry about your Skrang going rogue and attacking any of us after we win?" Roak asked. "That'd be unfortunate. For you."
Sha smiled, making sure to show some sharp teeth. "Always with the threats. Stay you, Roak. Stay you."
"Is Gilga there?" Roak asked.
"Right here, Roak," Gilga said.
The Chassfornian pushed his way into view and the holo projection adjusted so the huge being's image would fit on the bridge. The result was Sha Tog turned into a miniature of himself. Roak wasn't displeased with this result.
"Stop smirking, Roak," Sha said.
"Don't know what you're talking about, Sha," Roak said. "How is the outfitting of the other Chassfornians going?"
"Like slicing Gaca butter with a Kepler knife," Gilga said.
"Smooth and easy?" Roak asked.
"Smooth and easy," Gilga said. "They are very upbeat clones."
"Vogga is an upbeat Chassfornian," Roak said.
"Well now, most of us are, Roak," Gilga said. "I'm hoping the galaxy might change its perception of us after this little skirmish."
"Little skirmish?" Sha asked. "That's one way of putting it."
"All Chassfornians will be suited up and armed when the time comes for the assault," Gilga said. "But I do have to make an admission, Roak."
"Oh? What's that?" Roak asked, not sure he wanted to know the answer.
"Jigga and I have been talking," Gilga said. "Mostly about our youngins. It would be a shame if they ended up orphans after this."
"Jigga isn't joining in the fight," Roak said. "I understand-"
"Oh, all the Heavens no," Gilga said with a laugh. "She is rip roaring ready to crush some enemies. I'll be the one staying here on the ship with our young. Although, I do have to say that neither one of them are too happy they won't be allowed in on the fight."
"Gotta love Chassfornians," Roak said.
"Hmmph," a voice said from behind Roak.
"Got an issue?" Roak asked, looking over his shoulder at Agent Prime who was seated in one of the jump seats.
"Let's just say I've had some unfortunate run ins with Chassfornians," Agent Prime said.
"We all have," Nimm said from the co-pilot's seat. "You lived, so consider it a positive experience."
Gilga exploded into laughter. "Most certainly! Living is a win!"
"Are we about ready to transport?" Roak asked. "Sha?"
"The ships are outfitted and ready," Sha said. "As far as we know. Hessa was not forthcoming with the exact details and Reck was far from cooperative with my techs, but we are ready for transport on your mark."
"I didn't have time to teach a bunch of Skrang the ins and outs of a tech just invented!" Reck exclaimed from her seat at the weapons console. "Tell your techs to suck it up and get a grip."
"I do not believe I will," Sha said. "When do we depart?"
"Shortly," Roak said. "Stay at the ready."
"We are," Sha said and the holo disappeared.
Roak rotated his seat around to face Agent Prime.
"Keep your opinions to yourself, Prime," Roak said. "You're only here because Gerber insisted. I don't want you here and I don't want you pissing off our allies."
"Do you have any idea how huge the FIS file on Sha Tog is?" Agent Prime asked. "And how many agents have been lost to Chassfornian attacks? Those two elements make me extremely wary of calling any of the beings on those ships 'allies', Roak."
"Broaden your mind," Roak said. "This is my world you're in, not the cozy world of the FIS with your budgets and diplomacy and all that terpigshit."
"How can this possibly be your world, Roak?" Agent Prime asked. "Not since the War has there even been anything close to this magnitude. We are dealing with overwhelming forces, enemies that are barely even comprehensible, and odds that say we'll be dead before tomorrow."
"I think you answered your own question," Reck said. "You have heard of Roak's reputation, right?"
"Reputation and reality are two different things," Agent Prime said.
"Roak's reality tends to exceed his reputation," Nimm said. "Believe me I wish that wasn't true since it's bitten my ass too many times to count."
"And saved your ass," Roak said.
"Debatable," Nimm continued. "But hear this, Agent Prime, there is no one I'd rather be with during this insanity than Roak. If anyone has a chance to survive this nightmare then it'd be Roak and Hessa."
"Thank you, Nimm," Hessa said. "I appreciate being added to that list."
"You're welcome," Nimm said. Nimm's demeanor softened, but only slightly. "It's hard to see now, but you'll understand when this is over."
"I hope you're right, Commander," Agent Prime said.
"Just Nimm now," Nimm replied. "The GF stripped my commander status."
"And I'm just Yellow Eyes!" Yellow Eyes announced as he blurred onto the bridge. He snagged the navigation seat. "Let's get this show on the road, man! I'm itching to find out if I live or die!"
"That's the attitude you should have, Prime," Roak said with a smirk.
"And don't forget," Yellow Eyes said, "I'm not the sacrifice. Everyone clear on that?"
"What is he jabbering about?" Nimm asked.
"He's worried I'll have to use his speed and ability to take massive amounts of damage as our last resort and leave him to die," Roak said.
No one responded. It took Roak a couple of seconds to realize they were waiting on him to keep talking.
"What? I'm not going to sacrifice him," Roak said.
"It's good to hear you say it out loud," Reck said.
"See. I wasn't crazy to bring it up," Yellow Eyes said. "Hey, Agent Prime Number, you got any cool space spy stories to tell us while we travel?"
"We won't have time," Roak said. "Once we transport, we will be in the thick of the fight. We won't have even a second to adjust. Hessa?"
"All defensive shielding is at optimal levels," Hessa reported. "Weapons are full and stealth mode will be engaged once we transport. They know we're coming, but not when. And they know to look for the stealth signature, but not where. This should give us about one point four seconds of safety after transport."
"And the Skrang ships?" Roak asked.
"They are reporting the same," Hessa said. "I wouldn't mind studying their stealth tech a little more in depth once this conflict is resolved. I believe with Reck's help we can increase the efficiency of our own stealth mode."
"Always good to have something to look forward to," Roak said.
His mind went to Ally who was safely secured in his cabin. He'd asked her if she wanted to be up on the bridge, but she declined.
"Where's Poq?" Roak asked.
"He is below decks," Hessa said. "We thought it would be best if he oversaw all repairs as they became necessary. He can seamlessly integrate with the bots, so there will be zero lag in response to damage."
"Perfect," Roak said. "Skabz?"
"He's pouting in the mess," Hessa said. "He wanted to be given a prominent role, but I told him his responsibility was simply to be ready when needed."
"Perfect again," Roak said. "Are we ready?"
"No," Reck said.
"Really? What now?" Roak asked.
"We should say our goodbyes," Reck said.
That dropped the mood a little.
"No need for goodbyes," Roak said. "We'll make it."
"Not all of us," Reck said. "You know that, Roak. We have no idea what we'll be dealing with on that planet. We could stay in this ship the entire journey, blast the fuck out of the nexus point, and fly right off that Hells planet. Or we might have to land and tackle it on foot. If it's the last part then goodbyes now will save us time later."
"Not in a goodbye mood," Roak said. "So drop it."
"All I'm saying is-"
"Drop it!" Roak shouted.
"Someone's in denial," Yellow Eyes said. "You know what helps with denial? A hug!"
Yellow Eyes blurred over to Roak, hugged him, and blurred back before Roak could react.
"Didn't that feel good?" Yellow Eyes said to Roak. "Maybe a group hug should be next?"
"See what you did, Reck?" Roak said and pointed his finger at Yellow Eyes. "No group hug. No more hugging of any kind. And no Eight Million Gods damn goodbyes!"
"Whatever," Reck said.
"I thought it was a nice idea," Nimm said.
"As did I," Hessa added.
"Way to lead, Roak," Agent Prime said.
Roak felt his anger build, but he kept it in check. A few breaths later and he said, "Hessa. Open the comms."
"Comms open," Hessa replied.
"All ships, prepare to transport," Roak said. "On my mark. Three, two, one."
The view outside the Borgon's view screen switched from the House of Teeth to a massive armada of Skrang warships all positioned around a beige, desolate planet.
"All ships have arrived," Hessa announced. "The Skrang ships are already scanning for our location, Roak. Do we proceed?"
"Yes," Roak said. "Take us down to Earth."
No one was taking any chances with luck. They all spat onto the bridge's deck.
The ship banked hard and fast and aimed for a small window of space between two Skrang destroyers. Roak felt his body press back into his seat and he forced himself not to wince. If just that amount of pressure caused pain then he didn't even want to think about how much agony he was going to be in if they had to walk in to the nexus point.
Or if he needed to be moltransed. That thought made his stomach flip.
"We've been made!" Hessa announced.
Roak knew that announcement was sent to all the ships. Especially since all of the ships were suddenly under fire.
"New trajectory!" Hessa warned as she dove the ship under a barrage of incoming plasma blasts.
That time Roak grunted as the g-forces threatened to crush him before the grav dampeners took some of the burden off his body.
Only a couple of the plasma blasts connected with the ship's shields. The bridge shook from the force, but the ship didn't slow or get moved of course.
Although, Roak wouldn't have called the direction they were traveling in a course. It was more like a constant, never ending series of zigs and zags, climbs and dives.
Then they were back between the two Skrang destroyers. Hessa had put them back on course, so Roak mentally apologized for his doubts.
"Did you think I couldn't do it, Roak?" Hessa asked.
"Hessa, if it turns out that your implant can read my thoughts then we may have to reconsider our partnership," Roak said.
"I'm reading your vital signs, Roak," Hessa said. "They tell me everything I need to know."
"Not happy with that," Roak said.
"Should I list all of the traits of yours I'm not happy with?" Hessa replied.
"Are they always like this?" Agent Prime asked.
"Who?" Yellow Eyes replied.
"Never mind," Agent Prime said and tightened the jump seat's straps.
The ship shot past the two destroyers and there was nothing but clear sky between them and the planet's surface.
Perhaps not clear sky. More like a brown, hazy atmosphere that was filled with clouds that looked more like floating asteroids than a collection of dirt and ice crystals.
Hessa took them down into the atmosphere and right through those clouds.
"We have full engagement!" Sha announced over the comms. "Are you on the planet yet?"
"Almost," Roak replied. He gripped the armrests of his seat as they continued to fly blindly through the grimy cloud cover.
"How's it going?" Nimm asked.
"All fighters have been deployed and we are waiting for the moment to launch the Chassfornians," Sha said.
"Keep us posted," Nimm said.
"If I am able to," Sha said. "Good luck."
"You too," Nimm said.
They broke through the clouds and every klaxon on the ship exploded into a cacophony of danger and warnings.
"How'd we not know they were down here?" Nimm shouted.
More than two dozen GF corvettes were already below the planet's atmosphere. They had all plasma cannons ready and waiting.
Then the plasma cannons opened fire.
"Hessa!" Roak shouted.
"Don't distract me!" Hessa shouted back.
"Yeah, don't distract her!" Agent Prime screamed.
"Now he's learning," Yellow Eyes said. "He may be one of us soon after all."
The view screen filled with plasma fire.
The power went off, plunging them all into pitch darkness, and Roak could swear that they were in free fall.
"Hessa!" Roak shouted again.
No response.
"Hessa!" Roak shouted once more.
"She's offline!" Reck yelled from her seat. "Everything is offline!"
"Did we get hit?" Roak asked.
"No," Nimm said. "Not that I could see before it all shut down."
"What is she doing?" Roak asked.
He held on tight. The ship was for sure in free fall and the pressure from the drop was about to make his head explode.
Then the ship powered up and the view screen showed them the surface of the planet. Which was about ten meters below them, if that.
They were skimming the surface at a height that Roak was not comfortable with at all. Especially since most of the view outside the ship was of very large mesas that seemed to be everywhere he looked.
They were racing towards a pair of mesas that Roak knew they could not fit through. The gap between them was too tight. Way too tight.
"Eight Million Gods dammit, Hessa!" Roak yelled.
The ship flipped sideways and they threaded the gap without even a scratch.
"I think you mean thank you, Hessa," Hessa said. "This is some amazing flying, Hessa. I should never doubt you again, Hessa."
"So they are like this all the time," Agent Prime said.
"All the time," Reck said.
"Isn't it fun?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"No," Agent Prime said.
"Agreed," Nimm said.
"That's enough out of everyone," Hessa said. "We're approaching the site in about ten seconds."
They all watched as a lone mesa jutted up from the ground. Hessa was aiming straight for it.
"Going a little fast, don't you think?" Roak said.
"Nope," Hessa replied.
"She's enjoying this," Reck said. "So stop goading her, Roak."
"I'm not goading anyone!" Roak yelled.
"Why are we flying straight at that rock?" Agent Prime shouted. "Pull up, you stupid AI!"
"Man, you're gonna pay for that," Yellow Eyes said.
They were less than a second from impact.
Then they weren't.
The view of the mesa was gone and replaced by a view of a cavernous tunnel that they were diving down into.
"Did none of you see the opening to this tunnel system?" Hessa asked.
No one replied.
Hessa laughed.
"You're all mad," Agent Prime mumbled.
"Now he's really learning," Yellow Eyes said.
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They flew through the tunnel system at full speed for several minutes.
"Are we being pursued?" Roak asked.
"No," Hessa said. "Which worries me."
"That's what worries you?" Agent Prime asked. "We're flying almost blind at full speed through a tunnel system that-"
"Hessa, if he speaks one more time then please moltrans his ass into the brig," Roak said.
"Not a problem," Hessa said.
"You are some angry beings, you know that, right?" Agent Prime said and held his hands up in surrender. "Last words, I promise."
"He's not wrong," Nimm said.
"I've been saying it for a long time now, man," Yellow Eyes said.
Reck only shrugged.
"Any readings?" Roak asked. He didn't need to say of what. They were all there for one reason only. "Hessa?"
"Flying," Hessa said.
"Nothing unusual on the scans," Nimm said. "The energy spectrum is showing we're at the crossing point of several energy lines, but I can't see anything special that screams nexus to other universes."
"They should have a sign up, man," Yellow Eyes said.
"They?" Roak asked. "Who the fuck is they?"
"I don't know," Yellow Eyes replied. "The Eight Million Gods. Or whatever their equivalent is in the other universes."
"We're all probably going to die, so you can tell them personally soon," Reck said.
"She had to go there," Yellow Eyes said and motioned that he was zipping his lips.
The view screen was a maze of cavern walls and rock outcroppings. Hessa navigated the tunnels with precision.
Almost.
"Sorry," Hessa said as the ship took a hard knock to the port side. "The tunnel is narrowing."
"Put us down," Roak said.
"Is that wise?" Hessa asked. "The nexus point could still be kilometers away."
"Then we walk," Roak said. "I'd rather the ship is set down in a place it can easily take off when needed than it getting stuck somewhere in this rocky Hell."
"I disagree," Hessa said. "But I do see your point."
They slowed until they reached an area that was just big enough for the ship to set down on. It was an outcropping that was probably about thirty meters from the tunnel floor. Hessa landed the ship and everyone stared at the view screen and the deep black that was laid out before them.
"I'm going to speak now," Agent Prime said. "That's going to be a hard climb down."
All eyes fell on Roak. He ignored the attention and stood up.
"Then sitting on our asses is doing no one any good," Roak said. "Nimm, you have the bridge."
"No surprise there," Nimm responded.
"Everyone else, we move. Now."
Roak left without waiting for the others. They caught up to him as he swiped the interface in the lift.
"I have several charges ready," Hessa said. "They are in the cargo hold along with power armor options."
"Charges?" Agent Prime asked. "I assumed we'd need more than a few charges to take out a multi-universe nexus."
"They're nuclear," Hessa explained. "Compact. Easy to carry. But nuclear."
"You have nuclear bombs on your ship?" Agent Prime asked Roak.
Roak looked bored. "You don't?"
"Eight Million Gods no," Agent Prime said. "Quantum fusion bombs are much safer to transport and provide just as much destruction."
"While I agree in theory," Hessa said, "quantum fusion has a way of getting out of control when it chain reacts with other elements. Since we are dealing with an unknown like the nexus point then the nuclear bombs are our safest bet. They will destroy the nexus, I can guarantee that."
"They'll also destroy us if we don't get out of this tunnel system in time," Agent Prime said.
"How about you leave the dirty work to us and you stick to cocktail parties and galactic intrigue," Roak said. "We know what we're doing."
Reck snickered.
"Most of the time," Roak added.
"This time for sure," Hessa said, although her voice didn't sound one hundred percent sincere.
They reached the cargo hold where Skabz, Evil, BR, and Ally were waiting.
"Why are you down here?" Roak asked, not liking the fact Ally was dressed in full power armor. "I need you on the ship."
"You already have Nimm and Poq on the ship," Ally said. "Even though Hessa can handle things on her own."
"Thank you, Ally," Hessa said.
"You're welcome," Ally replied. "I know how to fight, Roak."
Roak pointed at BR and Evil. "We don't need more fighters. And your Tcherian camouflage is useless in that armor."
"I can fight," Ally insisted.
Reck patted Roak on the shoulder. "You lost this one. Let it go."
"Fine," Roak said. "Everyone get suited up. Prime, there's armor against the wall that should work for you. Skabz?"
"I'm already suited up," Skabz said.
"I see that. Good for you, kid," Roak said. "What I was going to say is that you take point."
"So I die first? No thank you, old man," Skabz said.
"Then you're covering our six," Roak said. "Unless dying last doesn't work for you."
"He only dies last if something doesn't sneak up on us," Reck said. She finished getting suited up, grabbed two Tonal Eight shock rifles, slung one on her back and rested the other against her hip. "We doing this or what?"
"This is beyond reckless," Agent Prime said.
"No one asked you to be here," Roak snapped.
"My commanding officer did," Agent Prime replied. He was struggling to get the chest plate of his power armor secured. "This is why I prefer formal wear."
Everyone burst out laughing. Agent Prime joined in too.
"There. Stress alleviated," Hessa said. "Nothing like a good laugh to lighten the mood."
BR was pretty much bouncing from one foot to the other while Evil just stood there as still as could be.
"You good?" Roak asked Evil.
"I puddle up out there and I'll slow you all down," Evil said. "I'll stay here."
"You sure?' Roak asked, but didn't argue.
"Wouldn't have said it if I wasn't," Evil replied.
"That works for me," Nimm said over the comm. "Not a bad idea to have a being watching the ramp."
"You could close the ramp," Skabz said.
"We could do a lot of things, but we aren't," Nimm replied. "The ramp stays open in case you need to retreat quickly."
"Everyone suited up?" Roak asked, hefting an RX31 Plasma assault rifle. He didn't wait for an answer and slammed his fist against the ramp controls. "Time to go."
Roak took point with Reck behind him followed by Ally, Agent Prime, BR, and Skabz. They affixed cables to the edge of the outcropping, latched pulleys to the cables, then descended down to the tunnel floor.
"Where's-?" Reck began to ask, but a yellow blur answered her question before she could finish.
"I found it," Yellow Eyes said. "One hundred meters ahead around that curve."
"We're that close?" Reck asked. "Hessa? Nimm?"
"No way to verify from the readings," Hessa said.
"No need to verify anything since I saw it with my own peepers," Yellow Eyes said. "Trust a being, man."
"Talk," Roak said.
"It doesn't look like much," Yellow Eyes said. "Kind of a swirly pool of glittery water."
"Maybe it is just a swirly pool of glittery water," Skabz said.
"Nope," Yellow Eyes replied. "It's the nexus point. You'll see. Or hear, really."
"Hear?" Roak frowned, but no one could see the expression inside his helmet. "What do you hear?"
"Everything," Yellow Eyes replied.
"Great," Roak said. "Let's go hear this thing then."
The team trekked around the curve then one hundred meters down the tunnel.
"He wasn't kidding," Reck said. "That's a swirly pool of glittery water."
And it was.
About twenty meters in diameter, the pool glittered and swirled. But no one standing before it would have called it water.
For one thing, it undulated and pulsed more like plasma energy. For another thing, there were an infinite multitude of sounds and voices bubbling up out of the pool. Water tended to be a little more boring.
"Hessa?" Roak asked.
"The device is on your belt, Roak," Hessa said.
"Do I need to do anything to it?" Roak asked.
"No. Toss it into the pool and then wait," Hessa replied.
"Toss what and wait for what?" Reck snapped. "Roak? What the fuck are you up to?"
"I want to try something before we destroy the nexus," Roak said. He took the device from his belt and threw it into the pool before anyone could protest. "How long should we wait, Hessa?"
"Your guess is as good as mine," Hessa replied. "But we cannot wait too long. I'm cut off from communication with the others so we have no idea how it is going above the planet."
"I'd say it isn't going well," Ally said. "They're outnumbered."
"I don't know," BR said. "Those Chassfornians really were enthusiastic about their mission. I think they're gonna mess some Skrang up."
"Get the nukes ready," Roak said. "We'll stay here for fifteen minutes then we bail. How far do we need to be before the nukes can detonate?"
"We'll need to be about halfway out of the atmosphere," Hessa said.
"What?" Agent Prime snapped. "How many kilotons are each of these?"
"Enough to get the job done, I assume," Hessa said. "This is all guesswork, Agent Prime. Unless you have experience destroying multi-universe nexus points. I didn't see that experience in your GF file, but I could have missed it."
"She didn't miss it," Reck said. "Hessa doesn't miss anything."
"Hey, you all will want to hurry," Nimm called. "I'm picking up movement in the tunnel."
"The GF have followed us," Reck said. She spun about and faced the way they'd come. "We should get back to the ship."
"Incoming speeders!" Nimm shouted.
The team turned and ran back towards the ship. They rounded the curve and stepped right into a barrage of plasma fire.
"DOWN!" Roak roared.
Everyone except for Skabz hit the ground. The young Skrang only stood there, his arms limp at his sides, his rifle dangling from one armored glove.
"Well, this is a bunch of terpigshit," Skabz said as he fell to his knees then onto his face.
"Hessa! Moltrans him to the med bay!" Roak ordered.
"I can't!" Hessa replied. "There's too much interference! I can't get a lock!"
"The nexus point," Reck said. "Too much energy coming off of it."
"I got him!" Yellow Eyes yelled and was gone.
A yellow blur appeared next to Skabz then the Skrang kid was gone too.
Just below the outcropping where the ship sat were six GF small speeders. Their plasma cannons weren't huge, but they still put out plenty of plasma. Plasma that was blasting the rock around Roak and his team.
"Retreat," Roak said and smacked Reck on the back as he hurried past her back towards the nexus point. "Maybe we can get them to follow."
"We want that because…?" Agent Prime asked as the team retreated down the tunnel after Roak.
"Because one of us can keep them occupied while the rest get back onboard the ship," Roak said. "I'll stay."
"No you won't," Yellow Eyes said, suddenly by Roak's side.
"I told you I wasn't going to sacrifice you," Roak said.
"Not me," Yellow Eyes said and nodded to a big bucket set next to the pool of energy. "He insisted right before he melted."
"GF troops have left the speeders," Hessa said. "Only a pilot in each remains. I have Poq on them now."
"How many troops?" Roak asked.
"Two dozen," Hessa said. "Full power armor and H16 Plasma Carbine Multi-Weapons."
"Fleet Marines," Roak said. "They're tough, but being controlled by Father should dull some of that toughness."
Everyone turned, took a knee, and brought up their weapons.
The moment the first GF trooper appeared, Roak and team opened fire. The Marine's power armor couldn't hold up to that kind of onslaught and the trooper dropped fast and hard. The one directly behind him didn't fare so well either.
The rest scrambled for cover and returned fire, forcing Roak and his team to find their own cover. They split up and rushed behind large rocks, divots in the tunnel wall, anything that would give them some protection from the troopers' fire.
"Hessa? Any responses?" Roak asked. He looked towards the pool.
"Nothing," Hessa said. "But I'm not sure what you expected. We don't even know if there are any in the other universes."
"The odds say there are," Roak said.
"Even still, what's to say they will respond to the call? Would you?" Hessa asked.
"Yeah," Roak said. "Just because I'd be curious."
"What are you two talking about?" Reck snarled as she took down two more troopers before having to scramble back behind the rock jutting out from the tunnel wall. Chips and chunks of the rock flew everywhere as the GF plasma fire tore into it.
"Six left!" Agent Prime announced.
"Not for long," BR said.
He was pretty much too big to hide, so he jumped out from the meager cover he'd found and rushed the remaining GF troopers. His body shook and shuddered as plasma bolts impacted with his armor. But he kept charging until he'd reached the troopers.
The tunnel filled with screams.
"Eight Million Gods," Ally said as she looked towards Roak. "He's made from you? Are you capable of that kind of violence?"
"He's a little stronger than me," Roak said, not looking at Ally. "But…yeah."
"Good to know," Ally said.
"Roak, you'll want to deactivate the nukes," Hessa said. "I can't get a signal to them and you are running out of time."
"How much time is left?" Roak asked.
"About five minutes," Hessa said.
The big bucket tipped over and Evil came crawling out. Naked.
"Hey," he said as he stood up. He glanced at the bloody mess BR had made. "Shit. He's scarier than me."
"I can hear you all talking about me," BR said as he walked back to the group. He had a trooper's severed arm in his hand and was swinging it back and forth like a stick. "We needed the troopers gone and I made them go away."
"I think you just spread them out rather than make them go away," Reck said.
BR tossed the arm to the side. "Whatever works, right?"
"Alright, we deactivate the nukes," Roak said. "Then what, Hessa? How are we going to set them off if you can't get a signal to them? I can set the timer again, but if we set it for too short a time then we all go boom. If we set it for too long a time then we risk the GF getting in here and deactivating them."
"Your haphazard plan not working out, Roak?" Agent Prime said.
Reck stepped between Agent Prime and Roak. "Don't shoot him."
"I was only going to wing him," Roak said. "I don't need Gerber up my ass more than he already is."
"I'm staying," Evil said. "I can set the nukes off as soon as you are clear. Drop comms relays on your way out and I'll be able to hear you once you're a safe distance."
"You'll die," Roak said.
"Yeah, maybe," Evil said. "Yellow Eyes?"
A yellow blur raced around Evil then solidified next to Roak.
Yellow Eyes held a blade in one nub and a finger in another.
"Let's test my limits," Evil said. "On the House of Teeth, no matter what they did to me, I always reassembled as long as a piece of me existed. Maybe I'm immune to nukes. Maybe I'm immortal."
"Nothing is immortal," Roak said. "Trust me."
He felt that statement in every molecule of his broken body.
"We have more speeders incoming!" Hessa announced. "Make a decision!"
"You're sure?" Roak asked Evil.
"I'm sure," Evil said. "If I do die then I'm cool with that. Living the rest of my existence in a bucket doesn't sound all that appealing the more I think about it."
Roak offered his hand. Evil took it. They held their grip for a couple of seconds then let go.
"I appreciate it," Roak said.
"I'll stay too," BR said. "Keep the melty us company."
"No," Evil stated firmly. "You should get to live a life. Broken Roak will need your muscle around if he ever wants to get back in the hunting game."
"If we all live!" Reck shouted. "Which is going to be hard to do if we get trapped here by more speeders! Roak!"
"Go," Evil said. He looked at the pile of nukes. "Should be painless, so no need to worry about me."
"Fine," Roak said. "Get back to the ship."
Everyone except for BR did that. He waited next to Roak.
"You too," Roak said.
"I'll hang."
"Go."
"Not unless you're coming with me."
Roak sighed. He checked some readings on his armor's interface, saw no incoming comms messages, sighed again and nodded.
"Thanks again," Roak said to Evil then turned and hurried to catch up to the others.
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The team made it inside the cargo hold just before the GF speeders reached the ship. No one had time to strap in or hold on before Hessa had the ship launched and heading straight for the speeders.
"No wonder you're a mess," Agent Prime said as he grabbed onto some netting around a stack of crates. He twisted his arm as far into the netting as possible. "How do you operate like this?"
"Painfully," Reck said as she gripped a strut with an armored glove.
Ally was flung to the side, but BR caught her before she collided with the cargo hold's wall.
"Thank you," Ally said.
The ship climbed steeply and anything and anyone not nailed down went flying against the closed cargo ramp. Which was pretty much just Yellow Eyes.
"Oh, I felt that, man," Yellow Eyes said, completely flattened up against the cargo ramp. "Youch."
The ship leveled out and one by one the occupants were moltransed out of the cargo hold. Except for Roak and Poq, who was standing by the lift with an outstretched arm. Roak scrambled to the android and made it inside the lift just as the ship dove violently.
"I have you, Roak," Poq said, his hand gripping Roak's armored arm.
"Thanks," Roak said with a painful gasp. His body was betraying him at an alarming rate. "Get me to the bridge."
"Your vitals tell me you need to be in the med bay," Hessa said. "You do not look good, Roak."
"I concur," Poq said. "I am scanning you and you are not well."
"I already know that," Roak said. "I don't fucking feel well, but we're in a war and med bay breaks aren't in the schedule."
"We can handle this without you, Roak," Hessa said. "You should-"
"No," Roak said flatly. "Evil is about to blow himself up. The least I can do is sit my ass down on the bridge."
Neither Poq nor Hessa responded.
"Are you two talking about me?" Roak asked.
"Maybe," Hessa said.
The lift came to a stop and Poq helped Roak into the pilot's seat.
"Talk to me, Hessa," Roak said after a couple of deep breaths.
"I was able to blast us through the speeders," Hessa said. "But three have turned and are coming at us."
"Any heading to Evil?" Roak asked.
"Two," Nimm said. "But we're dropping comms relays, so we should be able to warn him. Evil?"
"I hear ya loud and clear," Evil responded over the comm. "I also hear what sound like speeders heading my way. I would have liked to avoid that, but warriors can't be choosers."
"There are two speeders incoming," Nimm said. "Can you take them?"
"Not a problem," Evil said. "I'll just hop in my bucket and wait."
"You should still have ten minutes before you melt," Roak said.
"Yeah, but the bucket is a great place to hide," Evil said with a laugh. "Can't wait to see the troopers' faces when I pop out and blast them."
There were some scrabbling noises then the distinct sound of approaching speeders landing and powering down.
"Is he…giggling?" Reck asked. "What the fuck, Roak? What is wrong with your psyche?"
"I'm not him and he's not me," Roak said. "But I do get why he thinks it's funny."
"BOO!" Evil shouted then the comm was silenced.
"Is he alright?" Nimm asked.
"I muted the comm," Hessa said. "It's very loud back there."
"Gonna get loud here too!" Reck yelled. "More speeders!"
The tunnel was filled side to side with GF speeders. Three abreast and eight deep, the vehicles raced towards the ship, plasma cannons firing away.
The ship shook hard, but the shields maintained their integrity. The ship also maintained its heading.
"You're not going to try to go under them or over them, are you?" Roak asked.
"No, I am not," Hessa said. The ship's own plasma cannons opened fire thinning out the group of speeders. "They can get out of our way."
None of the speeders got out of the way.
"Father," Roak said as he gripped his seat with all of his strength. "He sent them all to die."
The ship blasted away, creating barely enough space to squeeze through the group. Barely. A couple of speeders clipped the ship's hull and for a moment it looked like the ship would lose control and slam into the side of the tunnel.
Hessa corrected for the impacts and kept the ship going. But not without incident.
Klaxons blared.
"Poq!" Hessa yelled.
"I will direct the bots," Poq said and left the bridge.
"I'll go too," Reck said and started to stand up.
Gravity had other plans and she fell back into her seat as the ship swooped up, down, up, down, avoiding a smaller wave of new speeders.
"Your AI can fly," Agent Prime stated.
"Partner," Roak said. "Not my AI. Stop making that mistake or I leave you on this planet as soon as we reach the surface. Hessa?"
"Moltrans is ready to ditch his ass," Hessa said.
"I honestly don't know which side you two are on," Agent Prime said.
"My side," Reck said.
"Same," Nimm said.
"Totally my side," Yellow Eyes said. "We're gump stew buddies."
"I can call BR and Ally and get their opinions," Hessa said. "Ally is secure in Roak's cabin and BR is in the armory."
"I give up," Agent Prime said.
"Probably best," Reck replied.
"What's BR doing in the armory?" Roak asked.
"Arming himself," Hessa said. "He's also making repairs to the Chassfornian armor he's wearing."
"BR? Why are you arming yourself?" Roak asked.
"I have an idea," BR replied over the comm. "I already discussed it with Hessa. She's not happy with the idea, but she isn't stopping me."
"Broad strokes, Hessa," Roak said.
"He's going to emulate the Chassfornians' strategy," Hessa said. "With a little moltrans help from me."
"What? Why?" Roak asked.
The ship finally broke from the tunnel and raced out of the opening in the mesa.
Roak's questions were answered as Hessa sent the ship diving under the group of GF corvettes. A group that had grown to over three dozen.
"Yeehaw!" BR shouted over the comm then was silent.
"I'd never say yeehaw," Roak stated. "That's all him."
"Missiles!" Reck announced. "A lot of them!"
"Hold on!" Hessa shouted.
Hessa executed a series of maneuvers that included no less than five barrel rolls, two three hundred and sixty degree loops, and endless dives, climbs, and a couple of times where the ship simply fell out of the sky to avoid the incoming missiles.
The maneuvers were almost completely effective.
More klaxons blared.
Then the ship was sent into an uncontrolled spin.
"Hessa!" Roak yelled. "What happened?"
"BR did what he set out to do," Hessa replied. "He destroyed five of the corvettes and has caused a chain reaction within the group."
"A chain reaction that is about to get us killed!" Roak yelled.
"Please," Hessa scoffed. "I've got this."
And she did. The ship righted itself and Hessa aimed them straight for the upper atmosphere.
"We still have six corvettes on our tail," Hessa said. "Make that five. Now four. Three. Two. And…"
Everyone waited.
"Huh," Hessa said. "I've lost BR. I can't single out his reading. I can't moltrans him back. He's still on that last corvette."
"We're being hailed," Nimm said. "From the corvette."
"Put him on," Roak said.
The view screen shifted from the sight of the planet's atmosphere to a bruised and bloody GF commander. The being was a female Leforian and had a heavy pistol in one of her four hands. She sneered at Roak.
"Son," the GF commander said. "You have been busy."
"Not your fucking son," Roak replied. "What do you want?"
"I want you to watch this," the GF commander said. She turned and took aim at a hobbled BR. Several GF troopers stood around the huge clone, all with rifles aimed at his head. "We are going to obliterate this…thing."
"So? What do I care?" Roak asked. "It's a clone. Expendable. You think you're going to piss me off? Get me upset? You aren't."
"We'll see," the GF commander said then squeezed the trigger.
The plasma bolt from the heavy pistol hit the midsection of one of the troopers, killing her instantly.
BR was no longer there.
"What?" the GF commander shouted.
"I was able to piggy back off your comm signal," Hessa said. "You screwed up, asshole."
The GF commander went silent as Hessa muted the comm.
"There is a very wounded BR in the cargo hold," Poq called over the comm. "Should he be moved to the med bay?"
"Yes please," Hessa said. "I was afraid he'd crush the pods if I sent him directly to the med bay."
"Do we have a med pod big enough for him?" Nimm asked.
"We do," Reck said. "But the real question is if it will work or not."
"He is new enough that it should help him heal somewhat," Hessa said.
The GF commander was still yelling and shouting on the view screen.
Roak waved at her and killed the comm completely.
"We're exiting the atmosphere," Hessa announced. "We should be far away enough now…"
"Evil?" Roak called. "You good down there?"
"Never better," Evil replied. "I am about to melt, though. You folks safe and sound?"
The ship left the atmosphere and entered pure Hell.
Every meter of space was filled with ships of various types, sizes, and allegiances fighting it out. The space that wasn't filled with fighting ships was filled with the debris from former fighting ships.
"Safe and sound doesn't apply," Roak said. "Go ahead and be the hero. Blow the fuck out of the nexus point."
There was no response.
"Evil?" Roak called. "Did you hear me?"
Still no response.
"Shit!" Roak yelled and slammed his fist on the console. Even with his armored glove still on, it hurt like all the Hells. "He melted…"
"It'll be at least ten minutes before he can detonate the nukes," Hessa stated.
Roak sighed then looked at everyone else.
"We're going back down, aren't we?" Reck asked, but it wasn't a question.
"Father will be sending more GF ships to that mesa," Roak said. "We have to at least hold them off until Evil solidifies again."
"Already making it happen," Hessa said and banked the ship from the immense battle before them and back down towards the surface of the planet. "I am glad I don't have a digestive system. This can't be good for your stomachs."
"We've been through worse," Roak said. "A lot worse."
The ship raced into the thick clouds and broke through just above the mesa they needed to defend. Hessa opened fire as a group of GF speeders was about to dive into the tunnel.
None of the plasma blasts or missiles impacted with the speeders. But they all impacted with the mesa itself. The mesa collapsed, crushing the speeders.
Hessa didn't stop firing until a warning announced that the ship was out of missiles.
"You couldn't have saved a couple?" Reck asked.
"I wanted to be sure no one could get inside," Hessa said.
The image of a gigantic pile of rubble that had once been a mesa filled the view screen.
"Yeah, I think you accomplished that," Nimm said. "But I'm not getting a comm signal from any of the relays anymore. Either they're destroyed or they're too buried."
"Five minutes until he solidifies," Roak said. "Get us back out of here, Hessa. He's going to set those nukes off as soon as he can."
"How do you know that?" Agent Prime asked.
"Because that's what we'd do," Reck said. "Without hesitation."
"Of course," Agent Prime said.
The ship shuddered.
"Dammit!" Hessa yelled. "How many GF ships is Father going to send after us?" But before anyone could answer, "That was rhetorical. He's going to send them all. I know."
"Three minutes," Reck said.
"Hessa, go!" Roak ordered.
"What do you think I'm doing?" Hessa snapped as the ship climbed at a near ninety-degree angle.
"Wheeeeee!" Yellow Eyes said, his nubs waving above his head.
The pressure on Roak's body was almost too much. He felt the climb in the very marrow of his bones. It took every ounce of his willpower not to pass out.
"One minute!" Reck shouted.
They shot out of the atmosphere for a second time and were plunged right back into a battle that not even the War had seen.
It was nearly impossible to tell which side was which as ship after ship was destroyed. The field of vision was nothing but brief explosions and floating debris, all surrounded by intact ships trying to avoid the brief explosions and floating debris. Fighters, destroyers, transports, corvettes, all makes, models, and allegiances.
Although it was quickly apparent that one side was winning.
"Father is killing-" Roak began then stopped abruptly as a pressure behind his ears turned into excruciating pain.
"Ow! OW OW OW!" Yellow Eyes screamed.
"What in all the Hells?" Agent Prime yelled.
"Hessa!" Reck shouted. "Did we lose pressure?"
"No," Hessa replied. "I believe Evil detonated the nukes."
"Underground!" Nimm yelled. "The nexus point is underground! And on a planet! How can we feel it out here in space?"
"That," Roak said as he struggled to breathe. He pointed at the view screen. "We blew up the whole planet."
The image in the view screen was unexplainable. Roak tried to wrap his mind around it, but gave up after half a second of pure confusion.
It looked as if Earth had been split into a hundred pieces then stitched back together by strands of shimmering, swirling energy. In less than a couple of seconds the strands had encompassed the fractured planet completely. All that was left was a massive orb of the shimmering, swirling energy.
Earth was gone.
And a gigantic nexus point stood in its place.
"It worked," Hessa said in a hushed tone.
"Worked?" Roak asked. "What worked? Hessa! What did you do?"
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The battle halted almost immediately as the hundreds of ships surrounding the space around what was once a planet dealt with the repercussions and after-effects of the sudden birth of a massive nexus point.
Stunned chaos was what came to Roak's mind.
It was also the state of Roak's mind as he tried to figure out what in all the Hells had happened.
"Hessa. Talk," Roak said. He shifted in his seat, winced, slammed a fist down on the arm rest, and winced again. "Talk!"
"I thought the objective was to destroy the nexus point," Agent Prime said. "Not make it bigger."
"What he said!" Roak shouted. "And shut up, Prime!"
"You gave me the idea, Roak," Hessa said.
All eyes turned to Roak.
"No. Pretty Eight Million Gods damn sure I didn't give you that idea," Roak said and pointed at the view screen. He ignored the stares directed at him. "That was the opposite of any ideas I had. Get to the nexus point and blow it the fuck up. Blow. It. The. Fuck. Up."
"We did," Hessa said with a nervous laugh. "It blew up. Like a balloon. Now it's bigger."
"Hey, Hessa?" Roak said. "Remember back when you entertained the idea of having a body instead of being housed in this ship? That is an idea I can get behind. Do you know why?"
"So you can kill me?" Hessa replied.
"So I can kill you," Roak said. "Put my hands around your throat and squeeze. I'd keep squeezing and squeezing and-"
"We get it!" Reck snapped. "Hessa, ignore the ass and tell us what you did and why."
"-squeeze and squeeze-"
"Roak asked me to figure out a way to send a message through the nexus point," Hessa said while Roak continued to drone on. "I did and we sent the message. Help. Roak sent the message to all the universes connected to the nexus point."
"-and squeeze and squeeze-"
"Help? Who is he asking to come help?" Reck pressed.
"Himself," Hessa said. "Or selves."
"-squeeze and squeeze-"
"Knock it off, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Too much."
Roak stopped. "I wanted to send a message to all the Roaks in all the universes. I figured maybe they could come help us against Father and Mother."
"Other Roaks?" Agent Prime asked. "There are more of you?"
"In theory, there are infinite Roaks," Hessa said. "Just like there are infinite versions of all of us. And I do mean versions. None could be the same and I am certain that many universes have no versions of any of us."
"Not a horrible idea," Reck said. "If anyone can help kill Mother and Father it's going to be a bunch of Roaks. Except there's one problem."
"There are a lot more than one," Nimm said.
"Why send the message if we were going to blow the nexus point the fuck up?" Reck asked. "How would they get through?"
"I didn't say I thought the idea all the way through," Roak said. "It was worth a shot."
"Good thing Hessa thought it through," Nimm said. She frowned at the view screen. "Or not. I can't decide if this is a good thing."
"I didn't figure it out," Hessa said. "Boss Seven told me. He said to use nukes so that Roak's idea would actually work. He said we had to expand the nexus point, not destroy it."
"You're taking orders from an SMC boss?" Agent Prime exclaimed. "You should be deprogrammed for that."
"Man, you should really learn to be quiet," Yellow Eyes said and pointed a nub at Agent Prime. "This guy, am I right?"
"There is a reason," Hessa said. "You'll see."
"When?" Roak snapped. "When will we see?"
"Not now!" Nimm shouted as plasma fire filled the view screen. "War's back on!"
She was right. The brief pause in the battle was over and the multitude of ships were back in the fight.
But not all those fighting were ships.
"Those are the Chassfornians," Nimm said, her voice filled with awe. "Sweet Hells, they're punching through the hulls of the Skrang and GF ships."
Everyone watched as a Chassfornian in full battle armor slammed into a Skrang destroyer. It was just a dot on the surface of the huge ship. Then the dot punched through the hull and was lost from sight. In a matter of seconds, fire erupted from deck after deck of the destroyer. Flames several meters long flashed briefly before the vacuum of space extinguished them.
Then starting from the engine drive deck and continuing all the way to the bridge, a rolling explosion ripped the destroyer apart.
"One Chassfornian did that?" Nimm asked.
"Damn," Reck said. "How many of those guys do we have?"
"Hundreds," Roak said with a grin. "I'm really coming around to Chassfornians."
"Yeah. Me too," Nimm said.
The view screen widened and they could see destroyer after destroyer, corvette after corvette, transport after transport become nothing but brief balls of flame then fields of debris.
Fields of debris that they were flying directly into.
"This is going to hurt," Hessa said.
The ship dove and spun to avoid colliding with the immense amounts of wreckage that was everywhere.
It became obvious that not all ships had the agility that Hessa and Roak's Borgon had. Or they at least didn't have a pilot that was Hessa's equal.
The debris fields began to tear ships apart just as effectively as the many plasma blasts and missiles that were still being flung in every direction.
Roak gritted his teeth against the pain that radiated through him as Hessa executed maneuver after maneuver to keep the ship from being shredded. He caught Reck staring at him, but ignored her. There was nothing she or anyone could do about his physical condition. He was even beginning to doubt Ally's bath would help ease the pain. It had turned up to a level that he hadn't felt before without being forced unconscious.
"I'm good," Roak snapped after Reck continued to stare at him.
"Just keep telling yourself that, man," Yellow Eyes said.
The ship dove under a hunk of a fuselage that had to be several hundred meters wide. They came up directly in the path of a scorched exhaust port. They missed it by maybe a meter, but were instantly back in danger as thousands of smaller pieces of debris blocked their path.
Hessa unleashed on the debris with the full power of the fore plasma cannons. She punched a hole in the debris and threaded the ship through with minimal impacts. Roak felt every one of those impacts.
"Sorry," Hessa said in his comm.
Roak grunted in response.
The ship banked hard to the right and avoided a series of missiles that were aimed for a squadron of Skrang fighters. Roak couldn't tell if they were Sha's Skrang or Father's Skrang. The question was moot since none of the fighters survived. He hoped they were Father's Skrang.
"So, I'm going to talk," Agent Prime said. "Hate me if you want, but are any of you seeing what's happening to some of the debris?"
"Busy thinking of staying alive, man," Yellow Eyes said.
Nimm switched the view and they stared as hunks of debris disappeared inside the planet-sized nexus point.
"That shit's going somewhere," Reck said.
"Or it's being annihilated," Nimm said. "We should avoid getting too close."
"Not my main concern at the moment," Hessa said and the view changed to a wide view of the Sol System. "This just entered the system."
There was a large, black dot racing towards them from the direction of Mars. The dot grew and grew until it became detailed enough for all to tell what it was.
"Pol's station," Nimm said.
"Mother," Reck said. "The little shit transported his entire station here."
"Gutsy," Nimm said. "Bringing it this close to the fight means it's now close enough to take out."
"And I don't have to try to hunt Mother down," Roak said. "I know right where the bastard is."
Hessa kept the ship from being destroyed, flying it in and around debris, plasma blasts, missiles, laser beams, and still intact ships. All the while, Pol's station got closer and closer.
"He's going to engage," Nimm said. "He's actually going to join this fight."
Roak realized what was happening.
"Not him," Roak said. "Me. He's bringing me to the fight."
"He's bringing all of us," Reck said. "All the siblings."
As the words left her mouth, hangar decks opened on the station, disgorging hundreds of sleek fighters.
"Are all of those Roaks and Recks?" Agent Prime asked.
"Roak, Reck, Rink, Rach, Runk, Rike, and Rake," Reck said. "The siblings are now in the fight."
The view quickly swung away from the incoming fighters.
"I'm getting us out of here," Hessa said.
"We can't run from them, Hessa," Roak said.
"We can try," Hessa replied. "Every one of those fighters is locked onto us and heading our way. They're ignoring the rest of the battle and focusing squarely on this ship."
Four fighters blinked into existence right in front of the ship.
"And they're cheating!" Hessa shouted.
She opened fire and shredded the four fighters before changing course and throwing them back into the debris field and hellish battle.
"I'll have to try to lose them in this shit!" Hessa shouted.
"Yay…" Yellow Eyes said then blurred and was gone.
"Where'd he go?" Agent Prime asked.
"Probably to throw up," Reck said. "I may join him."
"We're a puking bunch," Nimm said, not sounding too good herself. "Hessa likes to remind us how mortal we are."
"Not intentionally!" Hessa exclaimed.
The ship climbed over a chunk of a GF destroyer then came face to face with a dozen of the sibling fighters. Hessa swooped down, barely avoiding the barrage of plasma fire that would have seriously damaged their shield integrity.
She flew them directly into a waiting squadron of Skrang fighters. It was obvious they weren't Sha's Skrang as they didn't hesitate to open fire.
Hessa changed course once more, but not before they took some serious hits from the Skrang plasma cannons. The ship shook hard and klaxons filled the air.
"I'll just kill those permanently," Hessa said.
"How's Poq doing down below?" Reck asked. "I can go help…"
She stopped talking as the view was filled with sibling fighters once more. This time there were more than three dozen.
"That's not good," Yellow Eyes said as he returned to his seat. "That's very not good."
"Just say it's bad," Roak said.
The sibling fighters raced towards the ship. But before they could open fire, shape after shape started colliding with the fighters.
"Chassfornians!" Yellow Eyes cheered. "Is it racist to have a favorite race? Because I now do. I don't think that's racist since it's not like I'm favoring my own race."
"You don't have a race," Nimm said. "You're the only you."
"Thank you," Yellow Eyes said. "It's nice to be acknowledged for my singleness."
"That's not what I was saying," Nimm replied. "You asked… Never mind. Why am I even bothering?"
"The never ending question," Roak said.
The sibling fighters were forced to change tactics as the Chassfornians collided with each ship. Roak and team watched in awe as Chassfornians punched through the cockpits of the sleek fighters and yanked unwilling siblings out into open space. The siblings had full suits of power armor on, so technically they were protected from the vacuum and sub-freezing cold. But the power armor couldn't protect them from Chassfornians in full battle rage.
"That's disturbing," Nimm said and looked away.
Roak and Reck were transfixed with the image of the siblings being pulverized by armored Chassfornian fists.
"I never liked Rake," Reck said as a Chassfornian clapped its hands against a sibling's helmet, popping it like a pimple.
"How can you tell which is which?" Agent Prime asked.
"We can tell," Roak said. "Rake always thought he was hot terpigshit. You can see it in how he wears his armor."
"You can?" Yellow Eyes asked. "I can't."
"You don't know them like we do," Reck said.
"Technically, you don't know them at all," Hessa said. "These are clones of your siblings, not the actual beings."
"That was Rake," Roak said. "And that one is Rink. That one too. And that one. Damn. The Chassfornians really live up to their reputation."
The view was gone as Hessa dove and sped them straight at an intact Skrang destroyer. She opened fire on the GF and Skrang fighters that surrounded the ship.
"Thank you!" Sha called over the comm. "We were barely holding them off!"
"How are we doing?" Roak asked. "I can't tell."
"How do you think we're doing?" Sha snapped. "We're losing! We just don't have the numbers to win this fight! But we were only supposed to be here so you could destroy the nexus point! Care to tell me what happened with that?"
"Uh, it's all going to plan?" Roak replied.
"I am going to shoot you when I see you next," Sha snarled. "How is this going to plan?"
"Long story," Roak said. "Confusing story. But Hessa insists it's the right move."
"The right move has us outnumbered fifty to one, Roak!" Sha shouted. "We need to retreat!"
"And go where?" Nimm asked quietly.
"Good question," Reck said.
"We'll make it, Sha," Roak said.
The ship sped past the besieged destroyer and was once again facing dozens of sibling fighters. Beyond that was the swirling mass of the nexus point.
"Or not," Roak said. "Hessa?"
"Hold on," Hessa said.
"Now is not the time to hold on," Roak said. "How do we get our asses out of this? Can we retreat? Is the Sol System portal even an option or is it blocked by Father?"
"Hold on!" Hessa yelled and brought the ship to a full stop.
"What is she doing? Why are we stopped?" Agent Prime asked.
"Waiting on reinforcements," Hessa said. "See."
What Roak had thought were pieces of debris about to collide with the nexus point were actually ships. Intact ships. Intact ships that were coming out of the nexus point, not going in.
"Hey, there? I'm looking for Roak," a voice called over the comm.
"This is Roak," Roak replied.
"Good," the voice said. "I got your message. And it looks like a few others did too. Sounds like you need help."
"If you're willing," Roak said. "Who is this?"
"What? Oh, right," the voice said. "My name's Roak. Just Roak."
Roak smiled.
His army had arrived.
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The sibling fighters tried to spin around in time, but none made it. They were destroyed in seconds as hundreds then thousands of ships exploded out of the nexus point.
Roak recognized only some of the makes and models of the ships. Most were of designs and types that he'd never seen before. But all were there to help as they spread out and began attacking every controlled GF and Skrang ship within range.
"We're being hailed," Hessa said. Her tone was pure satisfaction. "It's Father."
"I bet it is," Roak said. "Put him through."
"You think you're so fucking smart?" a controlled Skrang snarled on the view screen. "You have no idea what you've done, Roak. You are playing with forces that should not be played with."
"Why's that?" Roak asked.
He relaxed into his seat. Not that he should be relaxing since there was an immense battle raging all around his ship, but the moment felt like a good, relaxed lean back into his seat was the perfect mocking choice.
"You've been playing with these forces for how long?" Roak said. "Millennia? Hundreds of millennia?"
"That has a name," Yellow Eyes said.
Roak didn't even get mad at the interruption. He smiled at it.
"Yes. What's the name for that amount of time?" Roak asked.
"That does not matter!" the Father Skrang shouted. "You have broken the balance, Roak! You risk destroying every universe connected to that nexus point!"
"So? You were eventually going to destroy them just like you are trying to destroy this one," Roak said. "We know all about you and Mother draining universes of their energy and moving on to the next one. In fact, a little boss birdy told us that you're about out of time in your current universe. Just about drained dry. I think you're starting to panic." He looked at Reck. "Do you hear that, Reck? Is that panic in Father's voice?"
"Sounds like panic to me," Reck said. "Sounds like a lot of panic."
"I do not panic!" the Father Skrang screeched. Which was hard to accomplish with Skrang vocal cords. Their range rarely left guttural. "I dominate! I destroy! I devour! I do not panic!"
"He's so panicking," Yellow Eyes said.
"I have to agree," Agent Prime said, sounding relieved. "That's panic."
"I will obliterate all of you!" the Father Skrang shouted just as sparks rained down in the background. The Father Skrang's eyes went wide and he spun about. "What is happening?"
A huge shape dropped down into view. It basically took up the view, blocking everything except for the Father Skrang.
"No," the Father Skrang said as the Chassfornian grabbed it by the skull and squeezed.
The comm signal went dead.
"That felt very satisfying," Nimm said.
"Only partly," Roak said. "That wasn't the real Father. He's still in the other universe."
"Do you think that new nexus point can take us to him?" Reck asked.
"Whoa!" Yellow Eyes cried, his nubs waving frantically. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves! One universe at a time!"
"Mother," Roak said. "That's who we need to deal with. Hessa?"
"I'll take us there," Hessa said.
Several sibling fighters tried to block their way, but they were shredded by plasma blasts from the other Roaks. A path was quickly cleared for them and Hessa took full advantage, sending their ship racing towards Pol's station.
"He's not trying to defend the station," Reck said. "I don't like that."
Her observation was true. Not even a short-range laser fired in their direction.
"He wants us to get to him," Roak said. "He has something to prove."
Roak stood up, stumbled slightly, caught his balance, then walked to the lift.
"Where in all the Hells do you think you're going?" Reck asked.
"Gonna go kill Mother," Roak said. "I'm gearing up then I'll be in the moltrans room, Hessa."
"Roak, you may not survive if I moltrans you onto the station," Hessa said.
"I may not survive anyway," Roak said. "All those other Roaks caught Father by surprise, but he'll regroup soon. This battle is still going. I'm gonna try to win the war."
"I'm going with," Reck said.
"Me too," Yellow Eyes said.
"Shit," Agent Prime said and stood up.
"You don't have to join this fight," Reck said. "This one is kind of personal."
"It's personal to me too," Agent Prime said. "I really fucking hate Pol Hammon."
"Cool," Yellow Eyes said. "The more the merrier."
"Not exactly how I'd put it," Roak said.
Everyone followed Roak into the lift.
"Nimm?" Roak said.
"Not sitting on the bridge this time," Nimm said.
The lift stopped at the armory deck and they proceeded to get geared up. Then they hurried to the moltrans room where BR was already waiting for them.
"I hear we're gonna fuck Mother up," BR said. He punched one massive fist into the palm of the other. "Nice."
They took their places.
"Hessa?" Roak called.
Then they were standing in an empty hangar on Pol's station.
It wasn't empty for long.
Hundreds of bots exploded from the hangar walls and rolled, scrambled, and flew straight at the team.
"I got this," BR said and started to move towards one wave of bots.
"Nope," Roak said.
He pulled his Flott and fired.
And fired.
And fired again.
Then the Flott powered down and he slapped in a new power cell and kept firing.
After about two minutes of firing, the hangar was filled with smoking, sparking bots. Not a single one was operational.
"Laser cluster spread," Roak said and holstered his Flott. He looked up at the ceiling. "You gotta do better than that, Pol!"
"Really? You taunt the being that could eject us straight out of the hangar?" Nimm asked as she nodded at the hangar bay doors.
"Right. Sorry," Roak said. "Come on."
They moved to the bulkhead doors that led into the rest of the station. No one was surprised that the doors slid open for them.
"The ego on this son of a gump," Agent Prime said.
The corridor was filled with more bots, but they parted and allowed the team to walk by.
Every corridor that they travelled through was the same.
"How many bots does this guy have?" Nimm asked.
"More than this," Reck said. "The station is filled with them."
They made it down another corridor before their way was blocked by bots stacked floor to ceiling.
"I can punch through that," BR said.
"No need," Roak said. "Pol will just redirect us again and again. We're now going where he wants us to go."
"Very true, Roak," Pol's voice called from the loudspeakers set in the corridor's ceiling. "I shall avoid using the comm since I have a distinct feeling that Hessa is waiting for me to do just that. She is an amazing AI. Not on my level, of course, but truly amazing. I am looking forward to absorbing her persona when this is all over. She will be welcome with the rest of us."
"Eight Million Gods damn," Roak said. "It makes sense now."
"Father takes over beings and Mother takes over AIs," Reck said.
"Not gonna happen, Pol," Roak said.
"Please call me Mother," Mother said.
"No," Roak said. "I wouldn't call Father Father if I knew he had another name. I came to kill Pol Hammon and if Mother dies too then all the better."
"Pol Hammon," Mother said with a sneer in its voice. "It was a delight to devour his essence. One of those rare instances where I get to taste the living. Father and I debated, but we felt that the tech had become more AI and machine than being. So I took him."
"Was this before or after Razer Station?" Roak asked.
"Oh, so much before," Mother said. "Do you not remember his original form? Do you not remember the being that raised you and your siblings after your birth? Who do you think escorted you to this universe?"
"Wiped," Roak said and tapped his temple. "Do you not remember that?"
Mother chuckled. "Of course. Of course. Sometimes it is hard to keep track of all of the incarnations and universes. This time we wiped the siblings. I must say that was Father's plan, not mine. He was worried after there were some…incidents a few universes back. Turns out his plan failed miserably. Wiping you gave you freedom of thought and existence. You grew. You changed. And not for the better."
"I don't know," Roak said, "feels like it was better for me."
"Us," Reck said.
"Us," Roak corrected. "Much better for us."
"It doesn't matter since I have plenty of new clones to work with now," Mother said.
A set of bulkhead doors opened wide to reveal row after row of sibling clones.
"They will escort you to my position," Mother said. "Please know that you live because I let you. No need to fight or try to kill any of them. They are a near endless resource now that I have the Klav tech thoroughly integrated with my system. No clone nurseries will be needed from this universe on. I will miss watching you grow, but that little luxury must be put to the side for the greater good."
"Which is what?" Roak asked as the sibling clones parted.
"The continued survival of Father and I," Mother said. "That is the only good that matters."
"If you say so," Roak said.
The team walked the gauntlet of sibling clones. They were shown to a lift, rode up several decks, then exited the lift into another gauntlet of sibling clones.
It was sibling clone gauntlets for several corridors and decks.
"I should have stayed on the ship," Agent Prime said.
"Probably," Yellow Eyes said. "We are kinda outnumbered. Just a little."
They reached their destination.
A set of doors opened to reveal a large observation deck that was nothing but plastiglass windows from floor to ceiling. Outside the observation deck the battle raged on. Beyond that was the planet-sized nexus point.
"That's a view and a half," BR said. "Pretty in a fucked up way."
Standing right next to the plastiglass and dead center was Pol Hammon. In body only.
"Hello," Mother said as it turned to face the team. "I am glad you could join me in watching the downfall of this universe."
"Is that why we're alive?" Roak asked. "So you could gloat while we watch our comrades get killed?"
"Oh, yes, that is exactly why you are still alive," Mother said. "I do love company during the final stage. Father says it is a character flaw, but I see it as a benefit since it means I savor what is being destroyed. Father only savors the aftermath."
"You gotta be you," Yellow Eyes said.
"A fine philosophy," Mother said. It pointed at Yellow Eyes. "You I may take with us. Despite the project being scrapped and all of the bodies being trashed, I believe fate intervened with you. Your body may actually be what can finally house the essence of Father. You are worth saving."
"Aw, shucks," Yellow Eyes said. "You're making me blush."
"That personality will have to be eradicated, though," Mother said, its lip curling up in disgust. "No one likes a smart ass."
Yellow Eyes raised a nub. Mother looked confused.
"Uh…what?" Mother asked.
"I do, man," Yellow Eyes said and lowered his nub.
"Do what?" Mother asked.
"Like a smart ass," Yellow Eyes said. "You said no one does, but I do. Just wanted to let you know in case that changes your mind about wiping my personality."
"Eradicate," Reck said. "The asshole said your personality will be eradicated."
"Oh, sorry, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Eradicated. That's like wiping on steroids, right?"
Mother glared at the team.
"Is the end of the universe happening any time soon?" Roak asked. "Or do we still have time to kill you?"
"You may try," Mother said, "but you will fail."
"Are you sure?" Roak asked.
"Yes. I am beyond confident," Mother said.
"But are you sure?" Roak asked.
"You are not making sense, Roak," Mother said. "I am confident you will fail if you try to kill me."
"Yes, but confidence isn't surety," Roak said. "There is still room for doubt even if you are confident."
"You'd know," Reck said.
"Exactly," Roak agreed.
"I am sure that you will fail if you try to kill me," Mother said.
Roak pulled his Flott and it was immediately blasted from his grip. He watched in horror as pieces of the pistol skittered across the observation deck.
"A weak attempt," Mother said.
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak replied. "Do you know how hard those are to find? You owe me a Flott, asshole."
"What a bummer," Yellow Eyes said. "Should we say a couple of words?"
"Any attempt to kill me will be thwarted," Mother said. "This observation deck has weaponry at the ready to defend me from any attack you can throw at me, Roak. Even your fast friend cannot get to me in time. I have accounted for his speed too."
"Don't," Roak said and pointed at Yellow Eyes.
"What?" Yellow Eyes asked, his body frozen in mid-stride. He was already halfway to Mother. He blurred back. "I wasn't gonna do a thing, man."
"That was good leadership, Roak," Mother said. "You saved your friend's life."
"I thought you said you weren't going to kill him anyway," Roak said.
"Yes, well, survival comes first," Mother said. "Shall we?"
"Shall we what?" Roak asked.
Mother gestured to a couple of benches. "Have a seat and watch you lose."
Mother didn't wait and took a seat. The being faced the battle and clapped its hands together.
"An amazing show. Simply amazing," Mother said.
"I prefer Galactic Steve," Yellow Eyes muttered.
"It's alright," Roak said. "But the view is blocked."
"What?" Mother asked. "Oh, that. Just some poor soul that was ejected into open space." Mother tapped its head. "The scan shows no life present. A husk of a being entombed in power armor. A sad fate, indeed."
"Roak…?" Reck whispered.
Roak held out a hand and Reck shut up.
"Power armor usually keeps a being safe from the dangers of open space," Roak said. "The power armor we're wearing does."
Mother slowly turned to face the team.
"What are you babbling about?" Mother asked.
"My power armor," Roak said, patting the armor he wore. "Strong enough for a fight and strong enough to be in open space."
He stomped his boots a few times, forced himself not to cry out from the pain it caused, then set his feet in a wide stance.
"These mag boots do come in handy too," Roak said.
There was the distinct sound of Roak's mag boots engaging with the observation deck.
"See? Totally locked in place," Roak said.
Everyone locked their boots in place. Except Yellow Eyes. He didn't have boots.
"What are you doing?" Mother asked.
"Waiting for the knock," Roak said.
"Knock? What knock?" Mother asked. The being stood and faced the team full on. "What are you going on about?"
A knocking noise filled the observation deck. Mother stiffened.
"Aren't you going to answer it?" Roak asked. "It'd be rude to not answer when a guest arrives."
"A guest…?" Mother's face filled with rage. "What have you done?"
The being spun about.
Clinging to the observation deck plastiglass was the suit of power armor. But it wasn't dead and still. It was waving with one hand while it slapped a thick hunk of metal onto the plastiglass. Evil's face grinned from behind the faceplate.
"No!" Mother yelled just before the hunk of metal detonated and destroyed the plastiglass, opening the observation deck to those dangers of space Roak had warned about.
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Even with the mag boots engaged, Roak found it nearly impossible to remain in place as the station's atmosphere was sucked out of the observation deck.
Then the bulkhead doors behind the team sealed shut, all air was removed, and the observation deck was fully depressurized.
That took some of the burden off Roak's body, but not all of it. Even with the atmosphere of the observation deck gone, the station still had gravity and that gravity weighed on Roak like a million tons of bricks. His knees went weak and he had to crouch down so he would avoid falling over awkwardly since his boots were still magnetically connected to the floor.
"I see Mother," Reck said. "Yellow Eyes?"
Yellow Eyes didn't respond.
"He doesn't have a comm," Nimm said.
"Right," Reck said.
She grabbed Yellow Eyes by the arm and pantomimed what she needed him to do.
He gave several thumbs up in response.
"Just use your speakers," Roak said.
"What's the fun in that?" Reck asked.
She did activate her speakers and finished telling Yellow Eyes then BR the plan.
BR picked up Yellow Eyes and flung him off the station, directly at the floating form of Mother. Yellow Eyes zipped through open space and grabbed onto Mother with four of his arm nubs. He executed a series of maneuvers as he pushed off from one hunk of debris to another then was finally floating back to the observation deck.
When he landed, he tossed Mother's body at the team. BR caught the being and held it tightly by the neck with one huge, armored hand.
"What now?" BR asked.
"Hessa?" Roak called as he slowly stood upright. It was touch and go for a few seconds, but he stayed standing. "How do we kill Mother? Did Boss Seven tell you?"
"No," Hessa said. "That wasn't part of what he knew. But I have an idea."
Their ship appeared before the destroyed plastiglass and spun about. The cargo hold opened and the ramp lowered, clanging silently against the edge of the observation window.
The team hurried, or in Roak's case shuffled, up into the ship.
Hessa raised the ramp and they were off.
"May I?" Poq asked as the android walked up to BR. "You are strong, but I am stronger."
BR handed the limp body of Mother to Poq.
"Where are we going?" Roak asked. He started to head for the lift.
"Stay there, stay suited," Hessa said. "And hang on. We aren't going far."
Roak felt the ship accelerate and quickly re-engaged his mag boots to keep from being flung against the cargo hold's wall.
Everyone did the same and after about fifty minutes they felt the ship slow then stop.
The cargo hold opened. There was no whoosh of air since Hessa never re-pressurized the hold.
"Eight Million Gods damn, Hessa!" Roak shouted as his helmet's faceplate automatically dimmed to almost black. "What the Hells?"
They were literally staring at the sun. The Sol in the Sol System.
Yellow Eyes was frantically waving his nubs in front of his eyes and pantomiming that he was blind.
"Someone make him stop," Roak said.
BR grabbed Yellow Eyes and gave him a hard shake. The being went limp and gave everyone a smile.
"Poq, please eject the unwanted passenger," Hessa said.
Poq mag-walked to the edge of the cargo ramp. Even with the ship's shields at full, the heat was close to unbearable. Poq hesitated for a second then flung Mother's body off the ship and straight at the sun.
The cargo ramp closed as Poq walked back into the hold.
When the welcome feeling of re-pressurization happened, Roak yanked off his helmet and took a deep breath.
"Stale ship air never tasted so good," Reck said as she too yanked off her helmet and breathed deep.
"We aren't done yet," Roak said. "Everyone to the bridge."
Hessa didn't moltrans the team. They walked with Roak to the lift then rode up to the bridge.
They arrived in time to see Mother's body still floating towards the sun.
Then, as if by destiny or fate, a part of the sun's surface erupted and a tendril of insanely hot gas enveloped Mother's body.
It was over like that. No more sign of Mother.
"Fuck you," Roak said.
Everyone nodded.
"Take us back to the fight," Roak said.
"I already am," Hessa said. "That's the rear view."
The view on the screen changed.
"Here is the front view," Hessa said.
The battle still raged.
Although, it looked a lot less lopsided than before.
In fact…
"Are those clones fighting clones?" Agent Prime asked.
"They are," Hessa said. "I commed the clones and tried to bargain with them. I explained that Mother was about to die and we were definitely going to close the tear in this universe so Father was cut off. They could join forces or they could end up on the losing side."
"How'd that go?" Reck asked. "No, let me guess. Only the Roaks said yes."
"How'd you know?" Hessa said.
"Easy guess," Reck replied.
They sped towards the battle and by the time they got there it looked like Father's forces were on the retreat.
Until another few hundred destroyers and corvettes transported into the vicinity.
"We're being hailed," Hessa said in a tired voice.
"Put him on," Roak said.
This time the being was an aged Cervile.
"Roak," the Father Cervile said. "You never cease to amaze me."
"Don't care," Roak replied. "What I do care about is the exact location of the tear in this universe. Want to give me a hint? I'll eventually find it anyway, but you telling me will save some time."
"The ego," the Father Cervile said then hissed. "Surrender, Roak. Killing Mother does not stop me. It may weaken my hold since now my access to tech control is limited, but I already have nearly every being in this universe under my sway, so I consider it a small loss."
"You're on my ass about ego?" Roak laughed. It hurt like all the Hells. "Tell me or not, asshole. I'm gonna take you down."
"You won't," the Father Cervile said. "You are once again pitifully outnumbered."
"Or not," Hessa said.
The view switched quickly to the nexus point. Thousands more ships were emerging from the swirling orb. The view switched back to the Father Cervile.
"How many universes are there, Hessa?" Roak asked.
"An infinite amount," Hessa replied.
"An infinite amount. Hmmm," Roak said. "Which means there are an infinite amount of versions of me. That's a lot of Roaks."
"That's a lot of Roaks," Hessa said.
"So many Roaks," Yellow Eyes said, but zipped his lips when he received a glare from Roak.
"How are the numbers on your side?" Roak asked. "Infinite?"
"I will never surrender, Roak," the Father Cervile said.
"I don't need you to," Roak said. "I just need to cut you off from my universe. Let you wither away and die in the universe you're trapped in."
"Trapped? Trapped! Does this look trapped?" the Father Cervile shouted and spread his arms wide. "I own this universe, Roak! And there are so many galaxies that your galaxy knows nothing about! I can keep this war going until the end of time!"
"That so?" Hessa asked. "You sure about that?"
"Well, hello there," Reck said as she checked the scan readings on her console. "Looks like we have some folks arriving late."
The view screen split to show a few dozen ships appearing suddenly behind Father's new forces. Then more ships appeared. And more.
All told, close to six hundred new ships joined the fight. All with weapons hot and trained on Father's forces.
"Getting a little crowded in this system," Roak said. "Gonna be hard to miss when they start firing."
"Quite a few more beings than you thought were able to avoid your control," Hessa said. "Now that your tech half is gone, there isn't much threat of you taking them over anymore. In fact…"
"You know nothing of my ability to control beings," the Father Cervile snapped. "You are all… You are all… What is happening? What have you done?"
"I have slowly been inserting code into the comm signals I've sent out," Hessa said. "That code self-replicated and infiltrated every implant in this galaxy. The implants are now cutting Father off and preventing him from controlling anyone. I may not be Mother, but that's not really a high bar to live up to, is it?"
"What is-? AAAAAAAAAAAAAA!" the Father Cervile screamed then collapsed.
The view screen took in the entire battle.
Only the clones were still fighting.
"Put me on general comms," Roak said with a sigh.
"All yours," Hessa said.
"This is Roak!" Roak shouted. "The real Roak! Listen up, idiots! If you don't stop fighting now then you can be assured that I will hunt each and every one of you down and do some really nasty shit to you before I kill you! And you all know I'll do it too!"
The plasma fire dwindled to nothing.
"Eight Million Gods damn right," Roak said.
Then all of Father's ships started to list and angle off in random directions.
"Oh. I didn't think about that,"Hessa said. "It may be a while before the beings recover from Father's control."
"Open comms again," Roak said. "Hey! Me again! You're all about to be moltransed into one of Father's ships so you can take over. Don't leave the system. In fact, don't do an Eight Million Gods damn thing except keep the ships from colliding with each other."
The clone fighters split off in all directions.
"That part's done," Roak said. "What's next?"
A thousand more ships transported onto the scene.
"You had to ask," Yellow Eyes said.
"Not good," Hessa said. "Very, very not good."
"B'clo'no's," Nimm said. "Their entire fleet, it looks like."
"One more time," Roak said and sighed. "Open comms."
"Including the B'clo'no's?" Hessa asked.
"Especially the B'clo'no's," Roak said.
"Comms open," Hessa said.
"Gonna say this once," Roak called out. "Go away. Go away or every ship you see will turn and blast you out of existence. If you attack then we will make it our goal to wipe your race from this galaxy. There will be nowhere a B'clo'no can hide that I won't find them. You will all die."
Roak paused and waited. None of the B'clo'no ships left the system.
"You didn't tell them who you are," Yellow Eyes whispered sotto voce.
Roak grumbled then, "This is Roak in case you didn't know that."
Again, Roak paused and waited.
Then slowly, sections of the B'clo'no fleet began to transport away until they had all left the system.
"Nice bluff," Agent Prime said.
"Bluff?" Roak asked. "Who was bluffing?"
"It wasn't a bluff," Reck said.
"But those were B'clo'no's," Agent Prime said. "If they'd attacked then we would have probably lost."
"No idea what you're talking about," Roak said. "I wasn't going to lose. Have you not been paying attention, Prime?"
Roak stood up, steadied himself, and faced the FIS agent.
"I don't lose."
He started for the lift, paused, then turned back to the view screen. He studied it for a couple of seconds.
"What's that?" Roak asked and pointed at a tiny speck floating past the ship.
"There he is! He did get blasted away from Pol's station! We thought that would happen, but then I lost him!" Hessa cried. "Good eyes, Roak!"
"I find beings, Hessa," Roak said. "So finding myself, even if it's an Evil version, is pretty easy."
Then he walked off the bridge and made his way down to his cabin where he knew Ally was waiting.
He undressed, groaning and moaning the entire time, then crawled into bed next to Ally.
"Sounds like we won," she said.
"Not yet," Roak said.
Then he started to drift off to sleep. He hoped he didn't dream.
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They spent weeks on what had previously been Pol's station.
While the majority of the time was spent making sure there were no honeypots or boobytraps in the system, a good amount of time was spent getting the sibling clones organized.
"They all agreed," Reck said as she plopped down in a seat in the mess.
It was the Borgon's mess and not the station's massive mess deck. They'd been using the Borgon parked in the hangar deck as their base of operations. No one on the team fully trusted being exposed on the station.
"All?" Roak asked.
"A couple of Rakes were dicks about it, but they came around too," Reck said. "Fucking Rake…"
"Do we need to worry?" Roak asked.
"Not with the Klav here," Nimm said.
It was Roak, Reck, Nimm, Yellow Eyes, and Evil.
"Good call on bringing the House of Teeth Klav to the station," Evil said. "They'll keep the clones in line and the clones will keep them in line."
"Mutual distaste creates a surprising amount of efficiency," Hessa said. "Speaking of efficiency…"
"I'm not making the call," Roak snapped. "You know what that asshole said the last time we saw him. He's gunning for me."
"He's only gunning for you because he believes you killed his best friend's wife," Hessa said. "If we set him straight then maybe he'll listen and take the job. He is the one that knows the location of the tear in our universe."
"So do the bosses," Roak replied. "Ask them. You're all cozy with Boss Seven."
"Was cozy," Hessa said. "Although, I don't know if cozy is the right word. It does not matter anyway since now that the salvage mercs are no longer controlled, business for them is back to normal. Which means the bosses no longer communicate with outsiders."
"Then we keep looking ourselves," Roak said.
"Hessa?" Yellow Eyes asked. "Did you say that Salvage Merc One believes Roak killed his best friend's wife?"
"That is what I said," Hessa replied.
"Is that because Roak didn't kill her or because she isn't dead?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"I didn't kill her," Roak said. "I beat the ever-loving shit out of her and left her for dead, but I didn't kill her."
"So she isn't dead?" Yellow Eyes asked.
Roak began to answer then paused. He frowned.
"Hessa, is there a record of Midnight's death?" Roak asked.
"Record? She was part of the Edger rebels," Hessa said. "I doubt there's an official death certificate."
"I don't care about official," Roak said. "I care about a record. Something proving she's dead."
"I… Let me check," Hessa said. "No. Nothing proves she died. But it was Razer Station, Roak. You know what it was like."
"I do," Roak said. "There was enough chaos that one of her Edger buddies could have gotten her off the station in time."
He pointed at Yellow Eyes.
"Good job," he said then closed his eyes. "Do not make me regret saying that."
"Oh, I'm going to so make you regret you said that," Yellow Eyes said.
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak muttered.
"What are you saying, Roak?" Nimm asked. "I want to hear you say it."
"Looks like we have a hunting job to tackle before we find the tear in the universe," Roak said.
"Hunt! Hunt! Hunt!" Evil cheered then melted into his bucket.
Roak stared at the bucket for a second then smiled.
"This time we don't have to hunt alone," Roak said.
Roak left Drop Team Zero in charge of the clone station. Gerber had given them strict orders to do whatever was necessary to keep the nexus point, which everyone had started calling the nexus planet, secure. DTZ staying on the station for the time being was the best way to do that while also a good way to referee between the clones and the Klav.
Roak's team departed for their hunt immediately.
"We're as far out on the Edge as I felt comfortable transporting to, Roak," Hessa said as the ship appeared in a desolate system.
If it could be called a system. There were barely any signs that they were even part of the galaxy. The stars visible were dim and weak. All that could be seen were a few asteroid clusters.
And a single planet.
The planet was surrounded by ships.
"Hey, Roak," a voice called over the comm. "Good to see you."
"Thanks for the assist, Roak," Roak said. "You all can take off and head to your homes now. We'll handle it from here."
"We'll stick around just in case," the other Roak replied. "We'd like to see it through too."
"Suit yourself," Roak said. "Hessa? Hail that planet."
"I have been and no one is answering," Hessa said. "But there is obviously a comm system down there, so someone has been on the planet. Whether they are still there or not is unknown."
"The target is down there," the other Roak said. "We guarantee it."
"Then I guess we land and see what we can see," Roak said. "Hessa, take us down."
Hessa navigated the ship past the other Roaks' ships and down to the planet.
The surface was more barren than any moon or asteroid Roak had been on. There were zero signs of life.
But after a few hours of searching…
"That's a hatch," Roak said. "Go back. I saw a hatch."
"A hatch?" Reck asked and checked the scans. "Where?"
"There!" Roak said and pointed at the view screen. "That rock. It's a hatch."
"If you say so," Reck said.
"Trust me. I know a bolthole when I see one," Roak said. "Hessa. Land us right next to that hatch."
She did just that as Roak suited up. He and BR stepped off the ship and walked right up to the rock.
Roak knocked. The clang of metal could easily be heard.
"See," Roak said.
"Never doubted you, little me," BR said.
"We've talked about this, BR," Roak said. "Don't call me that."
"How exactly will you stop me?" BR asked.
"Have you heard of the concept of karma, Roak?" Hessa asked.
"Both of you shut up," Roak said and knocked again.
After a few minutes a hatch did open and the business end of a gas-powered slug chunker appeared. Then a helmet. Then a fully suited body.
"There is a reason your hails were ignored," the voice from the suit shouted. "Go away!"
Then the end of the slug chunker lowered slightly.
"Roak?" the voice asked.
The slug chunker fired, but BR had stepped in front of it before the slug could hit Roak. The huge being staggered back then plucked the crumpled slug from his power armor.
"Midnight?" Roak asked. "You have been a hard one to find."
"There's a reason for that," Midnight said. "I don't know if you've heard, but beings aren't right in their heads lately."
"That's all over," Roak said. "We fixed that. Almost."
"Almost?" Midnight laughed and waved the slug chunker towards the ship. "Until that almost is a definite then get back on your ship and leave. And thank you for blowing my bunker. Now I have to go find a new spot that we can be safe in."
"We?" Roak asked.
Midnight didn't respond.
"Here's the thing," Roak said. "Joe Laribeau, also known as Salvage Merc One, thinks I killed you. He has it out for me now, but we need Salvage Merc Joe to find a tear in the universe so we can turn that almost into the definite."
"So? What does that have to do with me?" Midnight asked.
"I need to show Salvage Merc Joe proof of life," Roak said. "That way he'll back off and take the job."
"Maybe you should have thought of that before you almost killed me on Razer Station," Midnight said.
"Exactly. I almost killed you," Roak snapped. "But you didn't die. Which is why I'm here. You almost killed me. All I need from you is proof of life and I'll be on my way. I promise I won't tell anyone about this place so you don't have to move."
"And all the other ships in orbit?" Midnight asked.
"Don't worry about them," Roak said. "They aren't from around here. None of them have skin in the game. They are just doing me a favor."
"You seem to need a lot of favors, Roak," Midnight said. "Sounds like you're slowing down."
"I am," Roak admitted and hooked a thumb towards BR. "That's why I have my bigger self here."
"Your what?" Midnight asked.
"Doesn't matter," Roak said. "Listen, Midnight, what I'm trying to do is for every being in this galaxy. Hells, it's for every being in this universe. No agenda except keeping us all safe."
Midnight didn't respond. She stood there, the slug chunker aimed at Roak's midsection.
"Fine. How do we do this?" Midnight asked.
"We just need some holo," Roak said and nodded at the hatch. "May we come in?"
"Do you have to?" Midnight asked.
"Kinda hard to breathe out here," Roak said.
"Fine," Midnight said and sighed. "Come in."
Three hours later they'd gotten what they needed and the ship had lifted off the surface of the planet.
"Her husband seemed nice," Hessa said.
"I guess," Roak said. "How soon until we arrive?"
"We're there," Hessa said. "SMC headquarters."
Roak brought up the view. It wasn't good.
"Last time I counted, we're only one ship," Roak said, sighing at the view. "So why are there always thirty, forty, fifty ships facing off against us?"
"Because we win," Hessa said.
"She's got a point," BR said. He was seated against the bridge's far wall, taking up two jump seats. "Are you worried about fifty ships?"
"No," Roak said.
"There's your answer," BR said.
"Are they hailing us?" Roak asked.
"They are powering up weapons," Hessa said.
"Send the holo," Roak said. "Broadcast it wide. Make sure all of those pilots see it."
"They are jamming our signal," Hessa said.
"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak said. "Project it outside the ship."
"Can you do that?" BR asked.
"I don't see why not," Hessa said.
The view was suddenly filled with a one hundred meter tall holo of Midnight.
"There's no sound in space," Reck said.
"I know," Roak said.
"They're no longer jamming our signal," Hessa said. "The holo has been delivered."
The huge image of Midnight disappeared.
Roak and company waited.
The ships remained between them and the SMC headquarters.
They waited some more.
"Should we hail them again?" Nimm asked.
"No," Roak said. "Salvage Merc Joe is just being an asshole."
"It's his process," Hessa said.
"Roak would know," Reck said.
"I like this team," BR said. "You guys are fun."
"We're being hailed," Hessa said.
Salvage Merc One appeared on the view screen,
"It could be a fake," Salvage Merc One said without preamble.
"You know it's not," Roak stated.
"I said I'd kill you," Salvage Merc One said.
"Yeah, but you were shitfaced, so we can chalk it up to that if you want," Roak replied and shrugged. "Up to you."
"The bosses already told me what you want," Salvage Merc One said. "All I have to do is find the tear in the universe?"
"That's it," Roak said. "We'll take it from there."
"What's in it for me? What's in it for the SMC?"
"Security. Certainty. Closure."
"The SMC prefers chits up front."
"Sorry. We're broke. But you can always invoice the GF. Send it attention General Gerber of the FIS."
Salvage Merc One looked off screen. He rolled his eyes at something someone said.
"Fine. I'll tell you where it is," Salvage Merc One said.
"The bosses told you?" Roak asked.
"Of course the bosses told me," Salvage Merc One snapped. "They work for me!"
There were some angry and annoyed shouts from off screen.
"Yes you do!" Salvage Merc One insisted.
"I'll let you handle your work issues on your own," Roak said. "Send the coordinates over right away and we'll be gone."
"Last time, Roak," Salvage Merc One said then turned to the voices off screen. "I don't care if he saved the universe! I don't like the guy!"
The screen went black.
"He's fun," BR said.
"Coordinates are received," Hessa said. "They are not in our galaxy."
"I had a feeling," Roak said. "Can you transport us there?"
"It may take a few trips," Hessa said. "I do not trust that distance all at once."
"Do what you need to," Roak said.
Hessa did what she needed to.
It took them five days to arrive at the tear in the universe.
"Uh… Am I missing something?" Reck asked.
"That's the tear?" Nimm asked.
"It looks like a rainbow," BR said. "Right? I haven't personally seen a rainbow before, but Roak's memories say that's a rainbow."
"That's a rainbow," Roak said. "A small one. In the middle of space."
"Very empty space," Nimm said. "We're nowhere even close to a galaxy. You can't even see stars from here."
"Made it easy to find," Reck said. "Now what?"
"Now I close it," Hessa said.
"You already know how?" Reck asked.
"I have been talking with some experts," Hessa said. "There are theories."
"Do those theories include nukes?" Reck asked. "Because that may not be the best way to tackle this problem."
"The solution does not include nukes," Hessa said.
The view was filled with a bright flash and the rainbow was gone.
"That's it?" Nimm asked. "You closed it? How?"
"A highly concentrated beam of ultraviolet light," Hessa said. "It overloaded the color spectrum and sealed the tear."
"Is that science?" BR asked. "That doesn't sound like science…"
"Science has become flexible now that we're dealing with multiple universes," Hessa said. "What works here may not work in another universe and vice versa. This worked, so that's all that matters."
"Agreed," Roak said. "Take us back to the station, Hessa. I want to wrap up our involvement and get the Hells out of that place."
"Then what?" Nimm asked. "What do we all do now?"
Roak smiled. "I have an idea."




29.

"I am not happy about this," Z said as he set a tray of drinks down on the table. "If I did not care for Ally then I would put my tentacles down and end this now."
Roak took the drinks and handed them out to the occupants of the table. Reck, Yellow Eyes, Evil, BR, and Nimm.
"Come on, Z," Roak said. "You love having me around."
"You cause chaos and destruction everywhere you go," Z said and stalked off from the table and back behind the bar. "I am not happy with this!"
"He'll get over it," Roak said. He took a sip of his drink and nodded at the tavern. "This place is three times the size of his old tavern. And Ally gave him majority ownership. He can stop whining any time."
"He really doesn't like you," Reck said after taking a sip of her drink. "Damn! He's a good bartender, though."
"He is," Roak said.
"Roak!" a voice called after the tavern's airlock door closed. "You aren't answering your comm!"
Kalaka walked over, snagged an empty chair from another table, flipped it about at their table, and sat down.
"Kalaka," Roak said. He tapped his head. "Had my implant taken out. I'm retired."
"I'd heard that terpigshit rumor," Kalaka said. "So I had to come to Ligston myself to find out if it's true."
Kalaka looked around the place.
"Nice tavern," he said. "Shitty planet. Why'd you pick someplace where the atmosphere is unbreathable without a rebreather? And the planet has only one way on and one way off. A little inconvenient…"
Roak took another sip, his eyes on Kalaka, and waited.
"I answered my own question," Kalaka said. "One way on, one way off."
"You forgot no powered weapons allowed," Reck said. "Because of the oxygen thick atmosphere."
"Right," Kalaka said and glanced around the space. "Doing some nice business, I see."
"Most are other universe Roaks and their crews," Roak said. "Not all of them went back to their universes. It's driving Gerber and the GF nuts."
"I bet that makes you happy as all the Hells," Kalaka said.
"Speaking of other universes," Roak said. "Any luck finding your planet?"
"No," Kalaka said. "For now the Cervile are homeless. Queen Tala is being so difficult that Gerber has agreed to assign Drop Team Zero to try to find it."
"Just DTZ?" Reck asked.
"Meshara is with them. She and Cookie are representing the Cervile interests. Although Cookie is too GF to be trusted."
"Says the Galactic Vice Detective," Reck said.
"Nope," Kalaka replied. "Retired from the force. With Meshara gone I now have a new position."
"No…" Roak said.
"Yep. Head of Royal security for Queen Tala," Kalaka said.
"You sure DTZ and Meshara are enough?" Roak asked, returning the subject back to the missing Cervile planet. "Who knows what they'll run into."
"They also have some Chassfornian named Vogga with them and he's got a full squad of other Chassfornians," Kalaka said. "Maybe they don't have to look hard and can scare the planet into revealing itself."
"There are an infinite number of other universes," Nimm said. "I doubt their grandchildren can find the planet."
"Salvage Merc Joe knows where Father's universe is," Roak said. "Have the SMC tell them where to look."
"They already did," Kalaka said. "That universe is collapsing in on itself, so it was a fast and fruitless search."
Roak and Reck shared a wary look.
"Gerber's in negotiations with the SMC to look at other universes," Kalaka said. "But, for some reason, Salvage Merc One isn't too happy with Gerber and the SMC won't commit to taking the job. They won't even return Queen Tala's calls."
"Glad I'm nowhere near that ship," Roak said. "The Dornopheous are still missing too. But they don't raise a stink like the Cervile do."
"The Dornopheous aren't even in the same league as Cervile when it comes to raising a stink," Kalaka replied. He looked towards the bar. He snapped his fingers. "Another round here and add one for me too!"
Z glared and made no movement to fulfill the order. Kalaka frowned and looked at Roak.
"Did I say something wrong?" he asked.
"He hates Roak," Reck said.
"A lot," Nimm added as she stood up. She slid her drink to Kalaka. "I have to get back up onto my station. The one way on, one way off won't police itself."
"Shut up," Reck said. "You like being Commander again."
"I didn't say otherwise," Nimm replied.
She smiled at everyone then nodded and left.
"I'll miss working with her on jobs," Reck said.
"Nice being," Evil said. "What time is it?"
"You should get in your bucket," BR said. "I don't think the Groshnel will like it if you melt on his floor."
"I'd love to find out," Evil said, but shook his head. "Ally might not think it's funny, though."
"Ally would not think it's funny," Roak said and focused on Kalaka as Evil got up from his chair and walked over to his bucket in the corner of the tavern. "Didn't Tala tell you I'm retired?"
"The Queen does not bring your name up," Kalaka said.
"Exes are like that," Roak said with a shrug. "I am retired, Kalaka. I'm not taking any jobs."
"Who said anything about a job?" Kalaka replied. "Did I mention a job?"
"You've been trying to comm me and now you're here on Ligston," Roak said. "In person. You could have commed someone else to tell me to comm you, but you don't trust the comm system unless it's Hessa's proprietary one which means this is about a job that you don't want others to know about."
Kalaka grinned, looking impressed. Roak shrugged.
"I've been doing this a long time, Kalaka," Roak said. "Which is why I'm retired and why my answer is no."
"You sure?" Kalaka said. "This one pays about a hundred million chits. Not credits, but chits."
"I thought you were Head of Royal security now?" Reck said. "Why worry about a hunting job?"
"It's good to keep connections active," Kalaka said. "You know, for security reasons."
"Retired," Roak said. "But I can recommend a team."
"The client wants Roak," Kalaka said.
"So? Tell them they're getting Roak," Roak said. "Technically, they will be."
"What? You mean that guy?" Kalaka nodded to the bucket in the corner.
"And this guy," BR said, staring hard at Kalaka.
"You're a Roak?" Kalaka asked. BR nodded. "Eight Million Gods damn. You are a lot of Roak." Kalaka sighed. "But they want the original."
"There is no original," Roak said and patted his chest. There was still a little pain, even after several months of healing in Ally's bath, but the discomfort was slight. "I'm a clone. All the Roaks are a clone."
"Speaking of, why didn't you get a new body?" Kalaka said. "I hear those Klav have that cloning shit down."
"I like this body," Roak said. "It has character. And I'm used to it."
"Whatever works for you," Kalaka said with a shrug. "How about this? Your team takes the job and I maybe get a percentage of those chits as a finder's fee."
"You mean hush money," Reck said. "So you don't mention to the client that the real Roak isn't on the job."
"Can't blame a Cervile for making a little scratch," Kalaka said and shrugged again.
"Reck? You're in charge," Roak said.
"We'll take it," Reck said. "We could use the chits."
"Did you already blow through what the GF and Skrang Alliance gave you?" Kalaka asked. "I heard it was enough to set all of you up for life."
"Not talking chit flow with you, Kalaka," Reck said. "Do we have a deal?"
"We have a deal," Kalaka said and shook hands with Reck. "Can you be ready by tonight? My ship isn't staying on Ligston Station long. The captain wants to be gone by the morning. Beings are still a little skittish and prefer to stay on the move."
"You mean beings don't want to be near me for very long," Roak said.
Kalaka shrugged again.
"Tonight?" Reck asked. She looked at BR. He nodded. Then she looked over her shoulder. "Hey! Kid!"
"What?" Skabz shouted from a different table where he was busy playing cards with some angry looking beings. "I'm in the middle of wiping these suckers out!"
"You want to be part of a job we just got?" Reck asked. "We leave now, if you do."
"What's it pay?" Skabz asked. "You still owe me all those chits you promised me."
"Seriously?" Reck replied and glared at the young Skrang.
"Fine, fine," Skabz said and folded his cards. He scooped up his chits and left the table. Angry glares followed him the whole way. He walked to Roak's table. "Hey, it's the kitty cop. What does he want?"
"He's hiring us," Reck said.
"Call me kittty cop again," Kalaka growled.
"Sure you don't want in on this?" Reck asked Roak. "You'd have this shit show to look forward to every day."
"It's so tempting," Roak said as he smirked at the tension between Skabz and Kalaka. "I'm retired."
"Sure you are," Reck said. "You know you'll be back someday."
"Not today," Roak said and lifted his glass. "Have fun."
"Oh, we will," Reck said. "BR? Do you mind?"
"Not at all." BR got up from his two chairs and fetched Evil's bucket.
"We'll let you know how it goes," Reck said to Roak.
"I don't doubt that," Roak said. "Be careful."
"I thought you said to have fun?" Reck said and smiled.
Then she walked to the airlock with BR holding Evil's bucket right on her heels. Kalaka nodded to Roak and followed.
That left Yellow Eyes still sitting at the table.
"You've been quiet," Roak asked. "You dying or something?"
"Just sad it's all over," Yellow Eyes said. "No more Roak adventures."
"Go with Reck," Roak said. "You're part of the team too."
"I am?" Yellow Eyes asked.
"Of course, dumbass. Why wouldn't you be?"
"No one officially asked me or told me I was."
"What the fuck do you think you've been doing the past couple of years? Stop being stupid and go with Reck."
Yellow Eyes jumped up and blurred to the airlock then he blurred back and wrapped all his arms around Roak.
"What the fuck? Get off me!" Roak shouted. A few beings glanced their way. "You want to keep those eyes?"
The beings that weren't versions of Roak looked away quickly. The other Roaks smirked.
Yellow Eyes let go and wiped at his eyes. "You ain't too bad, Roak."
Then he blurred out of the airlock, leaving Roak alone at his table.
"That was nice of you," Hessa called over the comm.
Roak smiled.
"I know you won't respond because you have for some reason decided to tell everyone you no longer have an implant," Hessa continued. "That is your choice. But being ignored is getting old, Roak."
Roak shrugged, knowing Hessa had hacked the tavern's security system and would see the gesture.
"I will have the ship ready to go when the team gets here," Hessa said. "I'll keep you updated with regular reports."
Roak shook his head slightly.
"Yes, I will," Hess insisted. "There may be two Roak clones on the team, but they are not you. Reports will help them. You might spot issues that need to be corrected before anyone gets hurt."
"It's a dangerous job. Beings get hurt," Roak said and stood up.
A few eyes shifted his way, so Roak smiled broadly. All eyes shifted back fast.
"Stop scaring the customers!" Z yelled. Then he grumbled and mumbled under his breath.
"What was that?" Roak asked. He finished his drink and brought the empties to the bar. "What did you say?"
Z stared at the glasses Roak had set on the bar. "Did you bus your table?"
"What? I'm a partner in this tavern too," Roak said. "I'll help out."
"The senior partner has requested your presence," Z said and gestured towards the stairs.
"Well, I'd hate to keep the senior partner waiting," Roak said. He reached over the bar and grabbed a bottle of Klav whiskey. Then he grabbed a second. "Don't forget to mark these gone in the inventory."
"You are a horrible being," Z said as Roak walked to the stairs.
A being blocked his path. Roak looked him up and down.
Built like someone had carved the man straight from a hunk of granite, the human stood over six feet tall with muscles upon his muscles. Not as big as BR, but he gave the impression he was easily as dangerous. And he was wearing some strange clothes. Not that Roak hadn't seen a lot of strange clothes since the nexus planet had been created. Roak recognized the black shirt as a t-shirt, but the pants?
"Jeans," the man said. "They're pretty popular where I'm from."
"You a mind reader?" Roak asked. "Or just another Roak?"
"Rage," the guy said and held out a hand. Roak shook it. "Max Rage. But I must be a version of you because I got a weird message shot directly into my brain that a Roak needed help. I borrowed a ship and you know the rest."
"Thanks for the assist," Roak said. "Did you need anything?"
"Nah, I just wanted to introduce myself," Rage said. "I'm heading home tomorrow." He looked about the tavern. "I work at a place a lot like this. Not as nice, though."
"You work at a tavern?" Roak asked.
"Dive bar," Rage said. "It's what my version of Earth specializes in now."
A few beings spat at the mention of the ex-planet's name.
"Why does everyone do that?" Rage asked.
"Your Earth isn't a toxic waste dump?" Roak asked.
"Nope. Not a nexus planet, either," Rage said. "Just a bunch of dive bars everywhere. And other businesses, but mostly dive bars."
"I may have to visit sometime," Roak said and held up the bottles. "But not anytime soon. I've got an appointment to keep."
"Don't let me hold you up," Rage said. "Good to meet you, Roak."
"Good to meet you, Rage," Roak said. "Look me up next time you're in my universe."
"I may do that," Rage said and walked back to the table he'd been sitting at.
Roak didn't recognize the species of any of the beings, but that wasn't alarming. There were a lot of new species in the neighborhood now that the nexus planet was open.
The beings lifted their glasses at Roak and he nodded back. Then he climbed up the stairs and made his way to the only door on the landing. He knocked, entered, closed the door and held up the bottles.
There was no one in the bedroom.
"Ally?' Roak called.
"In the bath," Ally called from another room.
Roak got undressed quickly and took the whiskey into the other room.
The entire room was a gigantic bath tub filled with Ally's concoction.
She sat at the far end, the golden liquid up to her chin.
"Are one of those bottles for me?" Ally asked as she stood up and held out her hand.
"Everything is for you," Roak said, admiring her Tcherian form.
He stepped into the bath and waded over to her. He leaned in for a kiss, but Ally snagged a bottle first and drank deeply.
"Cute," Roak said.
"Girl gets thirsty waiting around," Ally said.
She placed a hand on Roak's chest and traced the many scars that crisscrossed his skin. Then she kissed him.
"I like that you kept your body," Ally said, taking Roak's hand and lowering him into the bath. "It tells a story."
"A few stories," Roak said.
"Not sure I like the idea of setting up shop back on Ligston, though, but it's probably the safest place for us," she said.
"That's how I see it," Roak replied.
He eased into the bath and sighed once he was situated. He closed his eyes.
"Nope," Ally said and straddled him. "It's not sleep time."
"If you insist," Roak said.
The sex was fast and aggressive. They'd take it slow later.
When they were done, they both drank from their whiskey bottles, nearly finishing them off. Roak had a nice buzz even with the golden liquid pulling the alcohol from his system.
Roak closed his eyes and Ally didn't protest that time. Mainly because she had her eyes closed too and her cheek leaning against his chest.
"Still having that dream?" she asked.
Roak flashed to an image of him falling towards pools of toxic waste.
"Yeah," he said. "But not as much."
"I wonder what it means?" Ally asked, her voice relaxed and sleepy.
"I don't know," Roak said. "And I don't care. Sometimes a dream is just a dream."
"Sometimes…" Ally replied then began to quietly snore.
Roak took a drink, glanced down at Ally, took another drink, and set the bottle aside.
He had lied. He did care about the dream. It bothered him that he was still having it.
But he'd have plenty of time to figure it out.
After all, he was retired.
For now…
The End
Read on for a free sample of Battlefield Mars.




Author's Note, Part Deux
I want to thank all of my Roak fans out there. It's been quite a journey for the bounty hunter.
Despite my message at the beginning of this novel, I know some of you will still want to ask me when/if more Roak novels will happen. Unfortunately, I do not have an answer for you.
Could more Roak happen? Anything is possible when it comes to Roak.
But for now, he's retired.
Let's leave it at that.
For now…
Cheers. Again.
Jake Bible
December 2020
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Ten-year old Piotr Zabinski was almost to the airlock when his mother said, “Hold it right there.” She came over, knelt, and inspected his EVA suit.
“I want to go out,” Piotr told her, fidgeting.
“Hold still.” She checked the readout, and nodded. “Everything looks to be in order.”
“I know how to suit up, Mom. I’m not five anymore.”
She smiled and kissed him on the cheek, even though she had to know he couldn’t feel it through the faceplate. “You’re growing up much too fast. It seems only yesterday I was pushing you in your stroller.”
“Mom,” Piotr said impatiently.
“All right.” She stood and tapped the code for the airlock. “What are the rules?”
Piotr sighed.
“The rules,” she said again.
“Watch my air. Watch out for sharp objects. Watch the sky. Come right back in if the alarm goes off,” Piotr recited.
“What else?”
Piotr had forgotten the last one. “Don’t go too near the fence.”
“Because?”
“Can I please just go?”
“Because?” his mother said in that irritating way she had.
Piotr hated being treated as if he were dumb. “Because if I touch it, it will short out my suit.”
She raised her thumb to the pad, a green light glowed, and the inner pressure door hissed open. “Off you go. Have fun.”
Piotr went through the ritual of waiting for the inner door to close and the outer door to open, and at last he was outside. He gazed up at the orange-red sky, then at the barren expanse beyond the fence, which wasn’t really a fence at all but a series of poles that projected an invisible barrier.
Piotr never understood why they needed it. There wasn’t any life on Mars, other than the people from Earth. Yet settlers who lived outside the New Meridian dome were required to put a fence up.
Piotr began a circuit of their house module, looking for something to stir his interest. To the north reared Albor Tholus, an extinct volcano. Ever since he first set eyes on it, he’d wanted to go there to explore. One day, his dad had promised, they would.
The rest of the scenery consisted of rocky ridges, scattered boulders, and a plain. He’s seen it a thousand times. Nothing ever changed. Just all that rock and dirt, with no vegetation, no water. Compared to Earth, Mars was boring.
Grinning to himself, Piotr picked up a small stone and threw it at the security fence. It was against his mother’s many rules but the stone wasn’t big enough to set off the alarm, and he liked the crackle effect.
Piotr debated going to the agripod and down into the horticulture farm to watch his father work. Instead, he drifted toward the fence. He was halfway there when he happened to glance down, and stopped in surprise.
There were marks all over the dirt. Puzzled, he squatted and examined them. Each was the same. About half as wide as his hand, with a lot of small points around the edges, as there would be if his mom poked her knitting needles into the dirt.
Piotr wondered what made them. It didn’t occur to him they might be tracks until he realized a trail led toward the fence. He followed it, and was dumfounded to see a hole where there had never been a hole before, rimmed by freshly dug Martian earth.
It dawned on Piotr that something must have come up out of the ground, roamed around, and gone back down again.
Piotr grew excited. His mother and father never told him about anything like this. He started to turn toward the agripod to go let his dad know but the hole piqued his curiosity.
About the size of a tractor wheel, the opening went in at an angle. Piotr couldn’t see much. Kneeling, he placed his hands flat, and peered in. He heard a slight sound, and something moved. Before he could do more than gape in amazement, the thing was out of the hole—and on him.




2
Captain Archard Rahn smothered a yawn. If there was any work more boring than filing his daily report, he had yet to come across it. He glanced at the clock and saw it was only ten a.m. He needed to come up with something interesting to do for the afternoon.
Leaning back in his chair, Archard stretched. On the wall to his left hung the United Nations Interplanetary Corps banner. On the wall to his right was a map of Mars that showed the east and west hemispheres in bas relief. Near the door hung a large image, taken from space, of a bright blue pearl in the dark abyss of space
“Mother Earth,” Archard said aloud. God, how he missed her. Missed being able to go outdoors without a suit. Missed being able to breathe actual fresh air. True, New Meridian’s dome enabled people to do both, but only under its protective shell. And the air was artificial, supplied by the oxygenator and other components of the Atmosphere Center.
His desk phone chirped and he answered.
“Captain, this is Levlin Winslow.”
Archard sat up. It was rare for the Chief Administrator to ring him up. “Sir?”
“I’m sorry to bother you,” the C.A. said, sounding slightly embarrassed that he had. “It’s probably nothing.”
“Sir?” Archard said again. As head of security, it was his job to protect the colonists and maintain the peace. Neither required much effort, principally because there was nothing to protect the colonists from. Mars was lifeless. In the century and a half since the first colony was established, not a single indigenous life form had been discovered. As for lawbreakers, crime was as nonexistent as alien life. Not surprising, since every colonist went through a rigorous screening process. Those with sociopathic and/or psychopathic tendencies didn’t make the cut. Mars would never have its very own version of Jack the Ripper.
“Do you know the Zabinski’s?”
Archard brought up the personnel file on his screen, typed the name, and recited, “Family of three. Husband, Josep. Wife’s name is Ania. Occupation, farmers. One child, a boy, Piotr.”
“You’ve met them, then?”
Given the size of the colony, one hundred and twenty-one souls, Archard knew many of the people by sight if not by name. In this instance, “I went out to their farm when they first moved in to make sure their fence was up, as required. Small place. Two or three modules, the house and some sheds. Underground hydroponics. The usual.”
“Well, the mother called here about, oh, an hour ago, saying their boy had disappeared—”
“Disappeared?” Archard interrupted, suddenly all interest.
“The kid went out to play, apparently. A while later the father came in and asked the mother where the boy was, and she didn’t know. They both went looking and couldn’t find him so the mother buzzed my office.” Winslow paused. “My assistant took all this down.”
“Why did they call you and not the Security Center?”
“Probably because I’m the head of the colony, and the colonists all look up to me and respect me.”
Archard let that pass.
“At any rate, I wasn’t in. My assistant told them I would return their call as soon as soon as I got back. Which I just did a few minutes ago.”
“And?” Archard prompted when Winslow didn’t go on.
“No answer. Could be they’re still out looking.”
Archard frowned. Military EVA suits all had comm-links. Civilian suits weren’t required to; an oversight, in his judgment. But then, except for farmers and geologists and the like, few colonists ever ventured out into the real Martian environment.
“Was their fence down when the boy went missing?” Archard wondered. Sometimes a fence had to be shut off for maintenance or what-have-you, and if that was the case, the boy might have wandered off.
“The mother didn’t mention anything about that,” Winslow said. “Anyway, I have to go. Council meeting. Will you check this out and report back to me at your earliest convenience?”
“Of course.” Archard was willing to bet a month’s pay that it was nothing. Kids would be kids. Even on Mars. Still, it was something to do besides paperwork. He saved his daily report to finish later, and turned to the communications console. “Heads up, people. Where is everyone?”
“Sergeant McNee here, sir. I’m in the armory.”
“Private Pasco, sir. The sarge has me mopping floors.”
“Private Everett. Target range.”
“Gear up, men,” Archard commanded. “We’re taking the tank out.”
“Some action, at last,” Pasco said excitedly.
“Don’t get your hopes up, buddy,” Private Everett said. “It’s not like we’ll get to shoot anything.”
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