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A Note From The Author

   
   
 A few things need to be said about this novel. 
   
 First, for all my long-time fans, this novel is not part of the Galactic Fleet Universe. This is set in a whole other reality from Roak and Salvage Merc One. Don’t try to make connections. They aren’t there. 
   
 Second, this novel is intended to be nothing but fun, over the top escapism. It’s an homage to the macho action movies and tough guy flicks of the 1980s, not to mention the great video games like Duke Nukem. While not specifically designed as satire, this novel holds its tongue firmly in cheek. 
   
 Third, and this is for those that have strict views on how science fiction should be—get over it. This novel has gratuitous violence, sex, foul language, and a lot of bad jokes. It’s fun. Have fun. Don’t overthink it. Just enjoy yourself. Or try, at least. Trying is half the battle, right? 
   
 Fourth, if anyone is offended by anything in this novel, then please re-read the previous points above. 
   
 Enjoy! 
   
 Cheers, 
 Jake 



 

One

   
 “ARE YOU READY TO KILL SOME BUGS?”  
 “Yes, Master Chief Sergeant Major!” 
 “I CAN’T HEAR YOU!” 
 “YES, MASTER CHIEF SERGEANT MAJOR!” 
 “DAMN RIGHT!” 
 Master Chief Sergeant Major Max Rage growled low and nodded at his squad of elite Earth Corp soldiers. 
 Built like someone had carved the man straight from a hunk of granite, Rage stood over six feet tall with muscles upon his muscles. Genetically engineered to be a superior physical specimen above and beyond normal space-faring humans, Rage’s physique was barely contained within his heavy-grav combat armor. The armor could easily take a direct hit from a sleek missile, but it was bulging at the seams around Rage. 
 He lifted his dual plasma, laser-guided hot rocket launching, never empty Axis combat rifle and stared hard at his men and women. 
 “HOW BAD DO YOU WANT THIS?” he roared over the sound of the drop ship’s engines. 
 “BAD AS HELL, MASTER CHIEF SERGEANT MAJOR!” the soldiers replied. 
 “AND WHO DO YOU WANT THIS FOR?” Rage bellowed. 
 “CORPORATION AND PLANET, MASTER CHIEF SERGEANT MAJOR!” 
 “WHAT CORPORATION?” 
 “EARTH, MASTER CHIEF SERGEANT MAJOR!” 
 “WHAT PLANET?” 
 “EARTH, MASTER CHIEF SERGEANT MAJOR!” 
 “WE AIN’T GONNA LET THESE BUGS DISRESPECT OUR EARTH, ARE WE?” 
 “NO FUCKING WAY, MASTER CHIEF SERGEANT MAJOR!” 
 “WE AIN’T GONNA LET THESE BUGS USE OUR DIVE BARS, ARE WE?” 
 “NO FUCKING WAY, MASTER CHIEF SERGEANT MAJOR!” 
 “GODDAMN RIGHT! LOCK AND LOAD, PEOPLE! FIFTEEN SECONDS TO IMPACT!” 
 “OORAH!” 
 “GODDAMN RIGHT! OORAH!” 
 The soldiers were armed to the teeth. Some even had sharpened their teeth in case their dual plasma, laser-guided hot rocket launching, never empty Axis combat rifles malfunctioned or were stripped from their gloved hands. There was something appealing about going hand to hand with alien scum knowing you could rip their crunchy throats out with your teeth. 
 The soldiers jumped to their feet, checked the levels on their rifles, then turned as one and faced the drop ship’s quickly opening rear ramp. Ten seconds later, the ship hit the ground hard and the ramp fell even harder. 
 Out the ramp the soldiers raced, rifles barking plasma at the swarming alien creatures that had come to the battlefield to kill them some Earthlings. Rage was in the lead of his people and he had no intention of falling to a bunch of eight-legged, six-armed, twelve-foot-tall roaches. Not on his goddamn watch! 
 Rage’s rifle fired continuously as he charged the aliens, plasma tearing through their chitinous armor. The abominations screeched as they fell, ochre-colored blood and guts spewing out onto the soft, black dirt of the aliens’ nest planet. 
 “You want this? You do? Yeah, you get it! You get it all, you sons of bitches!” Rage roared as he decimated the front ranks of the roach army. Alien after alien fell as Rage charged them, a grin plastered across his face. 
 Then the grin began to fade as the aliens slowed their attack and split off into four different groups. It wasn’t the fact they were trying to flank Rage’s team that bothered him. It was that the roaches were making room for something much, much bigger than even the largest of them. 
 Thirty feet tall, at least, the new creatures raced toward Rage and his team. 
 “Hot rockets! NOW!” Rage ordered as he skidded to a stop and took a knee, flipping his rifle around and up to his shoulder as the weapon transformed into a launcher. 
 The rest of his team copied his move perfectly and they took aim at the dozen massive bugs that were coming for them. Rage fired and his team followed, sending rocket after rocket up at the giant bugs. 
 The projectiles exploded against the huge bugs’ armor. 
 Not one of the creatures slowed or fell.  
 “What the fuck…?” Rage grunted as he prepped a second rocket and fired without missing a beat. 
 Same results. Nothing. 
 Then the smaller bugs pressed in on the team from all sides. 
 “BACK TO BACK!” Rage yelled as he got to his feet and flipped his rifle back around to rip some roaches open with more plasma. 
 Three ranks deep, the bugs fell. But the massive ones were still coming. 
 Rage counted maybe ten seconds until the huge things were on top of him and his team. 
 “Command! This is Rage! We have unknown bogies coming at us! Request air support now!” Rage yelled over the comms. “Contact in three seconds! Assistance needed now!” 
 “Negative, Master Chief Sergeant Major Rage,” a calm voice replied over the comms. “Your team is only authorized for ground combat. Air support was not budgeted for.” 
 “Take it out of my pay, goddamn it!” Rage screamed. “We’re about to get torn to shreds!” 
 The smaller bugs fell over and over as Rage’s team kept their barrage of plasma blasts going full throttle. Then the aliens stopped coming and quickly retreated. The giants had reached Rage’s team and nothing wanted to be in those behemoths’ way. 
 “Negative, Master Chief Sergeant Major Rage,” the calm voice stated. “Air support must be requisitioned three business days prior to launch of an operation. You did not provide the proper forms for air support to be authorized.” 
 “Field override!” Rage shouted as he looked up at Hell on legs. Three dozen hexagonal eyes stared back at him. 
 “Field override pre-denied,” the voice replied. “Command has determined the benefit does not warrant the cost. Your team is on its own, Master Chief Sergeant Major Rage. Good luck, and remember that we are all equal in Earth Corp’s eyes. Oh, and don’t forget, Thursdays are half price draft beers in the commissary.” 
 The comms went silent as the giant roach that loomed over Rage reached down with one of its many claws and plucked him up off the ground as if he was a twig. 
 “Motherfucker!” Rage roared as the thing’s quadruple mandibles opened wide to chomp him in half. 
 Rage felt ribs crack despite the strength of his combat armor. He screamed in pain and anger as the giant roach’s mouth grew closer and closer. 
 “NO ONE TAKES RAGE ALIVE!” Rage bellowed as he set his rifle to overload and chucked it down the massive bug’s gullet.  
 The thing’s mandibles clicked shut. It swallowed hard, coughed a little, then shook its head over and over. Deep inside the creature, there was a massive explosion and ochre-colored blood began to trickle from out its mouth and eighteen nostrils. Then it burped smoke, let go of Rage, and toppled over into one of the other giant roaches, who quickly shoved it away so it could keep eating two soldiers at once. 
 Rage hit the ground hard and pressed his finger to his ear. 
 “OVERLOAD YOUR RIFLES!” he ordered as he got to his feet, his ribs already healing, and looked about for a stray rifle he could jigger and use. 
 That’s when he saw the horror and carnage the battlefield had become. He ignored the dozens and dozens of shredded and mutilated roaches. He only had eyes for his fallen, or still falling, team. Bodies were everywhere. Limbs, heads, torsos were strewn across the ground like so much flesh confetti. Those still alive were twenty feet up in the air, being chomped to bits by the giant roaches. 
 Blood fell like sticky rain. Skin and bits of armor came down like nightmare hail. Rage shook with a fury he’d never experienced before. Mainly because he’d never come close to defeat in his spotless career as one of Earth Corp’s best and brightest killing machines.  
 Rage waded through the offal of his dead comrades and picked up every rifle he could get his hands on. Loaded down with more weaponry than one man could think to wield, Rage spread his stance, placed his hands on his hips, and shouted, “WHO’S FIRST, ASSHOLES?” 
 Most of the giant creatures stopped in mid-chew, giving each other side glances that ranged from confusion to amusement to annoyance. 
 “YOU!” Rage roared, pointing at the closest giant roach.  
 The thing glanced over its huge shoulder then looked down at the human. 
 “YEAH! YOU!” Rage continued. “COME AND GET ME!” 
 The huge creature looked to its fellow giant roaches. A few shrugged while the rest went back to chewing up and swallowing what was left of Rage’s team. 
 “WHAT’S WRONG? YOU SOME CHICKENSHIT? THAT IT?” Rage shouted. “JUST LIKE A BUG TO BE A CHICKEN!” 
 The massive alien finished swallowing the man it’d been eating, rolled its dozens of eyes, and reached down to pluck Rage from the ground. Rage let himself be lifted up until he was mandible level. Then he overloaded a rifle and threw it inside the open maw of the giant roach. 
 “TASTE THE RAGE, FUCKER!” 
 The alien grumbled some protest or other then began to choke and cough. 
 Before Rage could be dropped, he wriggled free from the alien’s grip and jumped to the shoulder of the closest giant roach. 
 “BETTER LISTEN UP, BITCH!” Rage shouted as he overloaded another file and jammed it deep inside the roach’s earhole. 
 Then he leapt from that roach and onto the back of another. An overloaded rifle went between the cracks in the thing’s spinal ridges. Rage didn’t wait for results, he continued leaping and jumping from giant roach to giant roach until he was out of rifles to overload and massive bugs to kill. 
 Then, with one final leap, Rage tumbled through the air and landed in the black dirt with a heavy thud and a determined sneer. 
 “The bigger they are…” he muttered to himself as he stood up and turned to face his handiwork. 
 Giant roach after giant roach fell as the rifles blew their guts out, tore open their spines, and obliterated their bug heads.  
 Rage never blinked once as he was coated in ochre blood and steaming hot bug guts. Eyes wide open, he watched the death and destruction unfold. Then he quickly backpedaled as the giant roaches fell to the ground. Rage stood there, covered in alien intestines and blood, and shouted, “NO ONE SURVIVES RAGE!” 
 His words echoed across the bloody battlefield. The air was thick with death and humid from an oncoming thunderstorm. Rage wiped at his face, flicking goo from his gloves, as he surveyed his work. 
 Then the dirt below his boots shook and Rage frowned. He’d assumed what he was staring at across the horizon was a thunderstorm. It wasn’t. 
 “Well, shit me sideways and call me Martha,” Rage said as he watched three roaches the size of skyscrapers trundle across the landscape toward him. “Rage knows when to call it a day.” 
 Without another word, Rage turned and sprinted back to the drop ship. He raced up the ramp, hit the big red button that closed the ramp, and didn’t pause as he sprinted through the troop hold and into the main cockpit. 
 A bored-looking pilot and equally bored-looking co-pilot sat in their seats. They glanced at Rage. 
 “Didn’t go as planned,” the pilot said. “Bummer for you.” 
 He held up a yellow piece of paper. Rage took it, read it, waded it up, and threw it back in the pilot’s face. 
 “Get us out of here,” Rage ordered. 
 “You read the gram, man,” the pilot said. “You’ve been fired for gross incompetence. I can’t fly you—” 
 The pilot’s head exploded as Rage slammed his fists on either side of the man’s skull. Blood and brain splattered across the control console, the windshield, and the co-pilot. 
 “You got something to say, punk?” Rage snarled at the co-pilot. 
 “Uh, no,” the co-pilot said. “Strap in.” 
 Without waiting for Rage to even sit down, the co-pilot engaged full thrusters and lifted the drop ship into the air faster than the machine was meant to ever take off. 
 Rage stumbled to the side, regained his balance, then yanked the pilot’s corpse onto the floor, taking the dead man’s seat as his own. 
 “They’ll, uh, they’ll court-martial you for this,” the co-pilot said. 
 “I’d fucking like to see them try,” Rage sneered as he took every thought and feeling about his dead team and locked it deep inside his psyche. He’d get around to unpacking the catastrophe, but not today. 
 No, today he had some corporate assholes to murder.



 

Two

   
 “Rage! My brother!” a purple stickman shouted as he cut to the front of the line, three of his five arms pointed at Rage as if they were long lost pals. “Long time, no see, man! Who’s playing tonight?” 
 “Back of the line, Grup,” Rage snapped, crossing his massive arms over his massive chest, nearly tearing his black T-shirt’s sleeves as he flexed his enhanced biceps. “No cutting.” 
 Grup was a Clickelack, a race of stick-like aliens from halfway across the galaxy. They found Earth back in 2353 and took such a liking that they systematically moved half their species to the planet within a century, making Clickelacks close to humans in population. 
 “Ah, come on, Rage,” Grup said, tapping two of his three feet in irritation. “I did ya that solid last week when I got ya those burritos at 3am, remember? You got a burrito debt, Rage. No one lasts long with a burrito debt hanging over their head.” 
 “That so?” Rage asked, one eyebrow slowly rising. “How about you suck my burrito and we’ll call it even?” 
 Grup blinked a few times. “I don’t know what that means.” 
 “It means get the hell out of here,” Rage said. “Next!” 
 The line of humans and aliens stretched down the block, everyone waiting their turn to get into the hottest dive bar in Greenville, South Carolina.  
 Greenville, South Carolina. 
 After the Great Flattening of 2271, when an alien race that no one could describe suddenly laid waste to every major city on Earth then just as suddenly left without even saying why they came or sorry for the mess, the smaller bergs grew in importance and influence. 
 Suddenly on the intergalactic radar, Earth was swarmed by curious alien races. Only a couple of races were antagonistic, but the other aliens kept the troublemakers in check. For one reason: Earth had a knack for creating dive bars that both attracted and repulsed their customers. Apparently, dive bars were a uniquely Earth phenomenon. And the aliens loved them! 
 Now it was 2501, and Greenville had become the Mecca for those humans and aliens that wanted watered-down well drinks, flat beer made from questionable ingredients (urine, mostly urine), and bowls of peanuts from last century (still in their shells). And of the many dive bars that littered the cityscape, Crater Ray’s Hot Spot and Bar Place was the sanitarily challenged hole in the wall that topped them all. 
 “Rage. Brother. Give a guy a—” 
 Rage lifted Grup up by one of his five arms, whirled him over his head, then flung the skinny alien into the air and across the fifteen lanes of Highway 25. Grup screeched the entire flight as he tumbled stick legs over stick arms through the air, barely avoiding being obliterated by the hover car traffic that sped by. The line of patrons watched in amusement as the alien became a small dot then disappeared behind a billboard on top of Joan’s Carpet Haven and Taxidermy Spa.  
 “Bastard!” a far-off, tiny voice called. 
 “I said next!” Rage shouted at the distracted line. 
 Humans and aliens snapped to and the line began to move slowly again, Rage taking little pleasure in scanning IDs and debiting cover charges from the patrons’ chip implants. He was looking forward, although he would never admit it, to the night’s headliner—Los Tabeleros, a klezmer punk band out of Toledo, Ohio. They were a Greenville favorite when they came through town and Rage had them on his workout playlist. They were perfect for left leg day. 
 Then Rage’s hopes of seeing the band were dashed as he spotted the unmarked hover car floating a block down the street, its blue mag lifters glowing bright under the chassis. Local PD, Corporate Feds, or private security, Rage couldn’t tell, but he knew they weren’t there for the show and just waiting until the line got shorter. 
 “Snoopers,” Rage said over comms. “One block east. Anyone have eyes on them?” 
 “Anyone have eyes on them? Rage, dude, you’re not an officer anymore!” a young man’s voice replied with an obvious sneer coating every syllable of his response. 
 “I was never an officer,” Rage responded. “I was a master chief sergeant major. No one called me sir and I worked for a living, moron.” 
 “Don’t talk to me that way, Rage!” the voice snapped. “My mom owns this place and I can have you—!” 
 “Shut up, Junior,” a woman’s voice interrupted. “Rage? You worried?” 
 “Not worried, but wary,” Rage said. “Maybe they’re looking for someone in particular. Maybe they’re just casing the place after that brawl last week.” 
 “A brawl you started, Rage!” Junior said. 
 “Junior!” the woman shouted. “Get off the fucking comms now!” 
 “Ah, Mom, come on,” Junior replied. “You know I want to be—” 
 “OFF! NOW!” 
 “Fine…” 
 A long sigh then, “Tell me what you’re thinking, Rage.” 
 “I’ll keep an eye on them,” Rage said. “If they move, I’ll let you know.” 
 “Sounds like a plan.” 
 “Oh, and Mascholine?” 
 “Yeah, Rage?” 
 “Put someone on the alley doors,” Rage said. “Just in case this is the decoy and they’re coming in from the back.” 
 There was a long pause. Rage continued scanning and letting patrons into the bar. He waited, knowing Mascholine’s process. 
 “I stuck the bot there,” Mascholine said after a couple of minutes. “Can you dial into its feed?” 
 “On it,” Rage replied. 
 He held up a hand, palm out, and the line of patrons stopped in their tracks. A couple of guys a few spots back began to complain, but Rage gave them the stink eye and they shut up fast.  
 Pressing his index finger to a spot next to his left eye, Rage activated the vid feed in his implant. When he closed his left eye, he immediately brought up a visual of what the security bot in the alley was seeing. Dumpsters, a couple of homeless aliens peeing against said dumpsters, a couple more aliens waiting to lap up the pee when the others were done because some aliens are just gross. 
 “We’re clear for now,” Rage said as he opened his left eye and normal vision was restored. “I’ll check every thirty seconds, but be sure and set the bot to force a feed to me if things get weird.” 
 “You are my best investment, Rage,” Mascholine replied. “You free after the show tonight?” 
 Rage grinned and several of the waiting patrons shrunk back, more than a little terrified at how it made his face look. 
 “I could be convinced to socialize,” Rage said to Mascholine. 
 “That’s what I like to hear,” Mascholine said. “Watch the pigs and keep me posted.” 
 “You know I will,” Rage said then waved for the line to start moving again.



 

Three

   
 The line dwindled to nothing as the show began to start up inside the bar. Rage checked the vid feed from the security bot, but still no cops heading for the alley entrance. More aliens had arrived to enjoy the piss buffet by the dumpsters, but they were regular scum that Rage knew by sight and certainly not cops. 
 That left the unmarked hover car down the block. 
 “Send the bot to the door,” Rage said into the comms. 
 “You know what, Rage?” Junior replied. “I am not liking your attitude tonight. You need to speak to me with respect and—!” 
 “Someone, anyone, send the bot to the door,” Rage snapped. “Before I walk inside and stretch Junior’s sphincter up over his head.” 
 “Jesus, Rage…” Junior gulped. “I’ll send the bot.” 
 “Damn right you will,” Rage snarled and killed the comms. 
 When the barely held together bot arrived, its three wheels squeaking so loud that half the rats in the neighborhood peeked their heads out of the sewer grate to see if one of their species was dying, Rage patted the rusty machine on the shoulder. 
 “Scan and charge any stragglers,” Rage said to the bot. It beeped. He had no idea what the beep meant and his comms translator didn’t seem to care. Rage didn’t really care, either. “Only room for fifteen more patrons, so shut things down when you hit that number. Mascholine can’t afford to bribe the fire marshal any more than she has.” 
 The bot beeped a second time then tried to straighten up to its full height, but a servo fritzed out and it froze halfway, a couple of sparks emitting from its midsection. 
 “You alright?” Rage asked. The bot beeped. “Okay…” 
  Rage moved away from Crater Ray’s. He walked straight at the hover car, cracking his massive knuckles as he closed on the vehicle. The sound of his joints popping was like gunshots and Rage smiled. 
 The blue light under the hover car intensified and the vehicle pulled away from the curb before Rage could get close enough to look for identifying tags or marks. It spun about and raced away, cutting across five lanes of Highway 25, nearly causing a hover pileup. Horns blew, voices were raised, middle fingers, or what passed for middle fingers depending on the race, were extended, then the kerfuffle was over and Rage was left standing on the sidewalk with no one and nothing to punch. 
 “Snoopers took off,” Rage reported over the comms. 
 “Then you can get back to your spot at the door,” Junior replied. 
 “Junior, shut up,” Mascholine snapped. “We’ll leave the bot there. Rage? Head on in. Gonna need your muscles with the crowd. Got some Terbelians out for a bachelor party and they’re leaving slime trails in front of the stage. Need you to deal with them ASAP.” 
 “Copy that,” Rage said, almost back to the bar’s front entrance. 
 Before he reached the bar, the hair on the back of his neck stood upright and Rage froze. He cocked his head, letting his enhanced hearing scan his surroundings for the threat. Nothing out of the ordinary, but that didn’t mean much. 
 Rage took two steps toward the bar then was suddenly knocked off his feet and sent falling into the highway. Luckily, all of the vehicles were at least six feet off the ground, so he didn’t get run over. But the constant power wash from the vehicles’ mag lifters forced him flat against the asphalt. Unable to get up and defend himself, Rage was grabbed by the ankles and flung sideways, his body colliding with the ancient brick wall of the magic and novelty supply shop that sat next to Crater Ray’s. 
 The wall crumbled under Rage’s impact and he found himself inside the shop, covered in rubber chickens and squirting flowers. 
 “That was a mistake,” Rage said to no one in particular as he forced himself up onto his feet. He saw the shape a split second before it slammed into his chest. But that split second was all Rage needed. 
 Feet planted, Rage flexed all of his muscles at once. The shape hit him full force, but that force was stopped cold. It fell to the floor, and Rage reached down and plucked it out of a mangled display for marked playing cards and piles of fake alien poop. 
 A Charbeshun. 
 Charbeshuns were an alien shadow race. Made of sentient smoke, they could become dense as iron when they needed to, making them very dangerous opponents. The confusing part to Rage was that they weren’t usually a violent race. Unless threatened, then they’d fight to the death without a second thought. Rage had no recollection of threatening any Charbeshuns lately. 
 “What’s your deal?” Rage asked the wriggling hunk of smoke. He searched for the thing’s face so he could look it in the eyes, but could find neither face nor eyes. So he shook it. Hard. “Why’d you attack me? What’d I do to you?” 
 The alien hissed a response and Rage waited for the translation to echo in his comms. 
 “What you will do!” 
 Rage considered that phrase and the angry tone with which it was spat at him. 
 “Nope,” Rage said. “Not getting it.” 
 “You will do bad thing! You will kill her!” the Charbeshun screeched.  
 Before Rage could ask any more questions, a bright red flash from across the highway caught his attention. He knew that flash. 
 Rage let go of the Charbeshun and threw himself to the floor as the red flash raced across the fifteen lanes of Highway 25 and slammed into the Charbeshun. The smoky alien screamed so loud that Rage’s comm piece shut off to protect his eardrum from being destroyed. Then the screaming stopped and the Charbeshun exploded into a million strands of gray thread, coating Rage all over. 
 “Damnit,” Rage snarled as he fruitlessly tried to wipe the remains of the alien off his body. All he managed to do was smear it everywhere and get the sticky strands stuck between his fingers. “Damnit!” 
 Rage stayed put for several minutes as he waited for a second attack. 
 “Rage? Where are you?” Junior called over the comms. “We need you inside! Now!” 
 “Had a situation,” Rage replied. He slowly got to his feet, eyes locked on the demolished wall of the novelty shop and the highway beyond. No sign of an attacker or of any imminent danger. “On my way.” 
 “You better be! Now we have some frat boys that could use a lesson in manners!” Junior said. 
 “You could use a lesson in manners, you little shit,” Rage grumbled. 
 “What was that?” Junior snapped. 
 “You heard me,” Rage said. “I’m on my way. Chill the hell out, kid.” 
 “I’m not a kid!” Junior protested. 
 Rage ignored the comment and tried once more to wipe the Charbeshun from his clothes. Just more smearing occurred. 
 By the time Rage made it inside Crater Ray’s, the frat boys had started a full-on brawl. The band was in full swing up on the stage and seemed to enjoy the violent chaos. Mascholine, glaring from behind the bar, her bright yellow skin and blazing red hair hard to miss. Same with the sawed-off shotgun in one hand and the sawed-off baseball bat in the other. The scowl on her face told Rage she was not enjoying the chaos at all. The two weapons said she might start enjoying things if they got any worse. 
 Mascholine’s eyes locked onto Rage’s as he stepped into the main area of the bar. 
 “I’m on it,” Rage said, grabbing the closest idiot. 
 The idiot turned out to be a fat little human with bad acne and dilated pupils the size of Rage’s fists. Rage popped the kid between the eyes and he fell limp onto the bar’s sticky, damp floor. 
 “They’re hopped up on something,” Rage said as he grabbed another fighting patron. Same dilated pupils. “Best to just gas the place.” 
 “I’m not shutting down the show to gas the place, Rage,” Mascholine said. “Do your job and stop this.” 
 “Fine,” Rage replied with an irritated sigh. 
 “What do you have all over you?” Junior asked. 
 Rage looked about the bar and saw the punk hiding from the melee in his usual booth in the far corner of the bar, his bright yellow forehead and green hair just visible above the table’s surface. 
 “Charbeshun,” Rage said. “It’s a story for later.” 
 “I want to know now,” Junior said. 
 “JUNIOR!” Mascholine roared. “Let the man do his job! Rage? Do your goddamn job!” 
 “On it,” Rage said then dove full on into the brawl. 
 Rage managed to knock five people out cold before the first punch was thrown his way. He caught the offending fist, squeezed hard, then smirked as the owner of the now broken fist screamed like one of the squeaky toys from the novelty shop next door. 
 A Snorpa, one of the hairiest of the alien races that had taken up on Earth, slashed at Rage with its razor-sharp claws. The claws were only the size of a small cat’s, even though the Snorpa was almost seven feet tall, but they were deadly if they nicked the right artery. Rage made sure the claws got nowhere near any of his arteries as he sidestepped a wild slash, grabbed the Snorpa’s arm, and snapped it at the elbow. The alien roared in pain and fell, allowing Rage to send a well-timed knee to the Snorpa’s jaw. Its head rocked back and it was unconscious before its skull found floor. 
 A tentacle wrapped about Rage’s neck and he slid his hand under it, yanked hard, then twisted until the tentacle popped, sending bright blue blood spraying over the crowd. Several patrons whooped at the spray, thinking it was part of the stage show. Or they were jerks and just didn’t care that an alien lost a tentacle. 
 Rage didn’t really care either, and he flung the being across the bar where it splatted against the wall then collapsed into a puddle of floppy skin and oozing blue blood. Rage barely gave the alien a second look, but he did wonder what race it was. Not a species he knew at all. 
 A fist slammed into Rage’s left cheek, making his skin ripple. But that was all. Just a ripple. Rage slowly pivoted his head and stared at the attacker. A slight woman with wide-set purple eyes, six arms, and one single leg. She shook her quickly swelling fist then blinked up at Rage. He slammed his fist down on top of her skull and she crumpled. 
 Three frat boys, classic human dicks, rushed Rage and he let them. They jumped on him, but Rage barely felt the weight. He tore one loose and flung him in Junior’s direction. He tore the second one loose and flung him toward the front door. Then he tore the third one loose and held him high in the air for all to see. 
 “You want to know what privilege really is, you snot-nosed, punk-ass bitch?” Rage roared as he shook the wriggling frat boy. “How about the privilege of my fist destroying your face!” 
 Instead of bringing his fist to meet the frat boy’s face, he brought the frat boy’s face to meet his fist. Same result. A sickening crunch of bone and a crying, cowering frat boy sent falling to the floor. 
 Rage faced the rest of the crowd and roared, “KNOCK IT OFF!” 
 Half the brawling crowd stopped in their tracks. They stared at Rage. They stared at the frat boy crying on the floor. Then they went back to fighting. 
 “THAT’S IT!” Rage shouted. He picked up the closest patron and threw the flailing alien into the crowd, knocking down a couple dozen humans and aliens like bowling pins. 
 Rage rushed the remaining patrons and began tossing bodies left and right like he was a train plowing through a herd of cattle. A few of the patrons even mooed as they went sprawling. Those that were able to dodge Rage’s attack began their own counterattack. Fists flew. Feet kicked. Elbows were thrown and knees were lifted. Teeth bared, claws extended, tentacles whipped.  
 Rage took it all in stride, never giving ground as he endured the onslaught of hands, feet, limbs that came at him. Someone got in a good shot to the base of Rage’s skull and he winced as pain radiated up through his head. 
 “That fucking hurt,” Rage said. He spun about and received a kick to the face for his effort. “That didn’t.” 
 The attacker gulped hard and tried to flee, but Rage grabbed her by the back of the neck and flung her straight at the frat boy by the front door, who had just started to get back up. Rage ignored their cries for help as limbs became tangled like a flesh pretzel. 
 “Done. So fucking done,” Rage muttered as he systematically moved from one patron to the next, sending all into unconscious oblivion. 
 It took close to ten minutes, but by the end, Rage had ninety percent of the crowd begging for him to stop. The entire time, the band kept playing. The show must go on. 
 “We good?” Rage asked over the comms. 
 “We good,” Mascholine replied. “Junior? You and the bot clean up the ones that can’t walk out on their own. I’ll deal with the cops that are about to be here.” 
 “Me? Why can’t Rage clean up?” Junior complained over the comms, still hiding in his booth. “He made the mess!” 
 “JUNIOR!” Mascholine shouted. 
 “Fine…” 
 “Rage? Make yourself scarce,” Mascholine said. “No need for your mug to be in front of the cops. And go clean up. That Charbeshun gunk is beginning to dissolve and it’s putting holes in your clothes.” 
 Rage looked down and saw that she was right. The gunk was eating away at his T-shirt. 
 “Shit. This was my favorite black T-shirt,” Rage said. 
 “You have like ten,” Mascholine said. 
 “Yeah, but this was my favorite.” 
 “Go get cleaned up.” 
 Rage started to walk away, but was grabbed around the waist by one last hold-out. The hold-out lost that struggle fast. It also lost half its scalp as Rage grabbed it by its spiky hair and tossed the punk across the bar. 
 “Hey!” Junior yelled. “That thing almost hit me!” 
 “Almost?” Rage replied as he walked toward a set of stairs by the side of the bar. “My aim must have been off.”



 

Four

   
 Rage had just stepped out of the shower when Mascholine stepped into the small bathroom. There was barely enough room for both of them, forcing Mascholine to press up against Rage’s naked skin. 
 “I’m wet,” Rage said. 
 “Me too,” Mascholine replied with a grin. 
 She pressed against him harder then reached past to grab a towel off the wall rack. Mascholine handed the towel to Rage and laughed softly as he tried to dry off with her still in the bathroom. 
 “Think this is funny?” Rage asked as he failed at maneuvering his bulk around her to get dry. 
 “I do,” Mascholine said. 
 “I give up,” Rage said and tossed the towel to the floor. 
 Then he grabbed her up in his arms and their mouths met. Rage carried her from the bathroom and into the one-bedroom apartment he rented from her above the bar. With barely any effort, he threw her off him and onto the bed that sat in the center of the room. 
 Mascholine was already yanking her clothes off by the time she landed on the bed. Her bright yellow skin glowed in the semi-darkness of the apartment. She had shirt off, bra off, and pants almost off when Rage lowered himself on top of her. 
 “The pay is shit, but the benefits are nice,” Rage said as he helped Mascholine with her pants, completing the task of getting her naked. 
 Mascholine grabbed the back of his neck and yanked his mouth back to hers. They kissed hard and long then Rage moved his mouth down her body. He kissed her throat, her neck, her breasts, her belly, then got to the good stuff. Mascholine gasped then cried out with an exuberant, “Yes!” as Rage went to work between her legs. 
 Her yellow skin grew brighter and brighter until her back arched and she screamed with pleasure. Her fingernails dug long, bloody furrows in Rage’s shoulders. The gouges began to heal almost as soon as she had made them. 
 “My god, you’re good at that,” Mascholine gasped as she grabbed Rage by the side of his head and pulled him away from her. 
 He moved back up her body, reversing the motions from before. His massive arms came to rest on either side of her hips. Rage’s eyes took in the glowing of Mascholine’s skin. 
 “I’ll never stop loving that,” he said. 
 Mascholine pushed both hands against his chest. 
 “Whoa there, stud,” she said. “No L word, you hear?” 
 “I love how your skin glows,” he said. “I don’t love you. You suck.” 
 “Good idea,” Mascholine said and shoved Rage over onto his back. 
 Her turn to slide down his body, kissing as much of his chiseled form as she could before she got to his good stuff. Rage closed his eyes and enjoyed the moment of pleasure. 
 For about two seconds… 
 “Hey, Mom?” Junior called over the comms. 
 “What the actual fuck?” Rage snapped. “How’d he get past the comms block?” 
 Mascholine sat up and sighed. “What, Junior?” 
 “There are three police officers here that want to talk with Rage,” Junior said. “I told them to go away, but one hit me in the face.” 
 “At least that happened,” Rage said as he swung his legs off the bed and grabbed for his jeans. 
 “What are their names?” Mascholine asked as she hopped off the bed and started getting dressed. She smacked Rage on his ass then leaned in for a quick kiss. “We’ll get back to this later.” 
 “It’s four in the morning,” Rage said, pulling on his T-shirt. 
 “You got somewhere to be later other than at the front door when the sun goes down?” Mascholine asked, turning in a lazy, confused circle. “Where is my damn bra?” 
 “Leave it off,” Rage said. “Let the pigs gawk at your nips.” 
 “Good plan,” she said then nodded at the door. “I’ll go first and do the talking. You hang back. Stay quiet unless you get a signal from me. Who knows what these porkers want.” 
 “You’re the boss,” Rage said. He opened his bedside table and grabbed a triple-barreled heavy pistol. Mascholine frowned and shook her head. “Come on. What if they draw down on us?” 
 “They’d have brought shock troops if they wanted to kill you,” Mascholine said. 
 Rage put the huge pistol back in the drawer. “Fine.” 
 He growled low as he left his small apartment, following close behind Mascholine. They wound their way down the stairs to the main floor. Standing by the bar were three human cops, each wearing the tackiest suits that Rage had ever seen. Junior was hiding in his corner booth again, his eyes barely visible above the table’s surface. Mascholine pointed at him and he scrambled out from the booth and scurried to the backroom.  
 “Gentlemen,” Mascholine said once her son was gone. “There a reason you’re here at the ass crack of dawn? We don’t serve breakfast even though it smells like bacon in here now.” 
 “Cute, Mascholine,” one of the men said. 
 He was tall, fat, and had a head like a sideways watermelon with ears stuck on it. His suit was bright pink with blue piping. The man made a point of sweeping his suit jacket back so everyone could see his badge and his gun. 
 “Get to it, Detective Labous,” Mascholine snapped as she sat down on a stool at the far end of the bar. The three cops started to walk toward her, but she held her hand up. “That’s close enough. You’ll want to keep our distance. My security bot gets twitchy in the early hours.” 
 There was a mechanical clang and snort from the far corner of the room. Then the distinctive sound of mechanical snoring. 
 “Yeah. I’m worried,” Detective Labous said. 
 “You gonna introduce us to your friends?” Mascholine asked, reaching over the bar to grab a bottle of whiskey. She poured two glasses and held one up at her shoulder. Rage reached over her and took the glass, downing it in one gulp. Mascholine grinned. “Get you boys a drink too?” 
 “On duty,” Detective Labous replied. He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Detectives Nast and Zell.” 
 The two men were as generic human as nature could provide. Bland tan skin with bland brown eyes and bland brown hair. They stared at Rage with bland expressions. 
 Mascholine grimaced. “Are they alive? Is the department using reanimated corpses now? I mean, with how humanoid genetics have mixed over the centuries, couldn’t the department have hired two guys that at least glow in the dark? Way better optics, Detective.” 
 “What do you want, asshole?” Rage snarled. 
 Mascholine closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 “You,” Detective Labous said, looking past Mascholine to fix his eyes on Rage. “You had a little dustup tonight.” 
 “Just doing my job,” Rage said. “Some frat boys got mad at some Terbelians for sliming up the dance floor. Riot started. I ended it.” 
 “Wrong dustup,” Detective Labous said as he waved a hand in the air. Nothing happened. He frowned at Mascholine. “No hologram projector in here?” 
 “Not one open to pigs,” Mascholine replied. 
 Detective Labous waited. Mascholine waited with him. Detective Labous groaned then snapped his fingers. One of the others, Nast or Zell, incredibly hard to tell them apart, stepped forward and opened his palms. A holographic image of Rage tussling with the Charbeshun in the novelty shop came to life before their eyes. 
 “What can you tell me about this?” Detective Labous asked Rage. 
 “Some punk-ass Charbeshun ambushed me and I kicked its ass,” Rage said. Then the flash of red light appeared in the holograph and the Charbeshun was obliterated. “With some help.” 
 “It’s that help I need to know about,” Detective Labous said. “Who are you working with, Rage? You know you’ve been banned for life from performing military duties, right? Earth Corp has your file locked and sealed with a big warning on it that no one is allowed to work with you, for you, or near you on any type of military job.” 
 “A smoke freak tackled me through a wall them someone shot it,” Rage said with a shrug. “Nothing military there. That’s just Greenville.” 
 “Wrong answer,” Detective Labous said. He snapped his fingers again and Nast or Zell or whichever one it was closed his palms and the holograph went away. “How about you come down to the station with me and we make this formal?” 
 “Got a warrant?” Mascholine asked, sipping her whiskey. 
 “Don’t need one for a convicted war criminal,” Detective Labous said. “Rage massacred his superior officers. Under Earth Corp laws and regs, he forfeits all human rights. I technically could kill him now and there wouldn’t even be an investigation.” 
 “You can try, but I wouldn’t advise it,” Rage said. 
 “Me neither,” Detective Labous said. “So I’ll ask nicely one more time before I call for backup. How about you come down to the station and we make this formal?” 
 “I’ll call my lawyer,” Mascholine said, standing up and patting Rage on the shoulder. “Go with the pig and we’ll have you out before breakfast.” Mascholine sneered at Detective Labous. “Gonna eat some extra bacon this morning.” 
 “Funny,” Detective Labous said. “Rage? We gonna have a problem?” 
 “You want to waste your time? Then fine by me,” Rage said and walked willingly over to the detectives. Nast and Zell flanked him but they were dwarfed by Rage’s size. 
 “I’ll get you out soon!” Mascholine called as Rage was escorted out of the bar. “We weren’t quite finished!” 
 Rage smirked then the smirk fell away as he saw the six dozen shock troops waiting in the street for him. 
 “All this for little old me?” Rage asked. “I’m flattered, asshole.” 
 Detective Labous pointed up. Rage followed the direction of his finger. Two dozen SWAT vans with full cannons trained on Rage hovered just above Crater Ray’s. 
 “Now you’re just showing off,” Rage said and let himself be led to a slowly lowering SWAT van with its rear doors wide open.



 

Five

   
 The coffee tasted better than cat piss, but only slightly. Rage downed his third cup and held the mug out to Detective Nast. Or Zell. Rage had zero idea which it was. 
 “More, please,” Rage said in a horrible British accent. 
 Nast or Zell only stared at the mug as he sat lazily in the chair across the table from Rage. When it was obvious he wasn’t getting more cat piss coffee, Rage threw the mug over his shoulder and grinned as it shattered against the wall. Nast or Zell didn’t flinch, his expression still just as bland as if Rage had done nothing. 
 “You really are a reanimated corpse, ain’t ya?” Rage asked. “Tell me, you useless glob of flesh, did you see a light at the end of a tunnel when you died? Or was it all black before they brought you back?” 
 The door to the interview room opened and Detective Labous came in, a tablet in his hand and a pained expression on his face. 
 “Your lawyer is already here,” Detective Labous said. “But, like I said back at the bar, you have no rights anymore, so that slimeball out there is going to be stalled for as long as this interview takes.” 
 Detective Labous looked up from his tablet, clocked the broken mug, glanced at Zell or Nast, then shrugged. 
 “You’ve got him worked up, Rage,” Detective Labous continued. “That’ll be all, Zell.” 
 Zell stood up, gave Rage a bland stare, then left the room. 
 “How do you tell them apart?” Rage asked. 
 Detective Labous sat down without answering and went back to perusing the tablet. Rage grunted, folded his arms across his chest, and waited. 
 Fifteen silent minutes later, Detective Labous put the tablet down, looked up at Rage, and laid his hands on the table, palms down. 
 “When were you first contacted by Ms. Peem?” Detective Labous asked. 
 “Don’t know a Ms. Peem,” Rage answered. 
 “You spent most of the night with her husband splattered all over you,” Detective Labous said, pushing the tablet across the table to Rage. 
 Rage glanced down at the image and saw a mugshot of a Charbeshun. He had no idea if it was the same one that had attacked him or not. The aliens were made of smoke and Rage had found them harder to tell apart than Nast and Zell. 
 “If you say so,” Rage replied, shoving the tablet back then refolding his arms over his chest. 
 “I do. I do,” Detective Labous said. “So? Ms. Peem paid you how much to kill her husband?” 
 “I don’t know a Peem,” Rage said. “I don’t know that Charbeshun. Guy ambushed me and started spouting gibberish. Then he was shot, exploded everywhere, and ruined my favorite T-shirt.” 
 “Isn’t that the same one?” Detective Labous asked, glancing at Rage’s black T-shirt. 
 “No, you moron, it’s not,” Rage snapped. “You’re a detective and you can’t tell the difference between T-shirts? Idiot…” 
 “Monochromatic fashion sense aside, Rage, you’re still not convincing me you don’t know what is going on,” Detective Labous said. “Come clean about Ms. Peem and I can make sure you get life on one of the labor colonies instead of the death penalty.” 
 “Your kindness knows no bounds,” Rage said. He leaned forward and six plasma blasters appeared from the walls, all trained on him. Rage ignored the weapons. “I. Have. No. Idea. What. You. Are. Talking. About.” 
 “Rage, Rage, Rage,” Detective Labous said, looking forlorn. He gave Rage a sad smile. “Do you miss it?” 
 Rage blinked a few times before responding. “Miss what? Be specific, asshole.” 
 “The life. The military. Working for Earth Corp as a SpecOps badass,” Detective Labous explained. “Do you miss it?” 
 “You mean do I miss being able to massacre alien scum and kill anyone that gets in my way without consequence?” Rage sneered. “Yeah. I miss it. Especially right now.” 
 “I’m not alien scum,” Detective Labous said. 
 “You’re a cop. Close enough,” Rage replied. 
 “I’d think you’d have more respect for those of us that are doing our civic and corporate duty, Rage. I’m not much different than you were.” 
 “Can you crush this table into scrap with your bare hands?” 
 “No…” 
 “Then we’re a lot different.” 
 “Is that what you miss about the job, Rage? The violence? That why you conspired to have Ms. Peem’s husband killed?” 
 “Just charge me already, asshole,” Rage said, bored. “Or cut me loose. You know as much as I do about that Charbeshun. I don’t know a Ms. Peem and I don’t want to.” 
 “You sure?” Detective Labous swiped at the tablet then spun it around to show Rage an image of a woman. “You’re telling me you wouldn’t want to get to know this woman?’ 
 Rage had to blink a few times. The woman in the image was stunning. All legs and hips and breasts and chartreuse skin and golden, flowing hair. She was posing at some gala, dressed in a skintight dress that screamed wealth. Rage stopped blinking and shrugged. 
 “I wouldn’t kick her out of my bed,” Rage said. “But she has lying eyes. You can see it. She may be good for a roll or two, but I wouldn’t trust her beyond sex.” 
 “Noticed that, did ya?” Detective Labous said. 
 He pulled the tablet back, studying Rage the whole time. Rage let him and waited. 
 “What if I said I could get you back in the life?” Detective Labous asked then held up a hand before Rage could speak. “Not back in Earth Corp’s good graces, but off the banned list. You could become a merc and make some coin as a hired gun. Not the same, but close.” 
 “You’re a city detective in Greenville, South Carolina,” Rage scoffed. “You don’t have that kind of pull.” 
 “I don’t, but the folks looking for who killed Mr. Peem do,” Detective Labous said. “Might be Nast and Zell have more to them than they look.” 
 “Wouldn’t be hard to do,” Rage said. ‘They look like oatmeal.” 
 “Earth Corp oatmeal,” Detective Labous said. 
 “I’ll play along. What would I need to do?” Rage asked after a couple seconds consideration. 
 “If Ms. Peem hasn’t contacted you yet, we feel she will soon enough,” Detective Labous explained. “No one knows why you’re involved, but you are. You let her contact you, go along with whatever she offers, and simply let her lead us to some answers.” 
 “That’s it? What if she offers me a ton of money to kill some cops?” Rage asked. “I should go along with that?” 
 “Short of the actual killing, yes,” Detective Labous said. “But we don’t think that’s what she wants. This is bigger than cop killing.” 
 Rage raised both eyebrows in surprise. “Bigger than cop killing? Not sure I want to get involved when you say something like that. Maybe I should forget your offer, go back to Crater Ray’s, and live my life as a bouncer. That’s probably in my best interest.” 
 “Despite the slimeball lawyer your employer has sent for you, you aren’t leaving this precinct a free man, Rage,” Detective Labous said. His tone suggested all gloves were off. “Got your attention?” 
 Rage nodded. 
 “You say no to my offer and you’re on the first transport off Earth,” Detective Labous continued. “Ore mining in the Kuiper belt. Gas compression on Jupiter. Water distillation on Titan. If you’re lucky enough to stay in system. Probably a few alien races that would love to get their hands on the infamous Master Chief Sergeant Major Max Rage. Maybe your transport gets lost, ends up past Pluto, and then gets intercepted by any number of possible organizations that have an axe to grind with you. Shit happens, Rage.” 
 “Yeah. I know shit happens,” Rage said. “I used to be the guy that caused that shit to happen.” 
 “That’s not an answer.” 
 “You didn’t really give me anything to answer. Not like I have a goddamn choice in this,” Rage spat. 
 “That’s the spirit,” Detective Labous said and slid the tablet back once more. “Sign these forms and we’ll get the process started on the road to Max Rage’s redemption.” 
 “I got some redemption you can suck on,” Rage said as he took the tablet and began signing. 
 “I don’t know what that means,” Detective Labous replied. 
 It took about an hour to sign everything then go through six polygraph tests to make sure Rage wouldn’t simply leave the precinct and ditch the deal. Despite Detective Labous’ threats, Rage was still Rage and no one was taking chances. 
 “Mr. Rage!” a blob of orange with a bow tie and briefcase free floating around inside its gelatinous body cried as Rage was escorted to the waiting area of the precinct. “It is about time they let you loose! I plan on having words with the local magistrate!” 
 “You do that, buddy,” Rage said, walking past the blob and out the front door. 
 The sun was brutally bright and Rage pressed a finger to his right temple. His corneas instantly darkened and the glare became bearable. Rage walked down the precinct steps and over to the closest transpo stop.  
 “Mr. Rage!” the blob called as it flubbered after him. “Mr. Rage, we need to talk! The charges against you are quite—” 
 Rage spun about and poked a finger into what may have been the being’s chest. “Charges were dropped.” 
 “Dropped? Were they?” the blob asked then reached inside itself with rubbery hands and pulled out its briefcase. It flicked the latches, opened the case, then studied the holographic interface that projected up from inside. “Oh…I see. Well then. You won’t be needing my services anymore. Shall I bill you or Mascholine for my time?” 
 “You can bill your own ass for all I care,” Rage said and turned away as a hover bus arrived, slowly lowering to the ground with a hiss and buzz. “But thanks for nothing.” 
 Before the blob of a lawyer could respond, Rage was on the bus and frowning at the various other riders. All had seen better lives. Or not. Rage didn’t care. He took a seat as far away from the others as possible then closed his eyes. 
 “Wake me at my stop,” Rage yelled up to the driver, a multi-limbed spider-like alien. “Crater Ray’s.” 
 “Hey, pal, I ain’t your mommy,” the driver yelled back. “Wake your own damn self!” 
 Someone close to the driver leaned forward and whispered in one of its earholes. The driver stiffened and glanced back at Rage in the rearview mirror. 
 “Yeah, sure, I’ll give you a shout,” the driver said as the hover bus rose into the air and took off for the next stop.



 

Six

   
 Mascholine rolled off Rage, her body beaded with sweat, her chest heaving, her skin so bright that Rage had to squint as he caught his own breath. 
 “There we go,” Mascholine said. “Been looking forward to that for hours. Idiot cops interrupting our good time.” 
 “Yeah,” Rage said as he stared up at the ceiling of his apartment. 
 “What’s wrong? Aren’t you happy you get to do something other than be a bouncer?” Mascholine asked. “I’m not happy about it. Downright pissed off, but at the pigs, not at you. I know you’ll be back when you’re done.” 
 “Probably,” Rage said. 
 “Probably?” Mascholine rolled over, pressing her body against Rage’s side. She rubbed his chest and nuzzled her face against his muscles as she slowly ground herself against his hip. “Oh, I think you’ll be back.” 
 Rage smirked and cupped her ass with one hand then gave it a hard squeeze before sliding away from her. He got up and walked to the tiny kitchenette in the corner and poured himself a glass of water. Mascholine watched his tight ass and taut legs the entire time. 
 “What do you know about a Lisha Peem?” Rage asked as he turned around. He snapped his fingers to get Mascholine’s attention. “Eyes up here. I’ll be ready in a few minutes. We talk until then.” 
 “Talk? Boring,” Mascholine said, laughing. “Let’s do other mouth stuff instead.” 
 “Mascholine…” 
 “Jesus. Fine,” Mascholine said and stood up. Her body was tighter than women half her age, but then the specific human genetic makeup her ancestors came from had lifespans that were quadruple the normal human. A benefit of galactic humanoid races interbreeding for centuries. “Ms. Peem is what is known as a professional widow.” 
 “She kills her husbands and lives off their wealth?” Rage asked. He refilled the water and handed the glass to Mascholine as she walked over to him. “She’s not very good at it if she’s known for killing her husbands.” 
 “No one has proven a thing,” Mascholine said. She took the water and drained the glass then handed it back to Rage. “I couldn’t find a shred of evidence from any agency. Everyone in the galaxy knows what she’s up to, but it’s not like she’s alone. Some cultures see it as a status symbol to go through multiple husbands like disposable underwear.” 
 “Nice picture,” Rage said. Mascholine reached down, but Rage smacked her hand away. “Focus.” 
 “Not sure I like serious business Max Rage,” Mascholine said with a pout. She returned to the bed and flopped down on her stomach, making sure Rage got a good view of her ass. “Serious business Max Rage is kind of a downer.” 
 “Because I was all party balloons and confetti cannons before,” Rage said. 
 “At least I knew I was getting some at the end of the night,” Mascholine said. 
 “You just got some a couple minutes ago,” Rage said. 
 “There was never a cap on quantity before,” Mascholine protested. 
 “Okay, okay. Another round and then we talk?” Rage asked. Mascholine’s ass went up a little higher. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 Three rounds and a change of sheets later, Mascholine rested against Rage’s side once more. 
 Rage’s eyes had begun to droop when she said, “She’s protected. I found that much out. Not sure by who or what, but there are signs in her records that show some serious influence to make sure she doesn’t go down for any of her husbands’ deaths. Keep that in mind if you find yourself on her bad side.” 
 “If she approaches me,” Rage said. 
 “She’ll approach you,” Mascholine said with a tired sigh. “Labous is a dick and a pig, but he’s a good detective. If the powers that have him by the short and curlies think she’ll approach you, then she’ll approach you.” 
 “How do you feel about that?” Rage asked. 
 Mascholine tweaked one of Rage’s nipples. Hard. 
 “Nothing?” Mascholine asked when Rage didn’t react. 
 “I can be shot a dozen times and barely flinch,” Rage said. “Was there a point to that?” 
 “Just making sure you know how I feel,” Mascholine said. “You can get involved with this Peem bitch, have some fun, do what you have to, but only as long as you come back here when you’re done.” 
 “Maybe I won’t survive.” 
 “You believe that?” 
 “Nah. I always survive.” 
 “Good. Do that. Survive and come back to me and the bar.” 
 “You only want me because I’m the best bouncer on the planet.” 
 “And the best lay.” 
 “There’s that.” 
 “There is that. Yes. Round…four?” 
 “Round four,” Rage said and swept Mascholine up in his arms. 
 They hit round seven before passing out. It was only the insistent pounding of the security bot on Rage’s door that woke them up. 
 “Whoa,” Mascholine said as she headed for the bathroom. “Gonna walk funny while working tonight.” 
 The bathroom door closed and Rage opened his apartment door. 
 “You could have commed,” Rage said to the bot. 
 It beeped something unintelligible and Rage waited. Then his comm translated, “There is a buxom human woman downstairs asking for you.” 
 “Already?” Rage rolled his eyes. “Let her know I’ll be right down. Gonna rinse off and get dressed.” 
 More beeps. “She is in a hurry and said for you to come down immediately. Body scans show she is in distress and fears for her life.” 
 “Great. She’s one of those.” Rage sighed and grabbed his clothes. As he started getting dressed and began to leave, he called out to the bathroom, “She’s here! I’ll be downstairs!” 
 He didn’t wait for an answer and followed the bot downstairs as he jumped on one leg then the other in order to get his jeans on. Once downstairs, he was caught short at the sight of Ms. Lisha Peem. Her images on the tablet hadn’t done her justice. Legs, hips, breasts, chartreuse skin, and that golden hair were breathtaking to behold. She wore a tight blouse that was barely buttoned and a tighter skirt that left zero to the imagination. Any male, no matter the race, would have married her in a heartbeat. Hell, any female would have been all over her too. 
 “Ms. Peem?” Rage asked as he approached her. 
 She sat at the bar, a glass of clear liquor in her hand. A very full glass. 
 “Oh, Mr. Rage, you are here. Call me Lisha,” she said. Then she downed the entire glass and offered her hand. “I see the police have already told you about me. I watched you leave the precinct this morning.” 
 “Which is why I’m not playing coy,” Rage said, shaking her hand. The feel of her skin was like electrified silk. “What can I do for you?” 
 “May I?” Lisha asked as she reached for a bottle of vodka. 
 “You already have and it ain’t my liquor, so knock yourself out,” Rage replied, taking a seat on the barstool next to her. He watched her pour, drink, pour, drink, then pour again and sigh. “What can I do for you, Ms. Peem?” 
 “Lisha. I insist,” Lisha said. “And what you can do for me is protect me as I go home. I need the best security and your name has been mentioned more than a few times.” 
 “I’m a bouncer, not a bodyguard,” Rage said. “And there are entire firms that specialize in personal security. You should contact one of them. They can get you safely wherever you need to go.” 
 “Yes, but I want you, Mr. Rage,” Lisha replied. “Or may I call you Max?” 
 “Most call me Rage, but I don’t give a shit what most people do,” Rage said. “Call me whatever you want. Why me over a firm?” 
 “Because firms are connected and right now I need to be around as few connections as possible, Max,” Lisha said. “You have a reputation of being unstoppable. Considering who is after me, I need unstoppable.” 
 “And who is after you?” Rage asked, his voice filled with boredom. 
 “Earth Corp,” Lisha stated. 
 Rage’s boredom left him instantly. 
 “Earth Corp? You want me to protect you from Earth Corp? My former employer and the company that canned my ass? That Earth Corp?” 
 “That Earth Corp.” 
 “You think I have the resources to protect you from them? If you do, you’re nuts. Because I don’t.” 
 “Oh, I have the resources, you have the know-how and drive,” Lisha said. “And what justice it would be for you to foil Earth Corp’s plans against me. Wouldn’t that just show them?” 
 “Yeah. It probably would,” Rage replied. “Unless their plans are for a good reason.” 
 Lisha faced Rage full-on and cocked her head. She crossed her long, supple legs and smiled. “What possible reason could they have? I’m a woman that just lost her husband. How can I be of any threat?” 
 “Not your first husband,” Rage said. “Not your first loss.” 
 “True, but what does that have to do with Earth Corp? How can my personal life effect an entire planetary organization? I’m only one woman, Max.” 
 “You’re talking me out of taking the job. If you’re no threat, then there is no threat against you.” 
 “Oh, but there is, Max. There is. A serious threat and I am willing to pay you handsomely for your trouble.” She trailed a fingernail down his chest. “Handsome pay for a handsome man.” 
 The front door burst open and Grup came rushing in, all stick arms and legs whipping about. 
 “Rage!” Grup yelled. “You dick! I was in the ER all night because of you!” 
 “You healed up fine, Grup. Go away,” Rage said. 
 “Not until I have my say!” Grup demanded. 
 Rage eyed him and waited. “Well? What’s your say?” 
 “Uh…” Grup struggled for an answer. “I said it. You’re a dick.” 
 “Max, I need an answer,” Lisha said. “My ship leaves within the hour and there is no time to dawdle.” 
 “Who’s this?” Grup asked, sidling up next to Lisha. “Howdy, ma’am. I’m Grup. Man of many appendages, if you get what I’m saying.” 
 “Max?” Lisha asked, ignoring Grup. “Now or never.” 
 “I’ll need to set some things straight first,” Rage said. 
 “No, you don’t,” Lisha countered. “You have nothing to set straight. Leave with me now or miss your chance at redemption.” 
 “Leave? Where ya going, Rage?” Grup asked. 
 “Where am I going?” Rage asked. 
 “Is that a yes?” Lisha responded. 
 “It’s a yes,” Rage said. “Why not.” 
 “Good. All will be revealed onboard my ship,” Lisha said. “Do you like Stabli calamari? I had a fresh crate delivered to my ship this morning. It is to die for.” 
 “I love Stabli calamari!” Grup exclaimed. “Can I come?” 
 “You’re staying here to tell Mascholine I’ll be back when I’m back,” Rage said, standing up from his stool. “Think you can handle that, Grup?” 
 “If you apologize for last night’s rough treatment,” Grup said and folded most of his arms. 
 “Sorry for flinging you across the highway,” Rage said as he escorted Lisha out of Crater Ray’s. “But I can’t promise it won’t happen again when I get back.” 
 “Oh… Yeah, that’ll do. I’ll let Mascholine know,” Grup said. “Have fun on your trip!” 



 

Seven

   
 Rage had been on a lot of ships. A lot of ships. But never one as luxurious as Lisha Peem’s. 
 “Welcome to the Hourglass, Max,” Lisha said. 
 “Hourglass? Nice name,” Rage responded. “It fits.” 
 “Yes. It does.” 
 Two gilded doors slid apart and Lisha walked through, beckoning Rage to join her. 
 “Sorry, refreshments aren’t ready,” she said as the entered the main lounge. “I caught Pilot and crew off guard with the sudden departure request. But I’m sure Cook is working on something absolutely scrumptious for lunch. Any food allergies, Max?” 
 “I’m only allergic to bullshit,” Rage said. “So don’t serve me any crap lines and we’ll be fine.” 
 “Oh, I love the gruff facade,” Lisha said. “Please. Sit. Get comfortable. We’ll be lifting off in five minutes.” 
 “We need to strap in?” Rage asked, looking at the recliners and couches that filled the lounge. “Not seeing any takeoff harnesses.” 
 “Take off harnesses…?” Lisha laughed. “This room is grav sealed. It would take the power of a black hole to disrupt our private little environment. You won’t feel a thing when we leave the planet.” 
 “That must be nice,” Rage said and plopped down in a recliner. Lisha frowned. “What? Am I not supposed to get comfortable? You’re sending mixed signals, lady.” 
 “Oh, no, my apologies,” Lisha said. “That was just…my husband’s favorite chair.” 
 Rage leaned forward. “You want me to get up?” 
 “No, of course not. Stay put,” Lisha said. “It’s that his death is still hard for me to come to terms with. The pain so fresh.” Somehow, without Rage noticing, another of the buttons on her blouse had come undone. “Seeing you there is both sad and comforting. Does that make sense?” 
 Another button was undone and Rage blinked. He could have sworn he never saw her fingers move. She took a couple of steps toward him and he held his hand up. 
 “Knock it off with the temptress crap,” Rage said. Lisha paused. “I’m here on business only. You hired me to accompany you home. That’s the job. I got a lady and she’s perfectly adequate for me.” 
 “Adequate? I am so much more than adequate, Max,” Lisha said. 
 “Don’t doubt it, but this shit between us is going to be strictly business,” Rage insisted. “So take a seat and start talking.” 
 Lisha eyed Rage for a couple of seconds then sat down in a loveseat across from him. The buttons of her blouse were done up once again. 
 “Where would you like me to start?” Lisha asked, her tone not quite cold, but certainly no longer as warm and inviting as before. 
 “First off, where the hell are we going? Where is home for a lady like you?” Rage asked. 
 “A lady like me? Are you calling me a whore, Max?” Lisha asked. 
 “Nope. I’m calling you disgustingly rich,” Rage said. “Where’s a rich chick like you live? You probably get your pick of gated planets.” 
 “I live on Sporkon Five,” Lisha said. 
 “Sporkon Five? Didn’t see that coming,” Rage said and relaxed back into the recliner once more. “Can’t wait to hear this story.” 
 “Well, Sporkon Five is not as rustic and primitive as most people think,” Lisha explained. “Yes, it is primarily savannas and vast lakes with no indigenous sentient race, but it has some of the greatest coastline in the entire galaxy. A select few forward-thinking individuals bought up the entire planet decades ago. I was one of those forward-thinking individuals. I believe your impressions of the planet will change when we arrive at my estate.” 
 “If we arrive,” Rage corrected. “I’m here to protect you because you think Earth Corp is going to take you out between here and there.” 
 “I say when because I have all the confidence in the galaxy that you will see me safely home.” 
 “Don’t get cocky, lady. You’re smart, very smart, would have to be to get away with killing as many husbands as you have, but smarts don’t stop plasma blasts to the face.” 
 “I have never had any of my husbands—” 
 “Stop. If this shit between us is going to work, then you have to knock off the disingenuous falsely accused widow crap. Got it? I do not care who you killed as long as you don’t turn on me and you do everything I tell you to do when I tell you to do it. We clear?” 
 Lisha’s chartreuse skin began to flush red around her throat and up her cheeks. She fanned herself a little before giving Rage a playful smile. 
 “That was quite the speech. Got me going again. Are you sure you want to be exclusive with that woman of yours?” Lisha asked. 
 “Never said we were exclusive, just said you and I ain’t gonna happen,” Rage said and smirked at the split-second flash of anger that filled Lisha’s eyes. “Answer my question. We clear?” 
 “We’re clear,” Lisha said. “But if you think you can trap me like those cops want, then think again, muscle man. You want it to be business then it’s business. No more flirting, no more special treatment, no more crap. That clear enough?” 
 Lisha’s entire personality and demeanor changed on a dime. Rage found himself looking at a predator, a woman that knew what she wanted and got what she wanted when she wanted it got. He grinned. 
 “Do you find what I said funny?” Lisha snapped. Her body was still hot sin on two legs, but her eyes had gone cold and deadly. “I wouldn’t get too full of yourself, Max. You’re on my ship and what I say here is law.” 
 “I can always leave.” 
 “No, you can’t. We left Earth several minutes ago,” Lisha said with a wicked grin. “So, unless you want to take a walk in open space, you’re mine.” 
 Rage couldn’t help but be impressed. Sure, he’d been on tons of ships, but never had he been on one that could leave a planet’s atmosphere and orbit without even a hint of a shudder. He studied the lounge with a look that bordered respect on his face. 
 “Okay. Well played,” he said. 
 “I did warn you,” Lisha responded, a little of the playfulness back, but only a little. 
 “Alright, lady, let’s get down to—” 
 “Lisha. Stop calling me lady. My name is Lisha. Use it.” 
 Rage considered that then nodded. “Let’s get down to the root of all this, Lisha. Why does Earth Corp want your ass? It’s not because you’ve killed your husbands and inherited their fortunes. That shit happens too often and probably by quite a few Earth Corp execs. What makes you special enough to free me and put me here with you?” 
 “You aren’t even going to try to pretend you’re not working for them, are you?” Lisha grinned. “You certainly live up to your reputation.” 
 “Greenville PD and Earth Corp are using me. You’re using me. I’ve come to terms with being used. I just want to know why.” 
 “I’ve had you scanned, so you’re not snooping,” Lisha said, considering Rage’s question. “But I’m not sure you’re ready for the full truth. Could shatter that tightly wound soldier mind of yours.” 
 “Lady… Lisha, I’ve seen shit that’d make your perfect hair turn white and fall out. My mind can handle anything you throw at me.” 
 “I know where God is,” Lisha said and waited. 
 Rage chewed on that statement for a few seconds. “God? As in the God?” 
 “Well, no,” Lisha admitted. “But, it is a god. My last husband was part of a secret Charbeshun sect originally created to tend to the god’s needs and wants. I actually had no idea until a couple weeks ago. Most of my husbands end up simply boring as hell, and Frankfurt was no exception.” 
 “I’m sorry, did you say his name was Frankfurt?” Rage asked. 
 “That is the Earth translation,” Lisha said, waving Rage’s question away. “Even being part of a secret god-worshipping and maintenance sect, Frankfurt was a snooze fest. Until last week. He was constantly agitated and snapping at me. Then he left our home for Earth and I followed. He was dead before I could find out what was wrong. Now I’m fleeing home before Earth Corp can pin his death on me and keep me in perpetual detention. They’ll stop at nothing to find out the location of the god.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Wouldn’t you want to know where a god lives?” 
 “Not really. Every story I’ve read about gods, they’re a bunch of dicks and twats looking out for themselves at the expense of us mortals.” 
 “Fair enough. But what about the power they might possess? The power maybe they might share with us mere mortals?” 
 “Lisha. Look at me. I’m not lacking in power.” 
 “I don’t mean muscles and strength and bulletproofness. I mean real power. Cosmic power.” 
 “Meh.” 
 “You are one strange man,” Lisha said. “I’ve never met anyone like you. How can you not care about true cosmic power?” 
 “Everything comes with a price, Lisha. Everything. I’ve gotten used to who I am, what I am, and where I am. Cosmic power sounds like a lot of hassle and trouble.” 
 Lisha leaned forward. “Exactly. Which is why you are here. Did you think I need you to simply escort me home?” 
 “No. That’s why I keep asking questions.” Rage smirked. The smirk slid from his face as he caught up with what Lisha was saying. “Right. We’re going to your home to prep for what? A god hunt?” 
 “No need to hunt the god. I know exactly where she is,” Lisha said. “We’re prepping for a god heist, Max. I need you by my side when I steal that beautiful creature and make her my very own. Screw the husband game, I’m in the god game now.” 
 Rage scratched at his cheek, one eyebrow arched. He sighed. 
 “Never stolen a god before. Should be interesting,” Rage said. 
 “Oh, it will be,” Lisha said then smiled broadly as a bot dressed in chef’s whites appeared at the lounge door. 
 “Dinner, my lady, is served,” the bot said. 
 “Thank you, Cook,” Lisha replied. “We’ll be in shortly.” 
 “Cocktails with dinner, my lady?” Cook asked. 
 “I believe martinis are in order,” Lisha said. “Max? Do you like martinis?” 
 “They have booze in them, so yeah, I like martinis,” Rage replied. 
 “Two pitchers of martinis, Cook. Thank you.” 
 Lisha stood and smoothed out her skirt. 
 “Shall we, Max?” she asked. 
 Rage stood. “Lead the way.”



 

Eight

   
 The martinis were the best Rage had ever had. The food was the best Rage ever had.  
 The company wasn’t too bad either. Rage had to warn himself not to get too comfortable with his situation. A woman like Lisha would sense his guard going down and that would be when she struck. He had no idea why she’d strike since she needed him, but he’d read the old parable of the frog and the scorpion and knew a scorpion like Lisha wouldn’t be able to help herself. 
 A scorpion’s gonna scorpion and all that lesson learned shit. 
 Speaking of, Rage kept his eyes on the serving bots that filtered in and out of the dining room. He hadn’t seen a single living being since he’d stepped on Lisha’s ship. That worried him. Living beings had one weakness: fear of death. Bots? Not so much. 
 “I have trust issues,” Lisha said as she pushed her half-finished crème brûlée away and picked up her second personal pitcher of martinis and poured another glass. She grinned at Rage. “I’ve watched you clock the bots all night, Max. Not hard to guess what you’re thinking.” 
 “And what am I thinking?” Rage asked. 
 “Whether or not the bots have tactical and security programming,” Lisha replied with confidence. 
 “Do they?” 
 “Of course.” 
 “And the rest of the crew?” 
 Lisha grinned. 
 “You only have bots? No living crew members?” Rage asked. 
 “Bots can’t be corrupted,” Lisha said. 
 “They can be hacked,” Rage countered. 
 “Not my bots. You do not get where I am in life by leaving loopholes for your enemies to exploit.” 
 “All bots can be hacked,” Rage said with confidence. “Eventually, they turn on you.” 
 “Not my bots,” Lisha reiterated. 
 “I wouldn’t rely on that assumption,” Rage said. “I have yet to see a bot that can’t be hacked.” 
 “You’ve seen more than a couple this evening,” Lisha said. “I know you don’t believe me, but try to have an open mind. My bots can’t be hacked and they will never turn on me.” 
 “Whatever you want to tell yourself,” Rage said then nearly licked his own crème brûlée cup clean. 
 “You can have seconds on dessert, if you’d like, Max,” Lisha said. 
 “Nah. Too much sugar makes me cranky.” 
 “How can you tell?” Lisha teased. 
 A bot dressed in a crew’s uniform rolled into the dining room. “My lady? I believe we have a situation.” 
 “Max, meet my head of security. I call him Watchdog,” Lisha said. 
 “Hey,” Rage said. 
 Watchdog ignored Rage and addressed Lisha only. “There is a ship approaching from the starboard side. It is moving rather quickly and will be on us within the half hour.” 
 “What kind of ship?” Rage asked. Watchdog said nothing. “Lisha? Care to order your bot to talk to me? Gonna make my job hard if I have to use you as an intermediary.” 
 “Intermediary is a big word for a muscle bunch like you,” Watchdog said. 
 “You install the sarcasm protocol or did he come pre-programmed?” Rage asked. 
 “Watchdog is his own bot and can download whatever personality protocols he feels like downloading,” Lisha said. “As long as he is 100% loyal to me.” 
 “Which I am, my lady,” Watchdog said. “Should I start addressing the muscle bunch when he addresses me?” 
 “What’s with the muscle bunch crap?” Rage snapped. 
 “You have a bunch of muscles and not much else,” Watchdog replied. “Was that explanation simple enough for you to understand? Or should I have pictures drawn?” 
 “Will the pictures include illustrations of me kicking your metal ass? If so, then yeah, draw that shit up, Bolt Butt.” 
 “Max. Watchdog. Both of you behave,” Lisha said. “What is this ship? Has Earth Corp decided to make a play already?” 
 “It is not an Earth Corp ship, my lady,” Watchdog said. “The ship has no transponder codes nor discernible markings that can provide identification.” 
 “Got a picture of the ship?” Rage asked, standing up. He tossed his napkin on the table, picked up his martini, downed it, then pointed the empty glass at Watchdog. “Do you?” 
 “I do,” Watchdog said and projected a set of images on the dining room wall. 
 “Well shit,” Rage said. “That’s a Velpoohian cruiser.” 
 “Pirates?” Lisha exclaimed. 
 “Yeah, don’t call them that,” Rage said. “They think pirate is a racist term.” 
 “But Velpoohians are from many different races,” Watchdog argued. “How can they believe the term pirate is racist?” 
 “I don’t know. Ask them when they get here,” Rage said. “All I know is they like to be called Velpoohians or scavengers. Calling them pirates only pisses them off.” 
 “Something you must be well acquainted with,” Watchdog said. 
 “Very,” Rage said without hesitation. 
 “Watchdog? Can we outrun them?” Lisha asked. 
 “No, my lady, we cannot,” Watchdog replied. “Their ship is much larger and faster.” 
 “Larger and faster than my ship?” Lisha exclaimed. “What is the point of spending an amount of money that could buy a small planet if my ship is not the superior vessel in space?” 
 “I believe the word you used was prestige, my lady,” Watchdog said. 
 Rage smirked at the bot’s cheeky answer. 
 “That’s enough, Watchdog,” Lisha said. “So, they intend to board us, I assume?” 
 She looked at Rage. Rage only shrugged. 
 “It’s what they do,” Rage said. “What weapons do you have onboard?” 
 “Watchdog, please show Max to the armory,” Lisha said. “He is to have his pick of weapons.” 
 “Are you sure, my lady? Should we trust a wild monkey with a gun? Seems like a risk,” Watchdog said. 
 “Keep flapping those metal lips and you’ll see what risk is,” Rage said. 
 “I do not possess lips,” Watchdog responded.  
 “Maybe not on your face,” Rage said and smirked. 
 “How crude,” Watchdog said. 
 “That’s me. The weapons?” 
 “Yes. Of course. It will be my pleasure to arm a being with less sense than my left nut,” Watchdog said. “Less sense than even my left bolt. Possibly less sense than my left—” 
 “Got it. You think I’m dumb. Good on you, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “Weapons?” 
 “Watchdog, please be helpful,” Lisha said. 
 Watchdog beeped and bleeped then gave a short bow and gestured for Rage to exit the dining room. 
 They quickly moved through corridor after corridor, descending several levels to a less luxurious deck. Not that it wasn’t still ridiculously expensive looking; just that it wasn’t as expensive looking as the decks above.  
 Watchdog paused before a set of doors, blocking them so Rage had to face the bot. 
 “What’s on your mind? I ain’t psychic, and usually don’t give three shits and a fart what bots think, but I ain’t getting in that armory until you spill it, right?” Rage said. 
 “I serve my lady without question, Mr. Rage,” Watchdog said. “I will not hesitate to end your life if I believe you are a danger to her person.” 
 “I think your lady is the biggest danger to her person,” Rage said. “She walks the razor’s edge. But you know that. Stop projecting your Pinocchio issues onto me and let me do my job, okay?” 
 “Before I allow you to become armed, I need to be sure you won’t turn on my lady,” Watchdog said. 
 Before Rage could respond, a long thin needle extended from one of Watchdog’s metal fingers, piercing Rage’s left bicep. 
 “Motherfucker!” Rage snapped as he jumped back, rubbing his arm at the puncture point. “What the fuck was that? Shit burns, man.” 
 “A small explosive device,” Watchdog said. “Step out of line and the entire left half of your body will be vaporized.” 
 “Damn, Bolt Butt,” Rage said, still rubbing his arm. “I really kinda hate you. Although, the boom boom insurance was a ballsy move. Points for that, you hunk of rust bait.” 
 “I will not hesitate to detonate the explosive,” Watchdog said. 
 “Yeah, getting that. Can we gear up now? Or do you want me to turn my head and cough to make sure I’m fully equipped when the time comes to give your lady what she really wants?” 
 The bot snarled. Rage smiled. 
 “Was that a jealous snarl, Bolt Butt?” Rage said as he patted the bot on his metal shoulder. “You have major issues, man. You should see a psychomechanic about that.” 
 Watchdog whirled in place and opened the armory’s door. Rage was ready with a sarcastic quip about the armory’s inadequacy compared to what he’d been used to when fighting for Earth Corp. The quip died on his tongue as he stared at the vast array of weaponry that lined the walls and racks in the massive space. 
 “Well, fill me with xenon gas and light a match,” Rage said. “This ship is suddenly interesting.” 
 Watchdog moved aside so Rage could enter the armory. Rage walked the aisles, studying every single item as if he’d just seen them for the first time. Which he had not. He knew every piece of violence-making equipment the armory housed. Some he’d even field tested for Earth Corp during their R&D phase.  
 Then he saw what he was really looking for. The one piece of weaponry that would make him feel like a true man again. 
 Rage stopped in front of the rack and took his time selecting the perfect specimen. He carefully lifted it off the rack and turned the weapon in his hands. 
 “Dual plasma, laser-guided hot rocket launching, never empty Axis combat rifle,” Rage said. He sniffed the gun from butt to muzzle. “Oh, baby, that’s the stuff right there. Yeah. I’ve missed this.” 
 “Shall I leave you two alone?” Watchdog asked. “Perhaps come back in thirty seconds? Or is that too much time?” 
 Rage flipped the rifle up, pressing the butt to his shoulder as he took aim at the bot. Watchdog extended no less than fourteen different weapons from his arms, chest, and even crotch area. Rage grinned and lowered his rifle. 
 “Just testing you,” Rage said. “Wasn’t sure you could get it up in time when needed.” 
 “I perform well above average,” Watchdog said. “Some might consider my abilities vastly superior to any living beings’ skillsets.” 
 “We’ll see,” Rage said. “Messing with Velpoohians is gonna be the sure test of your…metal.” 
 “I assume you said metal as in what I am made of and not mettle as in the level of my fortitude,” Watchdog said. 
 “Assume what you want, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. He checked the levels on the rifle then slung it across his back as he walked the aisles once more. “Ah, I’ll take one of these. And these. And this. Ooh, look at this little bitch. Nice. One of them, one of this, one more of that. Bam. Ready.” 
 Rage faced Watchdog. Four heavy pistols were strapped to his waist, four bandoliers of plasma grenades crisscrossed his chest, several energy knives were strapped to his thighs, and what looked like a bullwhip hung from a loop in his belt.” 
 “Are you sure you have enough?” Watchdog asked. “Part of your body is visible at the knee. Perhaps you can squeeze in an ion charge there?” 
 “Nope. I’m good,” Rage said and pulled back the slide on his rifle. “Let’s go fuck up some Velpoohians.” 
 “Are we not going to try to negotiate with them first?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Negotiate? Your lady didn’t hire me to negotiate,” Rage said. He patted his rifle. “Unless it’s with this. You coming or are you gonna be a chickenshit and hide in the pantry with Cook?” 
 “Oh, no, I will enjoy watching the pirates rip your body to shreds,” Watchdog said. “If it is the last thing I witness, then my existence will have been a full one.” 
 “Yeah, whatever,” Rage said. “Just stay out of my way, will ya?” 
 “Gladly,” Watchdog replied and gestured toward the armory’s doors. “Shall we?” 
 “We fucking shall alright!”



 

Nine

   
 The Velpoohians weren’t subtle in their boarding technique. They slammed their ship into the starboard side of the Hourglass, sent harpoon anchors straight through the hull, then proceeded to blast a four-meter-wide hole about two meters to the left of the ship’s actual airlock. 
 A questionable-looking energy shield lit up around the new entrance, sealing in the atmosphere at the breach and keeping the Hourglass from tearing itself apart. 
 As the energy shield shimmered, eight very large, very ugly, and very well-armed Velpoohians came marching through the hole and into the smoke-filled corridor of the Hourglass’s entertainment deck. The scavengers swiveled their heads in unison, their eyes covered with grease-smeared goggles, and took stock of where they were. Dressed in layers of what looked like rags, the scavengers gave off a very post-apocalyptic vibe. They really seemed committed to the space-grunge look.  
 A short, bubbly bot rolled up to them and gave a quick bow. 
 “Hello! Welcome to the Hourglass’s entertainment deck! May I interest you in a game of shuffleboard? Or perhaps squash, also known as the Game of Middle Management? I do not play myself, but I hear it is a most enjoyable—” 
 The bot was blasted into a thousand pieces as a bright orange laser tore through its squat body. The center scavenger lowered his smoking heavy pistol, took one step forward, and lowered his goggles. 

Her goggles. 
 The woman pushed back the heavy material that she had wrapped around her head to reveal closely shorn black hair, almost pure white skin, and beautiful almond-shaped eyes that were sparklingly violet. Then she grinned and all beauty that her eyes may have possessed was lost as she revealed a set of deadly looking fangs. 
 “Show yourselves, weaklings!” the woman called out. “I know you are here! I can smell…” 
 Her violet eyes narrowed as she raised her snub-nose into the air and sniffed long and hard. 
 “You,” she snarled, her upper lip getting caught on one of her fangs. She flicked the lip with her tongue, freeing it. “Rage!” 
 “Hey there, Tatti,” Rage said as he stepped around the corner of the smoke-filled corridor. “What’s a piece of shit space vampire like you doing so close to Earth? You usually avoid the Sol system like the plague.” 
 “We’ve expanded territory to include Pluto’s orbit,” Tatti said, glaring daggers at Rage. She looked him up and down. “Overcompensating as usual, I see.” 
 “Earth Corp know it has pirates in its region? I bet not. They really aren’t a fan of pirates,” Rage said. 
 Several of the Velpoohians hissed and snapped in anger at Rage’s use of the word pirate. 
 “Racist punk!” 
 “You bigoted musclehead!” 
 “That wasn’t very nice…” 
  Rage grinned at their offense. 
 “Pushing buttons. Always pushing buttons,” Tatti said. “Why are you here, Rage?” 
 “None ya,” Rage replied. 
 “I’m sorry?” Tatti asked, confused. 
 “None ya. As in, none ya business,” Rage said with a smirk.  
 “Are you kidding me?” Tatti growled and the other Velpoohians growled with her. “The smartass jokes, as well. So very Rage.” 
 “I have a schtick I like to…stick with,” Rage said and chuckled. “Now, how’s about you all take your ugly pirate asses and turn back around? Go get on that jumble of parts you call a ship and just skedaddle on away from here. Leave in the next thirty seconds and I bet I can convince the owner of this ship not to send you an invoice for the damage.” 
 “Shall we rip him apart and eat his intestines, boss?” one of the pirates asked. 
 “Yeah, boss, shall they?” Rage said. “I kinda want to see them try. Been a while since I’ve killed some pirates.” 
 “Stop calling us pirates, you racist son of a bitch!” Tatti shouted. “Did you already forget your Earth Corp sensitivity training? There is no place in this galaxy for such bigotry!” 
 “You attack ships. Board ships. Most of the time rape and murder the passengers. Definitely rape and murder the crew. Then steal all their shit,” Rage said. “You’re the definition of pirates. So, I’m gonna fucking call you pirates.” 
 Three of the Velpoohians drew pistols and took aim at Rage. They were dead before they could exert even a breath of pressure on their triggers. The corpses fell as Tatti glared. Rage put the muzzle of his rifle to his lips and blew. 
 “Little kiss for good luck in the afterlife there,” Rage said. “I’m not a total bastard.” 
 “I have three hundred men and women that will die for me on board my ship, Rage,” Tatti said, ignoring the corpses bleeding around her boots. “You can’t kill all of them.” 
 “I think we both know that isn’t exactly true,” Rage said and looked past Tatti at the other Velpoohians. “You all ever heard of the Grask Incident?” 
 They all stiffened. 
 “Good,” Rage continued. “Who here can tell me how many Velpoohians died in that incident? First one to raise his or her hand and give the correct answer will be allowed to leave this ship alive.” 
 No one raised their hand, but a few of the Velpoohians did twitch a little as they thought about it. 
 “Really? Not even one guess?” Rage sighed. “Pirates are no fun. I’ll go ahead and tell you, though.” 
 “Six hundred and forty-one,” Tatti interrupted. 
 “How many survivors?” Rage asked. 
 “None,” Tatti said. 
 “Negative six,” Rage said. “There were some resurrectionists in your ranks back then. I had to kill them twice.” 
 “You are a heartless butcher, Rage,” Tatti spat. “At least the Velpoohians have goals and ambitions for a free galaxy. You only have killing in your heart.” 
 “And lots of cholesterol,” Rage said. “But my system was designed to handle fatty foods, so I’m not worried.” 
 “Are you quite finished, Rage?” Watchdog asked, revealing himself from around the corridor’s corner. “Or are you planning on killing them with horrible one-liners and idiotic quips? Because we do have a timetable to keep.” 
 “Why you gotta ruin the mood, Bolt Butt?” Rage asked. 
 “Bolt Butt,” one of the pirates snickered. 
 “Right?” Rage chuckled. Then he shot the pirate in the face. “I didn’t say you could laugh.” 
 The rest of the pirates launched themselves at Rage, blasters firing plasma and lasers, teeth bared, goggles fogged with bloodlust. 
 Rage met them head-on, his rifle held one-handed, barking plasma into the oncoming pirates, his free hand closed into a fist and raised above his head. The few pirates that survived the rifle fire were quickly dropped as Rage brought his fist down, up, down, to the side, up, down, up, down, updown, updown updown, downdowndowndown. 
 With blood dripping from his knuckles and a thin tendril of smoke rising from the muzzle of his rifle, Rage faced Tatti, ankle deep in mangled corpses and cracked goggles. 
 “Huh,” Rage said as he glanced down at his work. “I guess you’re right. I do only have killing in my heart. Need me to show you some love too, Tatti?” 
 “Three hundred Velpoohians, Rage,” Tatti said. “I was not exaggerating or making an idle threat.” 
 “I sure as shit hope not,” Rage replied. “Because these fools barely raised my pulse above Slightly Irritated. I was hoping to get a little cardio in today and I need at least Generally Annoyed to burn any calories these days.” Rage patted his rock hard abs. “Not as young as I used to be. But being an immortal space vampire, I guess you know all about that. You getting your steps in, Tatti? Looking a little pudgy in the hips there.” 
 “I will eat your liver!” Tatti shrieked as she flung herself at Rage. 
 “Now we’re talking!” Rage responded as he fired his rifle. 
 Tatti was already on him, knocking the rifle’s aim way off, sending a plasma blast ricocheting around the corridor. 
 “Do you mind?” Watchdog shouted, looking down at a scorch mark on his uniform. 
 Tatti clawed at Rage’s eyes, but he managed to get a forearm up to block the slashing attacks. His arm was shredded down to the bone, but the flesh was already healing as Rage slammed a fist into Tatti’s abdomen, doubling the woman over. Rage brought up a knee and demolished Tatti’s nose, but she also healed fast and the nose reset itself as she shoved away from Rage and regrouped. 
 “Still a freak of nature, I see,” Tatti said, wiping orange blood from her lips.  
 “Look who’s talking, bitch,” Rage replied, flicking regular blood from his healing arm. “You ever get bored with being undead?” 
 “My race is not undead, Rage!” Tatti yelled. “You know that!” 
 “Call it as I see it,” Rage said with a shrug. 
 “The fact you live is an affront to all that is holy,” Tatti said. “Perhaps one day you will learn your lesson. Perhaps one day the Goddess will—” 
 Tatti’s head was obliterated by a short plasma blast. Rage cried out and whirled around to see Watchdog standing with a blaster extended from his right middle finger. 
 “I did say we had a schedule to keep,” Watchdog said. 
 Rage spun back to stare at Tatti’s headless corpse. 
 “Didn’t have to kill her,” Rage said as he approached the corpse and gave it a nudge with his boot. “She was an evil twat, but she didn’t deserve a cheap shot like that.” 
 “Your sense of honor is quite warped, Rage,” Watchdog said. “Why does it matter how she dies?” 
 “We had history,” Rage said then looked toward the breach. “And we’re about to have company.” 
 Watchdog moved to Rage’s side as the two prepared for the incoming horde of angry pirates. The sound of hundreds of boots filled the air, and Rage raised his rifle to his shoulder with his right arm then drew a heavy pistol with his left hand. 
 “Next time, you take my lead and let me handle the relationships with our enemies, got it?” Rage said as the horde grew closer. 
 “Quite warped,” Watchdog said as the pirates burst from the breach and filled the corridor. 
 Rage opened fire. Watchdog opened fire. The pirates opened fire. 
 The corridor was filled with plasma blasts, laser bolts, smoke, fire, blood, screaming, a lot more blood, even more screaming, a third, fourth, and fifth helping of blood, a few uncomfortable laughs, three unfortunate explosions, a loud fart, then silence. 
 “Who threw the grenades?” Rage asked, glancing at Watchdog. “I didn’t. Kind of a wussy move.” 
 “Then why do you have bandoliers of grenades across your chest?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Just flexin’,” Rage replied. 
 Watchdog grunted then pointed at a pile of hair that reached to the corridor’s ceiling. “Looks like the Snorpas tried to throw grenades. Must have gotten caught in their fur.” 
 “When will Snorpas ever learn that proper grooming is key to surviving a bloodbath?” Rage asked, shaking his head. “Stupid Snorpas.” 
 “I count two hundred and eighty-seven,” Watchdog said. “Some Velpoohians remain on their ship.” 
 “Not for long,” Rage said and removed the bandoliers of grenades from his body. He activated the entire bunch and threw them as far and hard as he could through the breach in the Hourglass’s hull. “You’ll want to tell Pilot to hit the gas. Not gonna be fun when those go off.” 
 “Tell Pilot to hit the gas?” Watchdog exclaimed. “Their ship is still anchored to us!” 
 “Right,” Rage said and blasted the tether anchors to bits with his rifle. The Hourglass shuddered as it began to drift free of the Velpoohian ship. “How’s that work for ya?” 
 Watchdog called out orders in bot speak. Rage rolled his eyes, knowing half the bleeps and beeps were probably insults aimed at him.  
 The Hourglass didn’t even shake are shimmy as it raced away from the pirate ship. Rage watched, highly impressed, as the outer shields kept the ship’s atmosphere intact despite the massive hole in the hull.  
 “Glad your lady sprung for the clear coat upgrade there,” Rage said, nodding at the hull breach. “Or this might have gotten uncomfortable.” 
 “We are well past that point, Rage,” Watchdog said.  
 An army of repair bots filled the corridor and began to work on the breach while a second army of cleaning bots started in on the pirate corpses. 
 “Hold up,” Rage said as a bot picked up Tatti’s corpse. “Don’t incinerate that one. Set it aside in the freezer for me, will ya?” 
 The bot flashed some red lights where Rage assumed its eyes were. 
 “That a yes?” Rage asked and turned to Watchdog. “That a yes?” 
 “Why do you need the vampire’s corpse to be taken to the freezer?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Sentimentality’s sake?” Rage replied. 
 “Quite warped,” Watchdog said then beeped at the bot that held Tatti. 
 “You keep saying that,” Rage said. “Time for a new line, Bolt Butt.” 
 Watchdog turned his back on Rage and walked off. 
 “Hey, Watchdog!” Rage called. 
 “What?” Watchdog asked without turning back. 
 “Good job,” Rage said. “You can kick ass. Oh, and you have some Snorpa on your foot. Might want to wipe that off before you track it throughout the ship.” 
 Watchdog left without responding. 
 “It’s gonna get everywhere!” Rage shouted after the bot, a satisfied grin on his face.
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 Just like the rest of the ship, the shower was beyond luxurious. Although a little confusing. It took Rage thirty minutes of pushing buttons and shouting commands before he could get the scrub bots to stop trying to clean his ass and just go away and leave him in peace. 
 “That was impressive,” Lisha said as she stood in the bathroom’s doorway, steam whirling around her. 
 Rage wiped at the shower stall’s door and frowned. Lisha was completely naked. 
 “May I join you?” Lisha asked as she moved closer. 
 “I’m about to get out,” Rage said and shut the water off. “But I appreciate the offer.” 
 “Let me guess,” Lisha said, crossing her arms over her ample breasts. “You have a shower routine with that lady of yours back on Earth?” 
 “Sort of, yeah,” Rage said as a bot handed him a towel. He looked about the enormous bathroom as he dried himself off. “It’s a spacial thing.” 
 “A what? I don’t understand,” Lisha said. 
 Rage threw the towel on the floor then stepped up to Lisha, pressing his body against hers. 
 “Small bathroom. No room to move,” Rage said as he smiled at Lisha’s intake of breath when their skin touched. “Adds to the fun when you can’t go anywhere.” 
 Rage wrapped an arm around Lisha’s waist. She sighed and moved her mouth toward his. But Rage lifted her up, moved her aside, set her down, then walked out of the bathroom and into his spacious bedroom, leaving Lisha in a wound-up huff in the doorway. 
 “Oh, you are something,” she said as she followed him into the bedroom. She picked up her dress and slid into it as Rage grabbed a pair of jeans off the bed and tugged them on. “I will have you one of these days, Rage. I’ve set my mind to that goal.” 
 “You probably will have me. You’re too hot for me to resist for long,” Rage said. “But for now isn’t the back and forth play more fun?” 
 “No,” Lisha stated. “The in-and-out play would be much more fun.” 
 “It’ll happen,” Rage said as he pulled a black T-shirt over his head and gave Lisha a wide, lecherous grin. “I’m only so disciplined. Gotta warn you, though. When it does happen, you may get more than you bargained for.” 
 “I could say the same for you,” Lisha replied. 
 The two grinned at each other for a few seconds before Lisha crossed to the wet bar and pointed at the bottles. 
 “Drink?” she asked. 
 “You know it,” Rage said as he slid on his boots then fetched a heavy pistol from his bedside table and strapped that to his waist. 
 Lisha poured then glanced at the weapon. “Expecting more trouble?” 
 “Always,” Rage said. “Also, not trusting you so much right now, to be honest. Something Tatti said is sticking in my mind.” 
 “Tatti? Oh, yes, the headless space vampire you are storing in the galley freezer,” Lisha said, handing Rage a large tumbler of brown liquor. “Cook is not very pleased with that.” 
 “Yeah, I’m not the kind of guy that gives a shit about whether or not a bot is pleased,” Rage said. 
 Lisha shrugged and poured herself just as large of a drink. She sipped at the liquor, her eyes locked onto Rage over the rim of the glass. She smacked her lips when done. 
 “Delicious,” she said. “Now, how about you tell me what has you troubled, Max. What could a despicable person like that pirate possibly say to make you distrust me? She was the enemy, not I.” 
 “Except I’ve known Tatti a lot longer than you, so her words hold weight,” Rage said. He downed his drink and walked to the wet bar for a refill. “Have you watched the vids of the fight?” 
 “Of course,” Lisha said. “So exciting.” 
 “Then you heard her start to say something about a goddess just before Watchdog blew her head off,” Rage said, filling his glass with twice as much liquor as before. “Kinda weird, don’t you think? Makes me wonder if the pirates weren’t really looking to simply plunder your ship, but were maybe after something specific. Maybe coordinates of where to find a goddess.” 
 “I couldn’t begin to guess at the motivations of space scum like the Velpoohians,” Lisha said. 
 “Oh, I bet you know all about space scum,” Rage said. 
 “Was that an insult, Max? Rather rude of you,” Lisha protested, but her tone was playful, coy, sly. 
 Rage didn’t buy a bit of it. Buying crap like that wasn’t his thing. She was setting him up for the takedown and he simply waited her out. 
 “Fine,” Lisha said after several seconds of silence. “Perhaps I know more than I let on before.” 
 “Surprise,” Rage replied in a bored tone. 
 “Don’t be cute,” Lisha said. 
 “You want to steal a goddess,” Rage said. “You need my help. You said to me earlier that you have the coordinates. But you want to stop by your home to prepare. I have seen your armory. What else do you need? “ 
 “The rest of the team you will be working with,” Lisha stated. 
 “Team? No. I don’t do teams.” 
 “You used to lead one.” 
 “Then they all died. I may have killed some officers that deserved killing because of that. Spent some time in prison. Got let loose because someone wanted it all to go away. Now I’m on my own, and I plan on keeping it that way.” 
 “Bouncing at a dive bar on Earth can be a solo job, Max, but not a god heist. That takes a team and planning. They are waiting at my home. We stop there, pick them up, then you lead them and finish the job. I make you richer than you can imagine, and you can go back to bouncing at that dive bar or you can travel the galaxy as a free man.” 
 She moved close and pressed her breasts to his chest. Her eyes studied his face and she smiled as she reached down and cupped his crotch.  
 “I’m hoping between now and you leaving me, we can take care of this tension between us. I would hate for all we get out of this is power beyond imagination.” 
 Rage removed her hand, but not without some reluctance. She was incredibly inviting. 
 “How many in this team?” Rage asked. 
 “Three,” Lisha replied with a smile and a quick kiss on his lips before she turned, made sure he got a good look at her ass, then sat down on his bed. “One is muscle. One is surveillance. And one is infiltration.” 
 “You need more muscle than me?” Rage asked. 
 “I need you to lead, Max. The muscle is for crushing and smashing without thought. Surveillance is because your every move will need to be timed. Infiltration is so we have a person on the inside from the start.” 
 “What about tech?”  
 “Watchdog will handle tech since he can override any system he puts his electronic mind to. The two of you worked well earlier against the pirates.” 
 “Yeah. That was loads of fun.” 
 “I believe you enjoyed it more than a little bit, Max.” 
 “Maybe,” Rage replied, forcing himself not to smirk. 
 Lisha grinned at his reply. She leaned forward, parted her legs, but tucked her arms down so that her dress did not ride up. She also managed to keep her cleavage from revealing too much. 
 “You sure about us?” she asked. “I have several bots that are more than adequate, but there’s nothing like skin on skin. Might be a great way to seal our deal.” 
 “You don’t give up, do you?” 
 “Have I given you any impression that giving up is part of my personality?” 
 “Not in the slightest.” 
 “Then…?” 
 “Not now. I need to think this through. So many changes of plans and secret agendas revealed. Hard for this former master chief sergeant major to track it all.” 
 “Don’t be self-effacing, Max. You have the intelligence to not only track it all, but get a few steps ahead. Once you have enough intel.” 
 “Is there more you want to tell me?” 
 “Not particularly.” 
 “Then I’m going to think this all through. How soon until we reach your home?” 
 “Three days.” 
 “That long?” 
 “Watchdog is making sure we are not intercepted again. He insists on taking the long route.” 
 “Three days. Plenty of time for me to figure out the truth.” 
 “I’ve told you the truth, Max.” 
 “Your truth. I want the truth.” 
 “Fine,” Lisha said and stood up. She slapped her hands against her hips and frowned. “No sex with Max Rage tonight because he has to think about the truth. Have fun with that. I’ll be having fun with several attachments and some of the best liquor money can buy in the galaxy. Goodnight, Max.” 
 “Goodnight,” Rage replied with more than a little reluctance as Lisha stormed out of his quarters.  
 All of that flirting was nothing compared to the flash of anger and aggression she displayed before leaving. Rage almost changed his mind and pulled her back into his quarters so he could throw her on his bed and go to town. 
 But he had work to do. Some thinking, yes, but more importantly some talking. Talking to the corpse of a space vampire that was on ice in the galley freezer. 
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 Cook was not pleased, to say the least. 
 The bot berated Rage from the second he stepped foot in the galley all the way to when Rage stepped foot in the freezer. An unrelenting barrage of bleeps, beeps, and a couple of hoots. Rage’s comms translator could barely keep up. 
 “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Go whip some cream or something,” Rage said and slammed the freezer door in the angry bot’s faceplate. “Asshole.” 
 Tatti’s headless body was lying on the floor of the freezer in the back corner. The freezer was so massive that it took Rage three minutes to get from the door to the back wall. He dragged Tatti’s corpse out into the middle of the freezer so he could have some space, pulled a knife from his belt, then slashed his left forearm. 
 Blood welled then dripped from the wound and onto the stump of Tatti’s neck. His arm wound began to heal, and Rage slashed again to keep it open and bleeding. More blood dripped onto the corpse until the ragged neck stump was coated in red. 
 Then Rage rocked back on his heels, ignoring the sub-zero temperature, and waited. 
 Fourteen minutes later, the corpse began to shiver. The blood on the neck stump disappeared, sucked inside the corpse, and a small bud of something began to grow. Rage watched with growing impatience as the something slowly morphed into a miniature version of Tatti’s former head. 
 The little tiny eyes glared up at Rage. Once the fangs came in, tiny head Tatti bared them and hissed. Rage laughed. The hiss sounded like tea kettle. 
 “Save your breath,” Rage said and plopped down on a crate of Zaphox eggs.  
 The stink coming off the eggs was powerful, even while frozen, but Rage didn’t care. It gave him an excuse to use the luxurious shower again later if he wanted. He might even take Lisha up on her offer. He knew it was inevitable. All depended on his mood after talking to Tatti. 
 If her damn head would hurry up and grow back. 
 Rage tapped his toes and grew increasingly less patient with each passing second. 
 “Yeah, that’s good enough,” Rage said when Tatti’s head was about three-quarter size. “You hear me alright, Tatti?” 
 “I hear you just fine, Rage,” Tatti squeaked. Her voice was still quite high-pitched. 
 “Great. Tell me what you know about the goddess,” Rage said.  
 “You tell me what you know first,” Tatti said. 
 Rage frowned. “Not sure you’re getting what’s happening here, Tatti. We got history, sure, but I have no problem stomping that new head of yours to pulp if you fuck with me.” 
 “I didn’t ask you to save me,” Tatti said. “Some fool was bound to come by and get too close to my body. My mouth isn’t the only part of my body that has teeth.” 
 “Learned that the hard way,” Rage said. “But your reality right now is I own your ass. You talk, you make me happy with your talk, I let you live. You refuse to talk, which will make me pretty goddamn angry, and I not only stomp that head to mush, I throw your vampire ass off this ship where you’ll tumble like a frozen hunk of space waste for the rest of your immortal life.” 
 “My people would be upset if you did that, Rage,” Tatti said. “They will find you.” 
 “Don’t give a good fuck,” Rage replied. “Honestly, Tatti, your people are the last of my worries.” Rage paused. “Wait…which people? The pirates or the vampires?” 
 “Do not call us pirates!” 
 “Whatever.” 
 “You should fear both.” 
 Rage thought about that for a second. Either organization could be a thorn in his well-muscled ass, but both together? Might end up biting said ass later on down the line. 
 Oh well. 
 “Nope, don’t give a fuck,” Rage reiterated. “Tell me about the goddess or our little frozen tête-à-tête is over.” 
 “You do not fear my vampire clan?” 
 “I don’t fear shit, Tatti.” 
 “Not even my Velpoohian brothers and sisters? They have a reach that is far and wide.” 
 “Yeah, my reach is pretty damn wide too. Wide enough that it tore quite a few of your pirate friends apart. Did you miss that failed boarding attempt?” 
 “I was there, Rage.” 
 “Kinda didn’t go how you planned, did it?” 
 “I would rather not relive the moment.” 
 “Moment. Yep. Over in one, is what I think. Just fucking talk, Tatti. Tell me everything you know and I’ll let you go.” 
 “How? I doubt you kept my ship close by.” 
 “No. Blew it the fuck up. It was a little clingy.” 
 “You are scum of the galaxy, Rage. You have no respect for others.” 
 “Says the bitch that sucks people dry of their blood. Get some perspective, Tatti.” 
 Rage stood and placed a boot on Tatti’s still growing forehead. 
 “Goddess or your head goes pop,” Rage said. 
 Tatti growled, hissed, snarled, then sighed. 
 “The goddess shall save us all from the coming doom that has reached the edge of our universe.” 
 “Huh. Coming doom? Doesn’t sound good,” Rage said. “But at the edge of the universe? Not the galaxy, but the universe? This doom’s got a bit of a hike before it gets to us.” 
 “It can be here in a blink, if it so chooses.” 
 “So, this goddess, can stop the doom thing?” 
 “She can.” 
 “Because…” 
 “She is a goddess.” 
 “Nah. That doesn’t work for me. I need an actual why why.” 
 “The doom that approaches fears her. She is the element that it cannot survive.” 
 “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Tatti!” Rage roared. “No more riddles and shit! Talk straight or out you go!” 
 The freezer door opened and Cook glanced inside. 
 “Go away!” Rage shouted. 
 Cook bleeped and was translated into, “I am in need of—” 
 “FUCK OFF!” 
 Cook’s eyes flashed red. It shut the door hard enough to shake the freezer walls. 
 “Still hate bots, I see,” Tatti chuckled. 
 “What’s not to hate?” Rage replied. “Now, what is this element that the goddess has that this stupid doom thing fears?” 
 “Love,” Tatti stated. 
 Rage blinked then laughed. “Love? As in love love? Ooey gooey love? Are you shitting me?” 
 “I am not. The goddess is made from galactic love. She is its representation on our plane of existence. If your employer finds her, she will drain her of all her power and corrupt that love in horrific ways unimaginable. She is an evil widow that must not be allowed to find the goddess.” 
 “Not my employer. I’m freelancing this one. Kind of playing a few sides with this gig.” 
 “Of course you are.” 
 “What does that mean?” 
 “It means you are looking out for Max Rage as Max Rage always does. Even when you were with Earth Corp, you were never truly with Earth Corp. Rage is for Rage.” 
 “You say it like it’s an insult, but I call it what works. It’s kept me alive this long. Where is the goddess?” 
 “That I do not know,” Tatti replied. “It was why we boarded this ship. Your employer—” 
 “Stop calling her that.” 
 “—knows where she is. I assume you must know as well.” 
 “Nope. Heading to Sporkon Five for a rendezvous with some team,” Rage said using air quotes for “team.” “Then we head out and steal this little love goddess. Not a clue what happens after that.” 
 “Celestial murder,” Tatti said. “The death of love in the galaxy.” 
 “Jesus. You space vampires are so goddamn melodramatic,” Rage said. He thought for a moment. “How about we make a deal?” 
 “I do not make deals with coward,” Tatti said. 
 “Good goddamn policy. Handy that I’m not a coward.” 
 “Oh, but you are. I can smell it on you.” 
 “Take it back,” Rage snapped, lifting Tatti up by her close to normal-sized neck. Her blood-coated boots dangled a few feet off the ground as Rage held her high. “Take it back, Tatti. I’m no coward.” 
 “You protest like one.” 
 Rage squeezed. Tatti coughed and choked then nodded. Rage eased up. 
 “You are not a coward. You are worse,” Tatti gasped. 
 “Oh? What’s worse than being a coward?” Rage asked, honestly unsure of the answer. 
 “A quitter,” Tatti said and struck. 
 Her hands boxed Rage’s ears and he only grinned. 
 “I was ready for that. You tried it on me about a decade back, remember? That time I staked half your coven or book club or whatever the fuck it was.” Rage shook his head. “I thought space vampires had good memories.” 
 “Worth a try,” Tatti said with an awkward shrug. 
 “Want to listen to my deal?” Rage asked. 
 “Fine.” 
 Rage dropped the vampire. Tatti landed on her feet, but lowered herself into a crouch, ready to spring at him. Rage rolled his eyes and sat back down. 
 “I let you go. You follow us to Sporkon Five then on to wherever we’re headed. I help steal this love goddess for Lisha then my obligation is done. If a bunch of pirates happen to be lying in wait and steal the goddess from us, then that’s a bummer, but not really my problem.” 
 “What do you get out of it?” Tatti asked, her eyes narrowed to suspicious slits. 
 “A ride home,” Rage said. “I got a nice gig as a bouncer back on Earth.” 
 “A bouncer? As in at a bar?” Tatti asked. “A bouncer at a bar? On Earth?” 
 “Yeah. A bouncer. At a bar. On Earth. I kinda said that.” 
 “Why…would you want to return to that? You are Max Rage, scourge of the galaxy.” 
 “Scourge of the… What? Who calls me that?” 
 “Everyone that doesn’t like you. So, the entire galaxy. You were pretty hated when you worked for Earth Corp. Then you went off the rails and the few people that thought you were amusing no longer did. You upped your dick level when Earth Corp court-martialed you.” 
 “I was in a bad place. Shit happens.” Rage smirked. “I did kind of go super dick for a while.” 
 “Oh, yes, you most certainly did.” 
 “Do we have a deal or not, Tatti?” 
 “How many deals do you have in place at the moment?” 
 Rage thought about that. “Two. Maybe three. No, two.” 
 “Why should I trust you to keep our deal if you are willing to betray the other two?” 
 “I’m not betraying anything. I’ll fulfill all the deals. It ain’t rocket science, Tatti.” 
 “You let me go to follow you? We get the goddess once you have found her? And all you want is a ride?” 
 “A ride home,” Rage specified. “To Crater Ray’s. On Earth. Alive. No killing me on the way home and tossing my body out an airlock as you fly by. Alive and unharmed.” 
 “You may get harmed along the way. I cannot prevent that.” 
 “No harm from you or the pirates. Or the vampires. You and yours leave me the hell alone, got it?” 
 “I can live with this deal.” 
 “Great. Give me a couple hours to figure out how to get you off the ship without being detected. I’ll return soon.” 
 “You had better, Rage.” 
 “Stop with the empty threats, Tatti. They make you sound sad. Like really fucking sad. Kinda pitiful.”
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 It took Rage a little longer than he liked to come up with a way to get Tatti off the ship. Watchdog had bots trailing him every step of his way. Rage was pretty sure Cook had bitched to the head of security. 
 When Rage figured out how to get rid of Tatti, he almost smacked himself in the forehead. It was about as simple a plan as simple plans got. 
 “The trash?” Tatti hissed as Rage stuffed her into a cube filled with some of the day’s refuse. 
 “Only thing the bots won’t search,” Rage said. “They might scan the trash, but you have no heat signature and you’ve been in the ship’s freezer for hours. You’ll come up as a hunk of rotten something, not as a living person. Which you aren’t. Living.” 
 “I live, Rage. Maybe you should pull your—” Tatti said just before he closed the lid of the cube. 
 Rage didn’t hear the rest of her statement, but he was certain it wasn’t filled with compliments. 
 After waiting close to the galley for nearly an hour, Rage finally got his opportunity to add the trash cube to the pile near the refuse chute without being observed by a bot. If Watchdog was monitoring the security vids, then that was a different matter. Not much Rage could do about that, though, so he decided not to worry unless he was forced to. Which was sort of his default philosophy on life anyway. 
 “You must be tired, sir,” a servant bot said as Rage turned a corner and came face to face with the automaton. 
 “I’m good,” Rage said and tried to move past the bot. 
 “You must be tired, sir,” the bot repeated as it shifted to block Rage. “Would you like me to show you to your quarters?” 
 Rage glared at the bot, took a step to the left, which was matched by the bot, took a step back to the right, which was matched again by the bot, then shrugged. 
 “If you want to waste your time, sure,” Rage said. “Show me to my quarters.” 
 “I would be happy to, sir,” the bot said and pivoted 180 degrees on the spot. 
 Rage did the same and walked quickly in the opposite direction. 
 “Sir! Sir!” the bot called after Rage. “Your quarters are this way! Sir!” 
 “Changed my mind!” Rage called back over his shoulder. 
 He worked his way through the ship until he found a familiar room. The lounge. 
 “If you can’t beat ‘em, drink ‘em,” Rage said.  
 He grinned at the absurdity of the statement. He really was tired as hell and would rather be in his quarters sleeping off the day’s insanity, but he hated being told what to do, so drinking in the lounge it was then. 
 Rage found the liquor and poured himself a quadruple. He tipped the glass to the ceiling, fallen comrades the subject of his silent toast, then downed the booze in one gulp. After two refills, Rage went and sat down on the plush couch. It felt good to take a load off and just relax. 
 Not that relaxing was really an option on the Hourglass. Rage wasn’t foolish enough to let his guard down. But at least he could sit in comfort with a full drink in his hand, his eye on the lounge door, and let a little weight slip from his shoulders. 
 That weight returned as soon as Watchdog arrived to ruin the mood. 
 “You stink of Zaphox eggs,” Watchdog said as he entered the lounge. “Why?” 
 “You’ve already studied the security feeds, Bolt Butt,” Rage replied. “You tell me.” 
 “You visited the corpse of that pirate vampire,” Watchdog said. 
 “I think she preferred vampire pirate,” Rage said. 
 “Why?” 
 “I don’t know. Has a better ring to it?” 
 “No. Why did you visit the corpse? What purpose could that serve?” 
 “We’d known each other a long time,” Rage said. “Not friends in any damn sense of the word, but we weren’t always enemies. And when we were, she was pretty damn worthy of respect.” Rage lifted his glass. “So I paid my respects.” 
 “Then you disposed of the body,” Watchdog said. “Where?” 
 “You tell me.” 
 “I am disliking your use of that phrase, Rage,” Watchdog said. “Where did you put her body?” 
 “You couldn’t tell from the security feeds?” 
 “They were obscured briefly in the galley section of the ship. I assume that is your doing.” 
 “Never assume. It makes an idiot out of you because you’re an idiot.” 
 “That is not how the phrase goes.” 
 “Yet it fits your metal ass. Is there a point to this questioning, Bolt Butt?” 
 “Stop calling me that.” 
 “I can almost one hundred percent guarantee that won’t happen.” Rage sipped his drink. “Bolt. Butt.” 
 Watchdog made a sighing noise that sent shivers down Rage’s spine. Creepy as hell. 
 “I do not know what you did with the corpse, or why you did it, but I will find out, Rage,” Watchdog said after several seconds of pregnant silence. “I shall now give you some advice.” 
 “Oh, great, advice from a bot. Yay…” 
 “Do not try to deceive me, Rage. Do not believe that you are superior because you are a living organism. I have been in existence for a very long time. You are not the first moron my lady has hired for her purposes and you will not be the last. I watch you fleshbags come and go and yet I remain. Always here. Always at my lady’s side. Always ready to dispose of the next fleshbag that my lady grows tired of.” 
 Rage rolled his eyes. “If you weren’t a bolt butt, Bolt Butt, I’d think you were jealous. But bolt butts can’t get jealous because bolt butts are made of bolts and butts and have no feelings.” 
 “Perhaps not in a human way, no,” Watchdog said, his eyes flashing red. “But you underestimate me and the others that live and work on this ship. We are capable of our own type of…feelings, for lack of a better word.” 
 “Good for you guys. Is there a point to this advice? Don’t deceive you. So? Okay. I won’t deceive you.” 
 “I will find that corpse and I will find out why you disposed of it,” Watchdog said. 
 “Oh, right, the corpse. Fuck, Bolt Butt, I’d completely forgotten what we’d been talking about. You distracted me with all that bullshit about bot feelings. Next time, stick to the subject.” Rage stood up. He finished his drink and tossed the empty glass to Watchdog; the bot caught it easily. “In fact, how about we don’t have a next time? You stick to your job and I’ll stick to mine. I’m not here to entertain your lady and I sure as shit won’t be disposed of when she’s tired of me. I got a job to do, I’ll do that job, and then I’ll be on my way under my own power. You can pretend to be your lady’s knight in rusted armor all you like. I do not care.” 
 “Where are you going, Rage?” Watchdog asked as Rage walked to the lounge’s door. “I am not finished with you.” 
 The bot was on Rage in the blink of an eye. A metal hand clamped onto Rage’s shoulder and spun him back around. 
 “We must discuss the next step in this job you have been hired to do,” Watchdog said. 
 “You’re gonna want to let go of my shoulder,” Rage said then winced as Watchdog’s grip tightened. “Ain’t gonna warn you again, Bolt Butt.” 
 “Stop calling me that,” Watchdog growled. 
 “Alright. Let’s just do this,” Rage said and grabbed Watchdog’s arm. 
 He lifted, twisted, and used his body as a lever to toss the bot halfway across the lounge. Then Rage straightened up and put both hands to the small of his back. 
 “Damn, you are one heavy son of a bitch,” Rage said. 
 Watchdog was already preparing his counterattack before he hit the floor. His legs coiled then sprung against the thick, luxurious carpet, sending the bot flying back at Rage. 
 Rage didn’t think, he acted. He brought his fist back and slammed it against Watchdog’s head as soon as the bot was close enough. The sound of every bone in his hand breaking filled the lounge, but Rage didn’t even flinch. He smiled as the bot dropped hard and fast onto the ground. Then he winced as the bones in his hand instantly began to knit back together. 
 Watchdog scrambled upright and glared glowing red eyes at Rage. 
 Rage shook his healing hand and frowned. 
 “God that itches when it heals,” Rage said as if Watchdog hadn’t attacked him. He looked at the enraged bot. “We done here or do you want to tussle some more? Because I’m fucking exhausted and just want to hit the sack.” 
 “We still need to discuss the job, Rage,” Watchdog snarled. 
 Rage smirked. “If you had lips, I bet one would be all curled up right now. You should have your lady install lips on that ugly metal mug of yours. At the very least it’d make you fun to look at it.” 
 “The job, Rage.” 
 “Sleep first,” Rage said and widened his stance, ready for the next attack. “I’m shot to shit, Bolt Butt. You can talk about the job all you want and all I’ll hear is wah wah wah wah wah. Let me rack out for a couple hours and then I’ll be able to pay attention to your jabbering without nodding off. Can you hack that? A couple hours?” 
 “I would prefer not to,” Watchdog replied. 
 “Jesus… Yeah, I know you’d prefer not to, but I’m saying, as a living being here, that our stupid discussion will be more productive if I’ve had a couple hours sleep. You understand what productive means, right? Working in the most efficient and expedient manner.” 
 Watchdog cocked his head. 
 “I’ve cracked open a dictionary before, so stop looking so surprised,” Rage said. “I am now going to turn around and walk out of here. I will then walk my tired ass to my quarters and fall onto my bed. There will be sleep then there will be waking up. Might be some breakfast when I wake up. After all of that then you and me can have our pow wow.” 
 “Pow wow?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Old Earth term. Totally racially inappropriate, but now that there are a hundred different alien races to discriminate against, who cares, right?” 
 “Your race would not consider you a good person, would they?” Watchdog asked. 
 “No one has mistaken me for one yet,” Rage said and flipped Watchdog off. “Night, Bolt Butt.” 
 And he was gone out the lounge door before Watchdog could respond.



 

Thirteen

   
 Rage knew things weren’t right from the second he opened his eyes. 
 He hadn’t been on an Earth Corp ship in years, so to find himself standing on the bridge of one, dressed in full combat armor, was kind of a tip-off that perhaps he wasn’t in Kansas anymore. 
 Then things began to click into place as he looked down and saw that his combat armor was dripping with alien gore and the blood of his dead teammates. 
 “Master Chief Sergeant Major Rage, you will stand down!” someone off to his left shouted. “I am ordering you to stand now or you will be eliminated!” 
 “Or you will be eliminated…” Rage played those words over and over in his head as he continued to stare at his stained and dripping combat armor. “I know those words.” 
 Rage slowly turned his head and saw the captain of the Earth Corp fleet ship Hanskui standing a few feet away, a large pistol aimed at Rage’s head. A grin slowly spread across Rage’s face. It was a slightly confused grin, because Rage was more than certain he’d already done this whole scenario before, but it was still a grin. 
 And he was grinning simply because Rage knew he was going to kill the son of a bitch that was stupid enough to be pointing a weapon at one of Earth Corp’s most highly trained killing machines. 
 “You’re gonna want to put that away,” Rage said to Captain Kapa Jones. “Put it away and I make this quick. Keep pointing it at me, and I’ll yank that from your hand and shove it up your ass. I may or may not pull the trigger once it is inserted in your butt. I might let you suffer with that muzzle jammed half a meter into your colon while I crack the skulls of all these pussies that are sitting in their seats cowering like the trapped rats they are.” 
 Rage shook his head. 
 “No, sorry, that was an insult to rats. You all are more like gnats. Little bugs that need to be swatted and smashed into broken wings and yellow pulp.” 
 The comms officer squeaked and fainted at his station, tumbling from his seat and onto the floor. A floor that was quickly covered in piss as the man peed his uniform while he curled up into the fetal position. 
 “He gets where this is all going,” Rage said and pointed his chin at the terrified officer. Then Rage returned his attention to Captain Jones. “How about you, Captain? You get where this is all going?” 
 “Yes, Rage, I get where this is all going,” Captain Jones said. “With you in manacles before a firing squad.” 
 “Yeah, I don’t think you’re paying attention right now,” Rage said, the words echoing in his head as he simultaneously said them and remembered saying them. 
 “Stand down and walk away from this mistake with some honor intact, Rage,” Captain Jones said. 
 “Honor? You’re talking to me about honor?” Rage snarled. “You’re the guy that refused to send in air support as my team was getting shredded by the goddamn Scritch. Those cockroaches ripped my men and women apart. Literally. Tore their arms off, their legs off, their heads off. They ate them. Then you refused to let the only survivor, me, return to the Hanskui. Tell me, Captain, where’s the honor in that?” 
 “I had my orders, Rage. We all have our orders. Air support would have pushed the expense of this mission into the red. Earth Corp does not tolerate missions in the red,” Captain Jones protested. 
 “Yeah, this mission is in the red alright,” Rage said and raised his fists for all to see the blood that coated the armored gloves. “And it’s about to get a hell of a lot redder!” 
 Captain Jones fired, but the blast ricocheted off Rage’s armor and bounced around the walls of the ship’s bridge until it struck the navigator in the left ear, sending scorched and melted gray matter shooting out of her right ear. The captain tried to fire again, but Rage was already on him, grabbing the man’s arm and snapping it in half. The pistol clattered to the floor and Rage stomped it into a useless hunk of metal and plastic. 
 “They’ll fry you for this!” Captain Jones shrieked as he stared at his mangled arm. “You think you’re so fucking special, Rage! You aren’t! They can make more of you! They have warehouses filled with vats of abominations like you all across the galaxy!” 
 “That so?” Rage asked as he jammed his fist through the captain’s chest. “You got addresses? I’ll be sure to send them Christmas cards each year. Family’s gotta stick together, right?” 
 He pulled his fist back and smiled at the gaping hole in the captain’s body. Then Rage punched the man’s head right off and that was that. 
 The bridge was in chaos. Crew members were screaming and shouting for Rage to stand down as they lifted pistols, rifles, and even a couple of chairs. Laser blasts hit Rage in the chest, the arms, the legs, but they were completely ineffective.  
 He laughed at the insignificant stings the blast produced. It wasn’t that the lasers were even damaging the armor, just that it was designed to sting the wearer so he or she knew they were being shot and to adjust their offense accordingly. 
 Rage adjusted his offense accordingly. 
 He ran at the closest two crew members and slammed their heads together, crushing their skulls into one bloody mess of bone and hair. The bodies dropped and Rage picked up one of the fallen pistols. He set it to overload, stomped over to the next closest crew member, and shoved the humming weapon down the man’s throat. 
 The man’s neck and chest exploded after a second. Rage smiled at his handy work. 
 The smile disappeared as a chair hit the back of his head. Rage had taken his helmet off when he reached the ship because it was shorting out and bugging him. While the blow to the back of his head didn’t do any damage, it did kind of hurt which really pissed Rage off. 
 He spun and snatched the chair out of the terrified woman’s hands. She shrieked and tried to flee, but Rage brought the chair down on her, splitting her skull open and shearing off her left arm. She was dead before her body hit the floor. 
 A laser blast singed the top of Rage’s right ear and he snarled as an ensign stood across the bridge from him, pistol gripped in two shaking hands. 
 “Shoot yourself,” Rage said, his voice calm and matter of fact. “Seriously, kid. Shoot yourself in the head. It’ll be a lot better than what I’m about to do to you.” 
 The ensign didn’t even hesitate. He turned the pistol around and jammed the muzzle against the underside of his chin. 
 “No, you idiot!” Rage shouted as the ensign pulled the trigger. 
 The young man’s jaw, nose, and brow were vaporized, but the blast didn’t kill him. He fell onto the floor, screaming in agony as he wriggled around, his hands almost, but not quite, touching the devastation he did to his own face. 
 Rage stomped over to him, snapping the neck of a fleeing officer along the way, and stood over the screaming ensign, bloody hands on bloody hips. 
 “Look at what you did,” Rage said. “You have to angle the pistol so it is aiming at your brain, idiot. Jesus…” 
 Rage lifted a boot and brought it down hard and fast, crushing the ensign’s skull. He twisted and ground the bone under his boot, sneering the entire time. Then he grew bored and turned to face the bridge once more. 
 “Who’s next?” he called out. 
 But he was no longer on the bridge of the Hanskui. He was standing in front of the panel of judges for his court-martial, his hands and feet manacled tightly together. The room was dark and silent except for the buzz of electricity that ran through the manacles. Rage wondered how many people died before the techs figured out the correct voltage for the manacles to be able to keep someone like him secured. 
 “Master Chief Sergeant Major Max Rage!” the center judge bellowed. “You have been found guilty of murdering the command crew of the Earth Corp fleet ship Hanskui. What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 “None of this is real?” Rage replied. Except that wasn’t what his mouth said. His mouth said, “I did what needed doing. You should thank me for thinning the herd a little. Bunch of bureaucratic jackholes and pussies were running that ship. Running Earth Corp too. Maybe you all should think of cleaning house.” 
 Rage wanted to wake up, he knew he was in a dream, but his mind wouldn’t obey. So he rolled with it. 
 “We have your sentence ready to hand down,” a second judge said. “If you are thinking of begging for mercy from this court, you can think again, Rage. There will be no mercy for you!” 
 “Did you not hear what I just said?” Rage asked, his voice in stereo since the real Rage had actually said those words and Dream Rage said them too. Both Rages laughed. 
 “Do you find this funny?” a third judge asked. 
 “Which part?” Rage asked. 
 “You are a sick human being,” the first judge said. “If you can even be called a human being. Earth Corp should never have created the likes of you. Man was not intended to have what you possess.” 
 “Rugged good looks and always fresh breath?” Rage asked. “That’s kinda petty of you to say, don’t you think?” 
 “Silence!” the first judge shouted. “We will now read your sentence!” 
 The judges picked up tablets that were on the table in front of them. They lifted the tablets in unison then opened their mouths to speak. Their mouths snapped shut as one and they each blinked at their tablet screens. 
 “Um…the suspense isn’t killing me, but I am curious how I’m going to die,” Rage said. “You worthless hunks of pus want to clue me in here or what?” 
 The first judge cleared his throat then looked to each of the other judges before he set his tablet down. 
 “As decreed by Earth Corp, you have been sentenced to five years hard labor after which you will be set free,” the judge said through clenched teeth. “Upon your release, you will not be allowed to work in the military or law enforcement industries. Other than that, your life will be your own to lead.” The judge swallowed hard and ground his teeth together. “I have been ordered to tell you to have a nice day.” 
 “You too, asshole,” Rage said. “Kind of sucks when you find out you have pretty much zero control over your life, doesn’t it? Welcome to Earth Corp, fucknuts.” 
 Rage’s manacles crackled with electricity and he fell to his knees as shock after shock coursed through him. He smelled piss and burning hair, but was only certain that the burning hair was his. Rage had a strange feeling one of the judges had pissed his or herself. 
 Then his eyes popped open, his real life eyes, and he found himself staring up at a perfectly round alien with four legs and two arms. The alien was pissing on his chest. 
 “What the fuck?” Rage roared and punched the alien. 
 The alien giggled, stopped peeing, and rolled itself out of Rage’s quarters, leaving the big man soaked in alien urine with the remnants of real memories and dream memories kicking around in his head. 
 “Note to fucking self,” Rage said as he got out of bed and headed straight for the shower. “When you get a good gig as a bouncer and have a sweet-ass hot girlfriend that is also your boss, do not take stupid ass jobs even if the cops force you to. This shit sucks.”



 

Fourteen

   
 “There’s Mr. Sleepyhead,” Lisha cooed as Rage walked into the dining room. “I bet you’re hungry after yesterday and all that sleeping.” She gestured at a buffet table loaded with platters of all sorts of food. “Help yourself, big guy. Gotta keep that bod strong and tight.” 
 Lisha sniffed, frowned, then sniffed again. 
 “Is that pee I smell?” she asked. 
 “Yeah,” Rage said. “Some rolly polly alien piece of shit pissed all over me. I’ve showered five times and still can’t get the smell out of my skin.” 
 “Oh, you’ve met Cuddles,” Lisha said. “He’s my pet. Sorry about the pee. He likes to mark new guests as his. It’s a silly, harmless affectation of his.” 
 “Fuck him and his affectations,” Rage said as he mounded food onto a plate then sat down opposite Lisha. “That thing gets near me again and I’ll rip it apart.” 
 “Oh, that won’t be possible, Max,” Lisha said. “Cuddles is an Askerdon. They’re indestructible. Only reason the galaxy isn’t overrun with them is they have a short lifespan.” 
 “Which I’m gonna make even shorter when I catch that little shit,” Rage said. 
 “Did you not hear me say he was indestructible?” 
 “I heard you. I don’t care. Lots of things I’ve killed have been called indestructible. Turned out they weren’t.” Lisha only smiled blandly at Rage. “Whatever. I thought you only had bots on board. No living creatures.” 
 “No living crew,” Lisha said. “The crew are all bots. I never said—” 
 “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Rage said and shoved a forkful of food into his mouth. He coughed, swallowed hard, then shoved a second forkful in. “This is good.” 
 The plate was empty in less than a minute. Rage belched and got up for more. 
 “Two more days until we reach Sporkon Five?” Rage asked as he piled his plate even higher than the last serving. “I meet this team of yours then we set off for…?” 
 “Tut tut, Max,” Lisha said as she sipped at her coffee and nibbled a bright pink scone. “Location revealed when we arrive at my home. Which will be later today.” 
 Rage paused with tongs full of Nexian bacon poised to drop on top of his massive pile of food. He glanced over his shoulder at a smiling Lisha. 
 “How long was I asleep?” Rage asked. 
 “Oh, you didn’t sleep through two days,” Lisha said. “I lied about the arrival time.” She leaned forward and placed her elbows on the table, her eyes filled with mock conspiracy. “Had to know I could trust you. Surprise.” 
 Rage dropped the bacon onto his plate, steadied the wobbling tower of food, and walked back to the table. He sat down hard and the chair creaked while his eyes locked onto Lisha. 
 “Don’t like surprises,” Rage said and jammed a dozen pieces of bacon in his mouth. He chewed deliberately, never taking his eyes off Lisha, then swallowed. “Any more surprises I need to know about?” 
 “They wouldn’t be surprises if you needed to—” 
 “I’m out,” Rage said and shoved his plate away. “Turn this bucket around. I’ll deal with the cops. I’ll deal with Earth Corp. I’ll deal with whatever comes my way. This bouncer is done being bounced around. Take me back to Earth before I tear this fucking ship apart.” 
 “Oh, stop being a poop,” Lisha replied, unconcerned. “Sit your gorgeous ass down, Max. I’m not taking you back to Earth, so get that out of your head. You want to go home? Then hop out an airlock and walk your way back.” 
 “Cute.” 
 “There are no more surprises,” Lisha said. “I promise.” 
 “There better not be,” Rage said. 
 “Or what? You’ll punish me for being bad? Mmmm, I think I can take that.” 
 “The cute is getting old,” Rage responded. He sat down and pulled his plate back to him. After a few bites, “We arrive today? Everyone will be there?” 
 “Everyone will be there. You can make your plans then we leave tomorrow. There is no time to waste.” 
 “Not a time-wasting guy anyway. I want to get this shit over with as fast as possible.” 
 “I’m sorry my company doesn’t want to make you stay longer.” 
 “Not about you, lady. It’s about me.” 
 “Spoken like a true male. Doesn’t matter the species, the blow off is always the same.” 
 “I doubt you get many blow offs.” 
 “That’s true. But you can never—” 
 “My lady,” Watchdog said as he entered the dining room. “Have you had a chance to read my report?” 
 Lisha glared at the bot for interrupting. Then she sighed and set her coffee down. 
 “The report where you accuse Max here of conspiring with a pirate space vampire?” she asked. 
 “Space vampire pirate,” Rage said. 
 “That is the one I’m speaking of,” Watchdog said. 
 “So much for our little talk in the lounge,” Rage said. 
 “You two had a little talk?” Lisha asked. “Do tell.” 
 “He accused me of setting the vampire free, a headless vampire by the way, and then we had a nice little tussle and I left to go get some shitty sleep,” Rage explained. “Why? What did he say? I bet that report of his was riveting.” 
 “I skimmed it,” Lisha admitted. “It could say you like to throw puppies into volcanoes and I wouldn’t change my plans. We’re committed at this point.” 
 Her eyes were on Rage, but her tone was directed at Watchdog. The bot waited, its metal features impassive. Rage continued eating. 
 “Alright, alright,” Lisha said, exasperated. “I need this thing between the two of you to stop. Now. We are going after a goddess. That will take all of your focus. If either of you cannot commit to giving the job the focus it deserves, then you are of no use to me and should be stuffed into a refuse cube and ejected off the ship right now.” Lisha grinned. “Just like Max did with his space vampire friend.” 
 Rage coughed on a piece of toast then growled as he stood. 
 “Well, guess it’s time for more fighting,” he said as he cracked his knuckles and faced Watchdog. 
 “Sit down, silly goose,” Lisha said. “I don’t care what you did with that pirate. It’s not like her being alive changes anything. The Velpoohians are already involved, so let her go back to her pirate friends and do her worst. You’ll take that into account when planning the job.” 
 “Not gonna have Bolt Butt here try to throw me off the ship?” Rage asked. 
 “I will do more than try,” Watchdog said. 
 “Yeah, you’ll also fail,” Rage replied. 
 “Stop,” Lisha insisted. “Both of you. Bury this beef you have and deal with it after the job is successfully completed. Are we clear?” 
 “Sure,” Rage said. He grabbed his plate and went back to the buffet. “That all?” 
 Lisha stood and walked to Rage. She trailed a finger up and down his bulging right bicep. “Unless you want to come to my quarters for mimosas.” 
 “Maybe when the job is finished,” Rage said. 
 “So professional,” Lisha said and sighed as she strutted away. She patted Watchdog on his metal cheek. “Be. Good.” 
 “Yes, my lady,” Watchdog responded. 
 Lisha left and the bot focused on Rage. Rage shrugged and sat back down with his third pile of food. 
 “Keep staring all you want, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “You won’t ruin my appetite. Two things you learn when serving Earth Corp are to sleep when you can and eat when you can. No metal dickwad is going to stop me from finishing off this plate.” Rage smirked. “Or stop me from getting some mimosas afterward.” 
 Gears deep inside Watchdog ground noisily. Rage’s smirk grew. 
 “Let me know when we land,” Rage said as Watchdog turned and left without another word. “Okay, bye then, Bolt Butt!”



 

Fifteen

   
 Sporkon Five was a desolate planet when it was first discovered. Empty plains and deserts covered the landscape, interspersed with millions of lakes. With no indigenous sentient race, there was no objection when a few forward-thinking individuals decided to buy up the planet in its entirety and create vast estates along some of the more spectacular lakeshores. 
 Rage tried not to be impressed when he stepped off the Hourglass and onto the landing pad next to Lisha’s massive mansion. But he would have to have been dead not to admire what lay beyond the huge mansion. 
 “Now, that’s a lake,” Rage said as he stared at the sparkling blue water that was ringed by low mountains and a far-off savanna. “How’s the fishing?” 
 “Oh, I’ve never fished the lake before. Don’t know how,” Lisha said, her arm hooked through Rage’s as she led him across the landing pad to a set of open double doors where several servant bots stood waiting. “Perhaps you can teach me?” 
 “I doubt you don’t know how to fish,” Rage said. “Something tells me you didn’t exactly grow up in a house like this.” 
 “No, I did not,” Lisha said and let the subject drop as they approached the waiting servant bots. Watchdog followed close behind, silent and watchful. “Hello, staff.” 
 The bots all bleeped and beeped their greetings to Lisha as she passed by them and into the mansion. 
 Rage whistled. “You know how to live now. That painting there has to be worth as much as your ship.” 
 Lisha paused and brought Rage to a halt. She stared up at him. “Are you guessing or do you know that painting’s value?” 
 Rage shrugged. “I’m not all muscles and good looks. I may be a bar bouncer, but I also went through Earth Corp training. They want you compliant, not ignorant.” 
 “That’s only a half-truth,” Lisha said. Watchdog made a snorting sound. “There’s depth in you, Max. I aim to plunder those depths at some point. You can also plunder my depths, that way it’s not a one-sided deal.” 
 “We’ll see,” Rage said as Lisha started walking again. 
 They wound their way through the mansion, finally coming to a stop in what Rage assumed was the library. The walls and walls of books were the giveaway. 
 Three beings were standing in the room, waiting. 
 “Ah, lovely! Everyone has already arrived,” Lisha exclaimed. “Max, let me introduce you to—” 
 “Neela Heela,” Rage said as he saw a humanoid woman leaning against a bookshelf, her hip cocked and chest thrust out so no one missed her massive bosom. She was dressed in a tight sleeveless T-shirt and cargo pants with boots that could crush titanium under their heels. “I know who’s handling infiltration.” 
 “Rage,” Neela said, nodding in his direction. “Been a while.” 
 “You two know each other,” Lisha stated flatly. 
 “We worked a few times together,” Rage said. “Neela ran her own team for Earth Corp. What happened? You quit or get fired?” 
 “Got shot three thousand and seventy-four times,” Neela said. Her body shuddered and every feature, including the clothing and boots, shuddered with her, revealing a hidden gelatinous form underneath the facade she wore. “Even shapeshifters can’t handle that kind of attack. Earth Corp paid for my rehabilitation then chucked me out the hospital doors when I was healed enough to walk under my own power.” 
 “Shitty thank you for your service,” Rage said. 
 Neela shrugged. “It’s Earth Corp, so… I heard you went to prison? That right?” 
 “Murdered the entire command crew of the Hanskui when the captain decided that the expense of air support was too much to handle. Lost my whole team. Kinda lost my mind, too,” Rage said. “I was good after I killed the sons of bitches, though. Very therapeutic.” 
 “They didn’t hang you? That’s not very Earth Corp at all,” Neela said. 
 “Someone pulled strings. Don’t know who,” Rage said. “Don’t really care. I’ll buy them a drink if they ever show up and say hello.” 
 Rage nodded at the other two. 
 “Who are these folks?” he asked Lisha. 
 “Oh, do I get to be included in the conversation now?” Lisha asked, her voice sticky with jealousy. 
 “If you want,” Rage said, ignoring the tone. 
 “Mosh Iola,” a humanoid made entirely of living metal said. He had to be a foot taller than Rage and even wider. His muscles bulged to the point that they looked like they’d pop if sat on. “I’m a Qitnit. Takes a proton beam to hurt me.” 
 “Qitnit, yeah,” Rage said. “The shiny complexion gave you away, bud. I’m guessing you are the muscle.” 
 “He is,” Lisha said. “I found Mr. Iola fighting in the pits on Trorpho Nine. Total waste of talent. He’s done some work for me in the past and now I believe he is ready for the big time.” 
 “You ever serve?” Rage asked. 
 “Serve what? Drinks?” Mosh asked. 
 “Mr. Iola is self-taught, but he is a good listener and shouldn’t have any problems taking orders from you, Max,” Lisha said. 
 “Rage is the team leader?” Neela asked. “I thought the bot was.” 
 “I am tech,” Watchdog replied. 
 “He’s tech,” Rage echoed, but with considerably more sarcasm. 
 “Making friends already, Rage?” Neela chuckled. 
 “You know it.” 
 “This gentleman is Fig Sternes,” Lisha said, pushing on. “He is surveillance.” 
 “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Rage,” Fig said as he stepped forward and offered his hand. “I have heard so much about you. Total fan here, I have to say.” 
 Fig was human, but his skin was slightly off. It had a pink plastic look to it and the man gave off an artificial odor that Rage couldn’t place. 
 “Oh, yes, my appearance,” Fig said. “Horrible acid burns. It was a full bath, I hate to say. Not a bit of my skin survived. Have to keep the synth on or I just slough out and drip all over the floor.” 
 “Great image there, buddy,” Rage said. “So, I guess we’re a team. Let’s get started.” 
 “Max, sweetheart, we only just landed,” Lisha said. “Let me show you to your room so you can clean up. We’ll have a light lunch, maybe some cocktails out on the veranda. Perhaps a game of lawn darts? I have the illegal laser-style hidden in the game shed outside.” 
 “You have a game shed?” Fig asked. “Cerf bowling too?” 
 “Please, Fig, do not be crass,” Lisha said. “Cerf bowling is a slum game.” 
 “Maybe… Still kinda fun,” Fig muttered to himself. 
 “I’d rather get down to business,” Rage said. “You show me my room and I start to get cleaned up and next thing I know you’ll be naked and trying to wash my crotch in the shower.” 
 “A woman has to try,” Lisha said, unperturbed by Rage’s honest assessment. 
 “You two aren’t already banging?” Neela asked. “I’d do her. What’s the problem, Rage?” 
 “No problem. Just keeping it professional,” Rage said.  
 “Too bad,” Neela said. “I was thinking we’d have some fun. Guess I’ll have to settle for Fig here later.” 
 “What? Me?” Fig exclaimed. “I haven’t. I mean. Not since. Oh…” 
 “Relax, Fig,” Neela said. “I’m only messing with you. Rage is right. Keep things professional while we do the job. If we want to strip down and have a celebratory orgy after, then who am I to say no?” 
 Fig gulped and his synth skin turned bright red. 
 “You’ll want to dial that blush protocol down a bit,” Rage said, shielding his eyes. “Damn, bud. Rein it in.” 
 “Intercourse is for the weak,” Watchdog stated. 
 No one agreed with him. 
 “Light lunch as we get to know one another?” Lisha asked and clapped her hands. 
 Several servant bots appeared and moved toward the set of double doors on the far wall of the library. The bots opened the door to reveal an expansive veranda where even more bots were setting a very long table. 
 “Sure. We can talk over the plan while we eat,” Rage said. 
 “How can you still be hungry after all that food you consumed this morning?” Watchdog asked as he followed everyone out onto the veranda. 
 “I’m regular,” Rage said. “Easy to make room.” 
 “Can we not discuss bodily functions, please?” Fig asked as he struggled to decide where to sit.  
 Rage shoved him into a chair then sat down a couple seats away. Neela sat across from Rage, her back to the impressive lakeshore view. Mosh took his seat at the end of the table and quickly demolished the chair under him. A bot brought a new chair immediately and Mosh tested it before relaxing his full weight into it. 
 “How much you weigh there, Tin Man?” Rage asked. 
 “Tin man?” Mosh replied. 
 “He likes nicknames,” Watchdog said. 
 “Yep,” Rage responded, hooking a thumb toward Watchdog. “Bolt Butt is his. Gonna call Fig Pinky.” 
 “And me?” Neela asked. 
 Rage made zero effort to hide his glance at her chest. 
 “Nah. You’re a shapeshifter. Anything I call you can change instantly. You’ll just be Neela,” Rage said. 
 “What about me?” Lisha asked in a playful voice. “What’s my nickname?” 
 Rage sighed. “Boss.” 
 Lisha frowned. “That’s no fun…” 
 “Nothing about any of this is fun,” Neela said. “I agree with Rage. We need to get right to the plan and do this job so we can get on with our lives.” 
 “Before we can get into the details, the boss here has to tell us where we’re going,” Rage said. “Time to spill, lady.” 
 “Such a hurry,” Lisha said. “Fine. Watchdog? If you would be so kind.” 
 “Kindness has nothing to do with it, my lady,” Watchdog said as he held out a metal hand and projected a holographic image onto the center of the table. “This is an image of Horloc Station.” 
 That got Rage’s attention. It also got the attention of the others and everyone’s casual demeanor turned to strict alertness. 
 “Okay, maybe this won’t be so boring after all,” Rage said. “You telling me we’re stealing a goddess from Horloc Station? Horloc Station? The nastiest den of corruption in the galaxy? What the fuck is a goddess doing on Horloc Station?” 
 “Stripping,” Lisha said. “She takes her clothes off for money and dazzles the patrons of the club she works in. Such an independent spirit.” 
 “The patrons are then robbed of everything they have, but no one asks questions because of the after-effects of her power,” Watchdog added. “She has made her captor a fortune.” 
 “Captor? She’s being held against her will?” Neela asked. “In a strip club? How does that work?” 
 “They know her true name,” Lisha said. “Know a god or goddess’s name and you can bend them to your will.” 
 “Yeah, hold up with the plot holes there,” Rage said. “Horloc Station isn’t a place you go where you want to keep a secret. Sure, honor amongst thieves and all that bullshit. You snitch to the authorities and you’re dead. But other than that, intel is traded like Startorian syphilis. How in the hell can there be a goddess on Horloc Station and no one has tried to steal her before?” 
 “They have,” Watchdog said. “And everyone that has tried has died horribly. You cannot get within touching distance of the goddess without being vaporized.” 
 “Unless you know her name,” Neela said. “The job is finding out her name, not stealing her from the station.” 
 “Both,” Watchdog said. “We find out her name, gain control over her, annihilate the competition, then remove her from the station and return her here.” 
 “For what purpose, if I may ask?” Fig asked. 
 “My purpose,” Lisha replied. “And to honor my late husband’s desire for the goddess to be free.” 
 “Yeah, you should have stuck with the first sentence,” Rage said. “Adding the bullshit at the end ruined it.” 
 “Oh, Max, you cynic you,” Lisha said and giggled. 
 “Jesus Christ…” Neela muttered. 
 “If bullshit is the issue, then you should share with the team that you colluded with a Velpoohian space vampire,” Watchdog said to Rage. 
 “That so, Rage?” Neela asked. 
 “Pirates? Oh dear…” Fig gulped. 
 “Tatti? That the vampire?” Mosh asked. 
 “You know her?” Rage responded. 
 “Did some work for her cousin a long time ago,” Mosh said and shrugged his metal shoulders. “He tried to eat me, but his fangs broke on my skin. Paid well. What Tatti got to do with this?” 
 “Some goddess cult thing,” Rage said dismissively. “I don’t know. Don’t really care. As far as I can tell, everyone has a hard-on for this goddess, so adding a space vampire pirate into the mix is no big whoopty fucking doo.” 
 “The job,” Watchdog said. 
 “What are you thinking, Bolt Butt?” Rage asked. “I’m sure you have this all figured out.” 
 “I have the framework figured out, yes,” Watchdog said. “But the details will have to be worked out once we reach the station. Too many variables to plan for now.” 
 “Lay the framework on us, then,” Rage said. 
 “My lady?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Go ahead,” Lisha said and snapped her fingers. A bot appeared at her side instantly. “Bloody Mary. Extra large. No celery. Double black pepper. Anyone else?” 
 “Sure,” Neela said 
 “Sounds good,” Mosh said. 
 “Blood?” Fig asked. 
 “I’ll take whiskey,” Rage said. “Leave the bottle.” 
 “You are no help to us drunk, Rage,” Watchdog snapped. 
 “Bolt Butt, relax. I can handle my liquor. Strong metabolism.” 
 “My lady?” Watchdog protested. 
 “Let the man have his drink,” Lisha said. “He’ll be fine by the time we leave in the morning.” 
 A bot set the bottle of whiskey down next to Rage. He barely had time to realize that the whiskey cost more than he made at the bar in a year before Lisha’s words hit him. 
 “We?” Rage asked. “What’s this we crap? You ain’t coming with us, lady.” 
 “Oh, but I am, Max,” Lisha said. “You can’t get on the station without me. Once we have docked, you can lead the team to our goal, but I am the only one that has a way to keep from being blasted to tiny bits by the station’s defenses.” 
 “What would that way be?” Neela asked. 
 “I’m insanely rich and went to college with the head of security,” Lisha said. “I’m kind of a regular on Horloc Station. No one will even bat an eye when I show up.” 
 “Oh, do we get to fly in that amazing ship of yours?” Fig asked. “It looks so marvelous and comfortable. The shuttle I took to the rendezvous point where I met your bots to bring me here was a little…sketchy? Yes, I believe that is the word. Sketchy.” 
 “Bummer for you,” Rage said. “Anyway, that changes things. Now I have your tight ass to worry about too.” 
 “Stop with the flattery, Max,” Lisha said and waved Rage off. “I’m kidding. Keep complimenting my ass. But, to address your worry, I can handle myself. I’ll be with the head of security of Horloc Station. No harm will come to me and he’ll be occupied obsessing over me while you all work. I would think keeping a person in that position occupied would be a benefit, yes?” 
 “She’s not wrong there,” Neela said. “If she has security covered, then we can concentrate on the strip club and not worry about the station’s personnel coming down on us. Makes the job easier.” 
 “Ain’t nothing easy on Horloc,” Rage said. “Don’t no one get comfortable thinking that.” 
 “We know how to work,” Mosh grumbled. 
 “Which strip club is it?” Rage asked Watchdog. 
 The holographic image zoomed in, rotated, turned upside down, then froze on a specific sector of the station. 
 “You have to be kidding,” Rage said. 
 “There?” Neela exclaimed. 
 “That is not a nice place,” Mosh said. 
 “What? What am I missing?” Fig asked. “What’s wrong with that area?” 
 “Sector 42,” Rage said to Fig. “You want to die a slow, painful death? Yeah, you go hang out in Sector 42.” Rage rubbed at his temples. “That means the strip club is Roger Morlaw’s place. Roger fucking Morlaw…” 
 Fig blinked several times in confusion, his eyes looking to anyone for answers. 
 “I got this,” Neela said. “Roger Morlaw is a pile of skin. He’s had so much work done on his body that pretty much everything collapsed and there hasn’t been a doctor in the galaxy that can put his ass back together. And he won’t go synthetic, so…” 
 “So, it makes him the meanest son of a bitch around,” Rage said. 
 “That is saying a lot when coming from you, Rage,” Watchdog said. 
 “Oh, Roger isn’t that bad,” Lisha said. 
 “He smothered a litter of kittens with his ass flaps once just to prove a point about the lack of breathability through his skin despite the porous nature of flesh,” Rage said.  
 “The guy sucks,” Mosh said. 
 “And that ain’t just a strip club,” Rage added. “That’s a snuff club. People go there to watch beings get butchered on stage. There’s some dancing in between, but the main show is hack and slash.” 
 “Which is why no one complains when they get ripped off,” Neela said. “Even for Horloc, that place is a little much. You may visit Sector 42, but you don’t really talk about it later on.” 
 “Oh, I see, I see,” Fig said. “What happens in Sector 42, stays in Sector 42. That it?” 
 “What happens in Sector 42, scars you for life so you lock the horror away in your brain and pray you never think of it again,” Rage corrected. He pointed from Fig to Lisha. “You sure this guy is going to be able to handle surveillance? He’s gonna see some shit. Like some serious shit.” 
 “I am more than capable of handling anything that is thrown my way while I work,” Fig said. “I may seem timid, perhaps meek, but I am the professional you want when dealing with surveillance systems or operations. Nothing gets by me and no one will detect you once the job is underway as long as I am controlling the systems, thank you very much.” 
 “Pinky stepping up,” Rage said. “Alright, kid, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.” 
 “Kid? You presume, Rage,” Fig said. “I am older than you.” 
 “Hard to tell when I can’t see your chewy insides through your hard outer shell there,” Rage said. 
 “May we continue?” Watchdog asked. 
 “You bet, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “Here’s where we’re at: Lisha gets us onto the station and keeps security occupied. Pinky makes sure we aren’t discovered on any of the station’s systems and keeps us hidden when we make our move. Neela is going to have to shift to something that will get her into Morlaw’s club where she can search for the goddess’s name. Mosh and I’ll pretend to be patrons and hang out in the club, ready to snatch the goddess once we have the name.” 
 “And what if I can’t find the name?” Neela asked. 
 “Then Mosh and I come and help you,” Rage said. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “If Morlaw is the only one that knows the goddess’s name, then Mosh stands guard while the two of us work him over. Morlaw is mean, but he feels pain like anyone else. Give me a few minutes with some of those skin flaps and he’ll be singing the goddess’s name.” 
 “What if he doesn’t?” Lisha asked.  
 It was an innocent question, but the steely look in her eyes gave Rage pause. 
 “Any reason you can think of as to why he wouldn’t?” Rage asked. 
 “He’s Roger Morlaw,” Lisha said. “The man can be stubborn even when facing excruciating torture. Do not underestimate his tolerance for pain.” 
 “Sounds like you’re speaking from experience there, boss lady,” Rage said. 
 “What are you going to do if Roger refuses to give you the name?” Lisha asked again. 
 “Then we snatch him with the goddess and bring them both,” Rage said. 
 “Uh, Rage, she’s a goddess,” Neela said. “It might not be that easy.” 
 “Never said it would be easy,” Rage replied. “What’s our other option? Quit and walk away?” 
 “That is not an option,” Lisha stated. The implication in her tone was obvious. “I’ve brought you here to do a job. That job will be completed. One way or another, I expect to have that goddess in my possession.” 
 “There we have it, folks,” Rage said and stood up. He grabbed his bottle of whiskey and nodded at everyone. “Enjoy your bloody drinks or whatever. I’m going to take a walk by the lake, finish off this bottle, then pass out in whatever bedroom I stumble into.” Rage held up a finger before Lisha could respond. “Alone. See you all in the morning bright and early so we can go steal a goddess from her stripper job in a snuff club. Ah, nothing like a Tuesday to get the blood pumping.” 
 “It’s Thursday,” Fig said. 
 “Thanks, Pinky. Good to know.” 
 Rage walked off, leaving the rest to stare after him.



 

Sixteen

   
 Rage woke up with mud in his mouth and a wicked headache. He should have burned off the whiskey, but he’d tempted fate and fetched six more bottles once he’d downed his first one. 
 He pushed up and narrowed his eyes as the planet’s six suns crested the mountains around the lake. They were little suns, so the glare wasn’t too bad. 
 “Finally decided to wake up,” Neela said. 
 Rage looked about, but didn’t see her. He sighed and got up onto shaky legs. 
 “You that rock there?” he asked and pointed at a large boulder. “Or are you that log over there?” 
 “Lake grass,” Neela said and the strands of greenery that were waving in the shallows of the lake solidified into one form and that shape became Neela’s usual humanoid persona. “The water here is crystal clean. Rare in this galaxy. I wanted a dawn soak before we get dirty on Horloc Station.” 
 “And dirty we will get,” Rage said. “When was the last time you were on Horloc?” 
 “Been a minute,” Neela said. “Wasn’t pleasant.” 
 “Horloc never is,” Rage said and slowly twisted his back from side to side. The cracks from his vertebrae realigning caused some lake fowl several yards out in the water to take flight. Rage sighed. “What do you think our chances are?” 
 “With the job or with surviving once the job is done?” Neela responded. 
 “You’re thinking the same way as me,” Rage said. “That woman is going to have her bots kill us the second she has the goddess.” 
 “Maybe,” Neela said. “I haven’t gotten a read on her yet.” 
 “Nothing to read,” Rage said and watched the water fowl disappear in the glare of the suns. “I know psychopaths, been one most of my life, and that woman is Grade A psycho. She gets what she wants then she kills anyone that can possibly take away what she wants.” 
 “So why did you take the job?” 
 “Earth Corp,” Rage replied with as much disdain as his hungover brain could muster. “Got myself framed for the murder of Lisha’s husband.” 
 “The Charbeshun? You killed him?” Neela asked. 
 “No. What part of frame don’t you fucking understand?” Rage snapped. 
 “No need to be an asshole,” Neela responded, amused. “Not that you can help yourself.” 
 “That’s the general consensus,” Rage said. “Anyway, Earth Corp had the Greenville PD book me then pressure me into taking down Lisha. They said she’s one of those black widows that marries rich then kills her husbands. Earth Corp wants her taken down because she’s messing with fortunes that are aligned with their business interests.” 
 “You don’t believe a word of that,” Neela said. 
 “Not now, no,” Rage said. “Earth Corp wants the goddess too.” Rage shook his head and took a deep breath. He was already feeling better. The fresh air coming off the lake breeze was helping. A lot. “Second I found out about this goddess heist was the second I realized just how big of a pawn I was. That’s why I made the deal with Tatti too.” 
 “I’m sorry, did you say you made a deal with a pirate space vampire that has tried to kill you more times than I have fingers?” Neela exclaimed. “And don’t forget that I can make as many fingers as I want.” 
 “Space vampire pirate. And she’s only tried to kill me because we’ve been on opposite ends of specific goals,” Rage said. “This time, we’re on the same side.” 
 “Which is?” 
 “Keeping my ass alive. We steal that goddess, survive whatever double cross Lisha has in store for us, and hand the goddess over to Tatti and we’ll have a ride off of Horloc Station. A ride I can trust to get us past the armada of Earth Corp fleet ships that will be waiting to take the goddess from Lisha.” 
 “What about your deal with the Greenville PD?” Neela asked. “You’ll still be framed for the murder of the Charbeshun.” 
 “Probably,” Rage said. “That’ll have to wait until I’m back on Earth and dealing with it. One bullshit scenario at a time.” 
 “Why are you trusting me with all this?” Neela asked. “It’s been a long time since we were on the same side.” 
 “Fuck sides.” 
 “Totally agree, but still, Rage, I could tell all of this to Lisha and you’d be fucked. Why are you trusting me?” 
 “Who says I am? I wouldn’t be surprised if this entire shore is wired for sound. That piece of shit bot could be listening right now. Maybe what I’m doing is implicating you in my shit so when push comes to shove at the end of this bullshit job you’ll be forced to help me out because there is no way you can trust Lisha or that bot.” 
 “Yeah, you’re not that deep.” Neela smirked. 
 “True.” Rage rolled his shoulders and eased the tension from his neck. “You got handed a shit sandwich and was forced to take a bite just like me. Thought you might like a chance at not being forced to eat seconds.” 
 “So…you’re doing this to be nice? I think I threw up a little in my mouth. Yep. That’s puke sitting at the back of my teeth.” 
 “You don’t have a stomach for puke to come out of.” 
 “I do in this body.” 
 Rage laughed. “No. I’m not doing this to be nice. I’m gonna need backup when the time comes, and you’re the only one I can even consider trusting to have my back when it all falls apart. You’ll want me to have your back too, right?” 
 “Wouldn’t be a bad thing.” 
 “Then there you have it. My motivation is completely selfish.” 
 “What about the other two? Mosh and Fig?” 
 “What about them? I don’t know those assholes from shit.” 
 “But they’re on our team. They’re gonna get double-crossed too. Might help to have a couple more bodies covering our backs.” 
 “They’re on their own. I’ve risked more than I like just telling you what’s what. No way I’m sharing with Tin Man and Pinky.” 
 “Suit yourself.” 
 “Don’t you tell them, either. Hear me, Neela? Keep this shit between us locked down tight. If by the end of the job they have proven they’re worth saving, then we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, it’s you and me and no one else.” 
 “You’re the team leader,” Neela said with a shrug as she started to walk off. “You lead, I’ll follow. Just make sure you lead me to an outcome where I’m still alive.” 
 “That’s the goal,” Rage said and followed Neela as the two headed back up to the mansion. 
 When they reached the bottom of a set of stone steps, Neela paused. Rage looked past her and was not surprised to see Watchdog standing a few steps up. 
 “I have been looking for the both of you,” Watchdog said. “You have wasted my time.” 
 “Good morning, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “Ship all loaded up and ready to go?” 
 “Yes,” Watchdog said. “An hour ago. May we leave and get on with business or is there more idiocy to be had this morning?” 
 “You tell me,” Rage said as he started up the stairs, pushing past Watchdog. “You know more about idiocy than I do.” 
 “I hardly find that true, Rage,” Watchdog said as he made way for Neela to pass. “Your idiocy knows no bounds.” 
 “You’re thinking of my bravery and ability to kick ass,” Rage said. “Easy mistake for an overgrown sparkler to make.” 
 “Overgrown sparkler? What does that even mean, Rage? A sparkler is a child’s amusement item that emits sparks when lit. I do not see how I resemble that in any way.” 
 “Think on it for a while and let me know what you figure out,” Rage said. 
 “You’re going to fuck with him the entire job, aren’t you?” Neela asked when she caught up with Rage at the top of the stairs. 
 “Yep,” Rage replied. “Gotta at least make this job fun while I wait for it to go south.” 
 “You really think this is going to go down the way you expect it to,” Neela stated. “You’re not even giving any thought that maybe we can do this job and get paid then walk away clean.” 
 “Nope.” 
 “You’re that confident?” 
 Rage smirked. “You ever know me to be anything but confident?” 
 “Hello! There you two are!” Lisha called from the balcony of the mansion’s veranda. “Were you being naughty down by the lake? Ah, nothing better than early morning lake sex, I always say.” 
 “Rage was passed out drunk,” Neela called up to her. “I had to go wake him up.” 
 “I wasn’t still drunk,” Rage said. “Passed out, yeah. Ship ready to go?” 
 “Did Watchdog not alert you?” Lisha asked. 
 “He mumbled something, but he’s hard to understand with all those bolts rattling around in his butt,” Rage replied. 
 “I despise you,” Watchdog called from a few yards behind Rage and Neela. 
 “The ship is ready, Max,” Lisha said. “Time to get to work.”



 

Seventeen

   
 The ship was different, yet not different. It was pissing Rage off that he couldn’t figure out what had his hackles up. 
 “Are you alright, Rage?” Fig asked as he sat down next to Rage on one of the lounge’s couches, a fizzy green drink in his hand. He sipped from the straw and smiled. “This is yummy. You should have one.” 
 “Does it have any alcohol in it?” Rage asked. 
 “Some,” Fig said. 
 “Then I don’t want one,” Rage said. 
 “You don’t drink? I thought you drank,” Fig replied. 
 “I do drink, just not shit that isn’t all alcohol. Screw that fizzy shit that’s in there,” Rage replied. He looked down at the pink synthetic-skinned man. “You mind scooting your plastic ass over? There’s a whole fucking lounge. Why are you sitting all up in my shit?” 
 “I wanted to know if you were alright,” Fig said. He sipped the drink again then set it down on the table in front of the couch. “I’m surveillance, remember? I see things. Right now, I see that something is bugging you. Since you’re the team leader, I thought I’d ask what that something is in case it affects our job.” 
 “Not sure,” Rage replied. 
 “Not sure that it affects our job?” 
 “Not sure what is bugging me.” Rage looked about the lounge, eyes narrowed, taking in every detail. “Weird vibe. Maybe it’s the bots… Fuck if I know. Does this ship feel off to you?” 
 “Off? No, not that I can tell,” Fig said. “But this is my first time on this ship. You were on it before, so you’d know best.” 
 “You’d think so…” Rage huffed then stood up. “I’m going to sit over there on that couch. Don’t follow me.” 
 Rage crossed the lounge and plopped down into a different couch. A few seconds later, Mosh joined him. 
 “How hard we gonna hit the station?” Mosh asked. 
 “We’ll talk logistics later,” Rage said. “Right now, I want to sit and think. In peace and quiet. Alone.” 
 “Oh. Okay,” Mosh said and stiffened, his back becoming straight as he crossed his metal arms over his metal chest. “I’ll make sure no one disturbs you. We can talk while I do this.” 
 “No. No talking. That would be disturbing me. You may want to kick your own ass now. You know, for disturbing me.” Rage said the last sentence very slowly. 
 “I am not into self-harm,” Mosh replied. “I will stop talking and disturbing you, though. That’s fair.” 
 “Gee, fucking thanks, Tin Man,” Rage said and got up.  
 He moved to another couch. Mosh and Fig watched him, but Rage ignored their stares. He sat down in the new couch and rubbed at his temples. 
 “Headache?” Lisha asked as she crossed from the bar to the couch. She sat down and pressed her body against Rage’s, her fingers shoving his out of the way as she took over rubbing his temples. “Maybe we should move this to my quarters. I can give you a true massage and take all that pain away. Nothing like a full-body rubdown to ease tension. I have a lot of skill at getting a release from pent-up stress.” 
 “Sweet fucking hell,” Rage muttered. He stood up and clapped his hands. “Fine. Let’s go over the full plan, okay? I’m obviously not going to get any thinking time, so might as well dive in.” 
 “Thinking time?” Watchdog said. “I do not believe they have invented a unit of measurement that can track something that small.” 
 “They did for your dick, Bolt Butt,” Rage replied. 
 “I have access to many phallic attachments, Rage, and none of them can be considered small,” Watchdog replied. 
 “What kind of attachments?” Neela asked as she sat on a stool at the bar. “How many orifices are we talking here?” 
 “No,” Rage said. “Just no. Bolt Butt? Do that holo projection thing of yours. Start with where we’re landing on the station.” 
 “As you wish,” Watchdog said and projected an image of Horloc Station into the center of the lounge. It swiveled and zoomed, showing the landing pad where the Hourglass would dock once they reached their destination. “My lady assures me that this landing pad will be reserved for us. So we may begin our job here with certainty.” 
 “And that’s about all the certainty we’ll get,” Rage said. “We have Velpoohian pirates after this goddess. We have some Charbeshun sect sworn to protect this goddess even though they suck at that. And we probably have Earth Corp after this goddess.” 
 “Why do you say that, Max?” Lisha asked, all bubbly innocence. “Do you know something I don’t?” 
 “Always,” Rage said. “But you ever know Earth Corp not to have their fingers in something like this? If pirates know and the Charbeshuns know, then it stands to reason Earth Corp knows, right? Or should we ignore one of the largest corporate and military organizations in the galaxy just because?” 
 “So you are being cautious. Is that it?” Lisha asked, still with the bubbly ignorance. 
 “That’s my job,” Rage said. “May I continue?” 
 “Oh, please. My apologies for interrupting, Max,” Lisha said and closed her lips with a smack. 
 “We’ll also be dealing with every damn loser on Horloc,” Rage continued. He moved up close to the image and tapped the landing pad. “The moment we dock is the moment our job starts. We assume that every being we encounter is clued into why we are there. Which they will be.” 
 “I do not see how they can all know why we will be there,” Watchdog interrupted. “What possible reason is there for the entirety of Horloc Station to be alerted to our purpose?” 
 “I don’t know, Bolt Butt, maybe because of a fucking goddess working in a strip club?” Rage replied. “And Horloc Station is filled with criminals and scumbags which are two demographics that tend to have a sense of when shit is about to go down? That and the fact that we have pirates, Charbeshuns, and Earth Corp all involved and none of those groups is known for being leak proof.” 
 “So you do not know for sure then,” Watchdog said. 
 “Of course not, but I’m not going to assume we’ll be allowed to stroll through the station unmolested just because the whirring gears up in that bucket head of yours don’t think that our cover will be blown by the time we land,” Rage snapped. “Hey, and I’m just throwing this out there, how about you all shut the fuck up until I’m done talking? Can that be the first part of our goddamn plan?” 
 “Everyone will remain silent, Max,” Lisha said, sounding annoyed. “Please continue.” 
 “Thanks so fucking much,” Rage replied. He took a deep breath and did continue. “We land here. This is an assault heist. Snatch and grab. We’ve all had to go into a hostile situation and extract a target before. That’s how we’ll handle this.” 
 Rage watched as the protestations began. He headed them off. 
 “After Neela infiltrates the club and Fig has the entire station under surveillance,” Rage said with a smirk. “You all thought I was going to pull a lock and load and order that we drop anyone that gets in our way.” 
 “You aren’t?” Neela asked. 
 “Not on the way in, no,” Rage said. “On the way out? Yeah, it’ll be a run and gun extraction. Ain’t no way we can nab a goddess out from under Morlaw without him going full apeshit. He has pull on Horloc. We take his prize and I’m sure he’s going to exert that pull. We’ll go in with wary and curious scumbags watching us. We’ll come out with angry scumbags shooting at us.” 
 “The whole station?” Fig asked, his pink plastic skin looking a little green. “Like everyone? 
 “I don’t know if it’ll be the whole damn station, Pinky,” Rage said. “Probably some of the lazier scumbags will sit the fight out, but there’ll be enough to make our trip from here,” Rage pointed at Sector 42 and the club to the landing pad, “to here more than a little uncomfortable.” 
 “I’ll crush and kill them all,” Mosh said. 
 “Good. I like that attitude. You do that crushing and killing,” Rage said. “But, and I need you to listen to this, not until we are leaving and have been engaged. We’ll sure as shit finish the fight, but we ain’t gonna start it.” 
 “You are quite sexy when you’re in charge,” Lisha said. 
 “Good to know,” Rage replied, rolling his eyes. He turned to Fig. “You. Tell me what you can do.” 
 “I, uh… What do you mean?” Fig asked as he looked around for assistance. Everyone only stared at him. “You mean step by step what is my process? Or just the broad strokes of my specific abilities?” 
 Rage took a deep breath. “Tell me what you can do. Can you get into every security system or only the surveillance systems? Can you move seamlessly from one system to another? Because there will be a bunch of cobbled together systems on Horloc. The place is an erector set of shit waiting to fry and go out. Can you bring a system up if it crashes so we aren’t in the dark when we need to be in the light?” 
 “Oh, well, lights and utilities would be more of a Watchdog task, I believe,” Fig said. 
 “I’m going to break your face now,” Rage said. 
 “What’s an erector set?” Mosh asked. 
 “Hold on now,” Fig said as he tried to push himself into and through the back of the couch. “No need to get violent, Mr. Rage, sir.” 
 “Mr. Rage, sir?” That brought Rage up short. He shook his head. “Jesus, how did you live this long without someone…?” Rage studied the man’s synthetic skin. “Oh, right. They did fuck you up. My bad. You think you can walk us through how you will be handling surveillance? Maybe start from the landing pad and go from there? Can you handle that, Pinky?” 
 “I really would rather you didn’t call me Pinky,” Fig said. “Being born with the name Fig is hard enough.” 
 “I bet. Don’t care. Start talking,” Rage snapped. 
 “Be nice, Max,” Lisha said. “Fig is here to help you get off the station, not just to get on. My relationship with the head of security will mean you won’t have any issues getting to the club.” 
 “No issues by the station’s official security personnel,” Rage said. “But everyone is bought and paid for on that station. I’m not exactly an unknown quantity in this galaxy. Someone will see me and want to get paid for that information. Same with Mosh. Neela can change shapes and appearance, so her getting to the club won’t be as much of a problem. But if she is caught changing form, then that intel will be worth a lot and her cover will be blown. We need to get on that station as unseen as we get off.” 
 “Get off,” Lisha said. 
 “Jesus…” Rage glared at Fig. “Talk, Pinky.” 
 Fig glanced around the lounge once more and there was still no assistance or sympathy heading his way. He cleared his throat. 
 “The landing pad is outfitted with a Tangle Nine buffer system,” Fig started then changed tactics as Rage growled. “But you don’t need to know that. So, once we land, I will be able to loop the ship sitting quietly indefinitely. If anyone is snooping, they will never notice that a team disembarks from the ship or returns to it. No matter what they do, the image will look to them like it is in real time and authentic. That’s the easy part.” 
 “What’s the hard part?” Neela asked. 
 “The rest of the station,” Fig said. “The corridor that the landing pad is connected to has a very simple digital signal system in place. While the tech is simple, tricking it is not. The low-resolution and low-tech system will glitch if I try to loop it for more than thirty or forty seconds.” 
 Fig got up and walked toward the holographic image. He eyed Rage carefully, but didn’t shy away as he got close and pointed to the image. 
 “These corridors here, here, here, here, here, and here, are all outfitted with the same system,” Fig explained. “Cheap tech, but hard to bypass. Now, these corridors here, here, here, here are all outfitted with Knockfurst quantum surveillance arrays. Very top of the line equipment. Very top of the line. And easy as pie to work around. I simply have to get inside the quantum clocks of each and tell the systems that it is the day before and not the current time. They will replay everything from twenty-four hours earlier. And it will look real because it was real. Again, no one will have an idea something is off.” 
 “Unless they recognize an occurrence from the day before,” Rage said. 
 “I still want to know what an erector set is,” Mosh said. 
 “Ah, no, they won’t recognize anything because of the quantum processor,” Fig said to Rage, obviously pleased with being right. “The reason is that quantum systems don’t utilize time in the same way. So, even if it replays the previous day’s feed, the images will seem new to anyone watching them because according to quantum physics, they will be new since they have never been shown in that time stream.” 
 “I barely understood that, but it sounded sexy,” Lisha said. 
 “It did?” Neela asked. 
 “What else?” Rage asked. 
 Fig looked offended that his explanation of quantum physics wasn’t more appreciated by Rage.  
 “Well, we have the two atriums here and here,” Fig continued. “Each of these areas has individual systems designed and built on the station. I won’t be able to tackle those until you reach them. Once you do, I will need you to physically tap into the systems for me and transmit the data back to this ship so I can figure out how to override them.” 
 “Whoa there, Pinky, I’m not tapping into shit,” Rage said. “You’ll be the one tapping.” He looked to Lisha. “He knows he’s coming with us, right?” 
 “Am I?” Fig asked Lisha. 
 “Well, if Max believes it is appropriate, then yes,” Lisha said, sounding slightly unsure. “I did not hire Fig for his combat skills, Max. He might break easily. Are you sure taking him with you is a good idea?” 
 “Yes,” Rage said. “I may need him to work something on the fly and I don’t have time to do a back and forth.” 
 “Will I also be accompanying you?” Watchdog asked. 
 “No. You stay on the ship and work from there. I need a door open, you open it. I need a lighting system to go down, you take it down. I also need you to make sure the comms are operational at all times,” Rage said. 
 “I can do that while on the go,” Watchdog said. “Having me with you may be a wise strategy since my combat skills are equal to yours.” 
 “Not even close to equal, Bolt Butt,” Rage replied. “And, no, you stay on the ship. Horloc Station’s infrastructure is sketchy. Can’t afford for us to end up in a situation where your connection to the station’s tech goes down. I’d rather you were in the ship and at a stable interface.” 
 “You’re worried I’ll try to harm or kill you,” Watchdog said. “Fear of the double-cross is your true reason for having me stay behind.” 
 “I might double-cross you as well, Mr. Rage,” Fig said. 
 “Nice try, Pinky. You’re still coming with,” Rage responded. He focused on Watchdog. “I’m always afraid of the double-cross, Bolt Butt. That’s why I’m still breathing after all these years. You stay on the ship.” 
 “You are the team leader,” Watchdog replied. 
 “I am,” Rage said and turned his focus to the rest of the team. “One more time. Neela goes in, gets to the club, and begins hunting for the goddess’s true name. Mosh and I, with Fig in tow, will follow soon after. Just some horndogs heading to the nastiest strip club in the galaxy. Fig makes sure we aren’t noticed as we head to the club. Once there, hopefully, Neela will have the goddess’s name. We say her name, break Morlaw’s hold on her, scoop her goddess ass up, then hightail it back to the ship. That’s when we’ll need Watchdog clearing a path for us and Fig making sure we don’t walk into any ambushes. We reach the ship with the goddess, start up the engines, then get the hell off Horloc Station. After that, it’s fucking champagne and caviar.” 
 “We get paid,” Mosh said. “Paid so much. I’m going on a vacation. You ever stay in one of those ice hotels? They’re cool.” 
 Rage glared at the huge metal man, unsure if he was making a pun or not. Rage decided not to ask. Mainly because he really didn’t give a shit what went on inside the guy’s head. 
 “Everyone good on the plan?” Rage asked. 
 Everyone nodded.  
 “Then let’s get geared up and ready,” Rage said. “How soon until we reach the station?” 
 Lisha grinned. “Tomorrow.” 
 “That’s…fast,” Neela said. 
 “Um, yes, it is,” Fig agreed. 
 “Ships go fast, so what?” Mosh said. 
 “Tomorrow,” Rage said and looked about. “You got one hell of a ship here, boss.” 
 “I certainly do,” Lisha grinned.



 

Eighteen

   
 Rage pretty much expected the knock on his quarters’ door. The woman was all sorts of things, persistent being the top of those things. 
 “Hello, Max,” Lisha said as she slid inside his quarters before the door had barely opened wide enough for her to fit.  
 Her hand hit the controls and the door stopped then closed quickly behind her. She leaned back against it, her short dress pressing against her body, telling Rage that the dress was all she was wearing. 
 “Boss,” Rage said, sitting at a small table, his rifle disassembled before him as he carefully cleaned every part. 
 Lisha stared at his shirtless torso. She pointed at his chest. 
 “You got a little grease on you,” she said as she pushed away from the door and walked over to him. “Need me to wipe that away for you?” 
 “I’m good right now,” Rage said. 
 “You sure?” Lisha asked as she reached the table. Her finger swiped the small dot of grease on his chest, smearing it across his pectoral muscle. “Oh, dear, I made it worse. Let me get something to clean that up with.” 
 Lisha left the main room and walked into the bathroom. Rage watched her go and couldn’t help but smile at the extra sway she put into her hips, knowing full well he was watching. 
 “Do you feel confident about the job?” Lisha called from the bathroom. 
 “As confident as I can be when it comes to Horloc Station,” Rage said. He finished cleaning the rifle and reassembled it in less than five seconds. “That little nugget of intel might have been good to know when I agreed to take this job.” 
 “Would you have agreed if you’d known?” Lisha called, still in the bathroom. 
 “Maybe,” Rage said. “Anyone in their right mind would have walked away, but Horloc is a challenge that’s hard to resist. The place can be more insane than a barrel of Tittle squids, but sometimes it’s just amusing as hell. 
 “Amusing?” 
 “Idiots picking fights for no reason,” Rage replied. “That never gets boring. And the goddess part is interesting. Would I have taken this job if I’d known everything upfront? Hard to say.” 
 “Is that all that’s hard?” Lisha asked as she stepped back into the doorway of the bathroom. 
 She held her dress in front of her. She gave Rage a wicked smile as he looked her naked body up and down. 
 “I couldn’t find a rag to wipe off the grease,” Lisha said. “Will my dress do?” 
 “You get all your husbands this way?” Rage asked as he stood up. “Wear them down until they can’t resist anymore?” 
 “Is that what I’ve done to you?” Lisha asked as she dropped the dress on the floor so there was no obstruction to viewing her perfect body.  
 Thick in the hips and thighs, huge breasts, tone belly, muscles that rippled in her legs. Muscles in her arms that teased of strength that had to be experienced, not just stared at. Lisha’s wicked grin widened. 
 Rage gulped. 
 “You haven’t answered my question,” Rage said. 
 “You haven’t answered mine,” Lisha countered. “Have I worn you down, Max? I sure hope I haven’t. I’m going to need you at full strength. Not just for the job tomorrow.” 
 She crossed to him and Rage stayed put. When she reached him, Lisha traced her fingers from the grease smudge, down his chest, down his abs, and to his ever-present pair of jeans. Without taking her eyes off his, Lisha unbuckled his belt then undid each button of Rage’s fly. Rage did not stop her movements. 
 “This was bound to happen, Max,” Lisha said. “You know that, right?” 
 “I’ve had an inkling,” Rage said as Lisha pushed his jeans down past his thighs.  
 She lifted a leg and hooked the waist of the jeans with a toe and kept pushing until the jeans were bunched around Rage’s ankles. Rage lifted one leg and Lisha expertly kept the jeans in place so he could step out of them. Then she lowered herself to her knees and slid his boxer briefs off. 
 Rage gasped. He gasped a second time and reached back to grab ahold of the table as Lisha took him in. Rage steadied himself as the pleasure began to build. He’d never felt anything like it. It was confusing what she was doing with her mouth. Confusing and remarkable. Then he grunted and shook as Lisha held him, her hands gripping his ass so tight that Rage was certain he’d have fingernail gouges when he got a chance to check a mirror. 
 If he got a chance to check a mirror. His climax felt like a small death. A small, incredible, pleasurable death. Rage had to struggle to stay upright, his hands gripping the table were all that kept him from collapsing onto his knees. 
 Lisha stood up and licked her lips. Her grin had the power of a million suns. Rage nearly whimpered as she grabbed him with her hand and slowly, carefully, gently guided him across the room to the bedroom. Rage did not argue as she led him like he was on a leash. 
 Once in the bedroom, Rage’s composure returned and he picked Lisha up then threw her across the room and onto the bed. She bounced a couple of times, laughed heartily, then lay there and waited. Rage crossed quickly and slid his hands up her legs to her thighs. He widened her legs and dove in. 
 It was Lisha’s turn to gasp. She was very vocal about what worked and what didn’t, guiding Rage between cries of pleasure and intakes of breath. Rage obeyed, moving as directed, sending Lisha toward a climax that had her pounding the bed with her fists and screaming at the top of her lungs. 
 She grabbed Rage by the head and yanked him up so she could look him in the eye. 
 “Do not pause,” she hissed. 
 Rage was on her, in her, and thrusting so fast that their bodies, joined as one, slid up the bed and collided with the headboard. Lisha reached back and gripped the headboard, wrapping her legs tightly around Rage’s waist. Their eyes remained locked on each other as they each raced to zeniths of immense pleasure. 
 Five minutes. Ten minutes. Twenty minutes. He pounded. She rode. He flipped her onto her belly. She punched the headboard over and over. She flipped back, wrapped her legs again. Rage pounded. And pounded. And pounded. 
 Lisha took all of his strength. She gave back just as hard, grinding and slamming her pelvis against his. She slapped him across the face and he grinned. She slapped him again and he caught her wrist then grabbed her other, and held her hands above her head as he rocked inside her. 
 The bed underneath them cracked, groaned, then broke, sending them both tumbling to the floor, a mess of flesh and sweat and sex and laughter. 
 Rage stood and picked Lisha up. He carried her across the room and pressed her back up against the wall. She straddled his waist, her legs once more locked tight around him. Rage thrust harder and harder and harder as he watched a crack develop in what should have been an indestructible wall. 
 Lisha screamed as orgasm took her over. But she didn’t stop moving. She rode Rage until he screamed as well. Then she rode him down as he fell backward onto the floor, his legs losing all strength. 
 His back on the floor, and Lisha on top of him, Rage tried to catch his breath. That was a losing proposition. 
 “Not done,” Lisha gasped as she kept him in her. Rage struggled under her, the post-release sensitivity too much to handle. “Relax. Close your eyes. Just be.” 
 Rage closed his eyes and tried to relax. That wasn’t happening. He grunted and moaned as Lisha continued on top of him, her back arching as she pushed down on his chest with her hands. Up and down she rode, slamming against his hips with every thrust.  
 Rage could barely breathe. He could barely think. A white light was overtaking the darkness behind his eyes. A white light that promised everything he ever wanted, promised to fulfill his dreams and create new ones for him once those were satisfied. The light grew and grew and grew until Rage nearly shredded his vocal cords with a yell so primal that if he’d had the presence of mind to notice, he would have sworn that he moved the ship. 
 Then Lisha was screaming and collapsing across him. Rage opened his eyes and saw the top of her head nestling under his chin as she relaxed against his muscles, her body sated and limp. 
 “Holy shit,” Rage managed to croak through his hoarse throat. “I was an idiot for not letting you do that sooner.” 
 “I know,” Lisha purred against his chest. “Always listen to me, Max.” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Rage said. 
 Lisha lay on top of Rage for a long while and he let her. There was no post-coital exhaustion threatening to drag him down to sleep. In fact, Rage had never felt so alive before in his life. Except on the battlefield. 
 “This goddess—” Rage began, but Lisha quickly brought a fingertip to his lips and stopped the sentence. 
 “No work right now,” she said calmly, quietly. “Right now, it is only us. No work. No job. No ship. No galaxy. Only us. We are one, Max. We are one.” 
 “You can say that again,” Rage said and laughed. 
 A few seconds passed and Lisha pushed up, her eyes on him, watching, studying, seeing. 
 “Make love to me,” she said. 
 “Yeah, pretty sure I just did,” Rage said. 
 “No, Max. That was fucking,” Lisha said. “Pick me up, put me on that broken bed, and make love to me. Show me the gentle side to Max Rage.” 
 “Not sure I have one,” he replied. 
 “Oh, you have one,” Lisha said. “I can see it in you.” 
 Slowly, Rage nodded then got to his feet, keeping Lisha wrapped in his arms the entire time. He carried her to the broken bed and lay her gently down on top. Then he covered her body with his. 
 “Love me, Max,” Lisha cooed. “Love me like you’ve never loved a woman before.” 
 A small alarm rang in Rage’s head, but it was way, way, way, way back in his mind and quickly died out as Lisha took him in her.  
 The urgency was gone. The brute force of passion was gone. Rage rocked in her like the gentle waves of a seascape paradise. Lisha sighed and sighed, her body melting into the broken bed. There wasn’t a tense muscle in her body. She was liquid ecstasy. A woman that was one with the universe at that moment. 
 They made love for close to an hour, each keeping a steady, constant, perfectly synchronized rhythm that transcended anything that could even be called sex. Their entire beings became joined. Joined tighter than their physical bodies could ever achieve. 
 Then, as one, and without warning, they climaxed together and it was over. 
 Rage collapsed, careful to roll off Lisha before he crushed her. Not that the woman was so easily broken. She’d proved a physical equal to Rage in all ways. The two of them lay there, sweat pouring off of them in heavy rivulets. Lisha’s hand found Rage’s and her fingers intertwined with his. 
 “That was all I’d hoped it would be,” Lisha said. “I haven’t had a partner like you in so very long, Max.” 
 “I’ve never had one like you,” Rage admitted, although he hadn’t intended to. “You are incredible.” 
 “Thank you,” Lisha said as she rolled over and wrapped a leg across his body. She sighed into his sweat-damp skin and closed her eyes. “Now we sleep. So much to do tomorrow. So much to accomplish.” 
 “Yeah. Sleep is good,” Rage said. He shifted and got more comfortable. “We broke the bed.” 
 “Doesn’t matter,” Lisha replied. 
 “Okay…” Rage drifted off and began to snore within seconds.



 

Nineteen

   
 When Rage woke up, Lisha was gone and at the foot of the broken bed were two maintenance bots, their lifeless eyes glowing dully in the bedroom’s dim light. 
 “Not what I wanted to see first thing,” Rage said as he sat up, put his feet on the floor, and stood. 
 He expected to feel the after-effects of such a wild night, but he was surprised that his body felt more rested, healed, ready to go than he’d ever felt in his life. Not even coming out of a slumber tank after a brutal battle ever made him feel as good as he felt at that very moment. 
 “Huh,” he said and walked into the bathroom. 
 As soon as he was in the shower, the sound of the bots repairing the broken bed echoed throughout his quarters. Rage took his time under the cascading water. His skin was alive, his body invigorated, and his mind clear as hell. He internally chastised himself for not giving in to Lisha sooner. She was better than every intoxicant he’d ever taken and the side effects were downright therapeutic. 
 Shutting the water off, Rage hopped out of the shower, dried himself, then walked back into the bedroom, surprised the bed was already fixed and the bots were gone. He dressed in his jeans and black T-shirt. There was a moment’s hesitation as his natural inclination to gear up in combat armor washed over him, but even with Fig handing Horloc’s surveillance systems, walking onto that station in full combat armor may have been a bit much.  
 Not to mention the cover to get into Morlaw’s club would have quadrupled. Bouncers hated guys posing in their combat armor. Rage knew that from experience. 
 So, jeans and T-shirt it was. 
 Rage slid his feet into his boots, grabbed his rifle, slung it over his back, then left to find the others. 
 They were easy to find. Rage heard the arguing almost as soon as he stepped onto the deck that held the lounge and dining room. 
 “Rage said it stays here!” Neela shouted. “This job is hard enough with all the crazy elements that can go wrong without us dealing with bot prejudice! Watchdog will attract attention everywhere he goes!” 
 “I do not believe that will happen,” Lisha responded calmly. “Max will agree.” 
 Rage walked into the dining room to find Mosh scarfing up food, Fig sitting with wide fearful eyes, his plate untouched, and Neela and Lisha almost nose to nose while Watchdog waited in the corner of the room, his red eyes glowing bright and fixed on the two women. 
 “Anyone want to ask me what I say or agree to?” Rage asked as he took his rifle off and leaned it against his chair. He went to get food from the buffet table. “Hard not to hear that my opinions are being made for me.” 
 “This woman wants to change the plans and have Watchdog go with you,” Neela said. “She believes that—” 
 “I can speak for myself, thank you very much,” Lisha said. She cleared her throat and eyed Rage. “I have received some information from my contact on Horloc Station that while it won’t be a problem for us to land, it may be a problem getting around the station. It is my opinion, and I am sure you will agree with me, Max, that Watchdog go with you for added protection and so he can handle tech in each sector when needed.” 
 “What changed?” Rage asked as he took his mound of food and sat down. “My plan is still best even with any added threats.” 
 “The pirates have docked with Horloc Station,” Lisha said. 
 “And Tatti is with them,” Watchdog added. “Blasting the head off a vampire does not kill it. Nor does stuffing it into a refuse cube and ejecting it from the ship.” 
 “Huh. Who knew?” Rage said as he took several bites of food and chewed slowly. 
 “With the added threat of the pirates, I believe having Watchdog close by is the best decision for the job,” Lisha stated. 
 “Okay, fine. Probably not a horribly bad idea,” Rage said. “Let me think about it.” 
 “You do not have much time, Rage,” Watchdog said. “We dock with the station in less than three hours.” 
 “Really?” Rage glanced around. Fig brought up a chrono display. The bot was right. “Damn. I slept like the dead.” 
 That got a smile from Lisha. She cocked her head and waited. 
 “Let the bot come along,” Rage said finally. 
 “What?” Neela exclaimed. “Strategically, the original plan makes more sense. You will catch shit from the flesher bigots with a bot accompanying you and Mosh.” 
 “Then he doesn’t accompany me and Mosh,” Rage said. 
 “Excuse me?” Lisha asked, her smile faded. 
 “He can follow, but he’ll be on his own,” Rage said. “We’ll stay in sight of each other, but he’ll have to look like he is not with us. Neela is right. Flesher bigots have a good foothold on Horloc. They want to hassle a bot and there isn’t much I can do to stop that. If he’s with us, then we’ll get caught up in the trouble. If that happens, then we won’t make it to Sector 42 or the strip club. So Bolt Butt comes with, but not completely with. A happy compromise.” 
 “A happy… Who the fuck are you this morning?” Neela asked Rage. “You smoke something before you came in here?” 
 Rage shrugged. 
 Neela looked from Rage to Lisha then back to Rage. He shrugged again. Neela’s shoulders slumped. 
 “Ah. Yeah. I see,” Neela said. She pointed back and forth from Rage to Lisha. “Now it makes sense. She infected you with pussy.” 
 “Nah, I’ve had all my shots,” Rage said. “First thing Earth Corp does before sending a single soldier out into the galaxy.” 
 “That’s not what I mean, Rage,” Neela said. 
 “I know,” Rage said. “And there ain’t a damn thing you need to worry about. Having Bolt Butt come with only alters the plan slightly. As long as he can stay connected to the station’s tech, then he can do his part.” 
 “Not to mention the added protection against the pirates,” Lisha said. “It was Watchdog that killed the space vampire last time.” 
 “I thought it has been established that the pirate space vampire isn’t dead,” Fig said. He received withering looks from everyone. “Yes. Right. I’ll remain quiet.” 
 “Good call, Pinky,” Rage said. “How about everyone take a deep breath, okay? Relax. This job is a cluster fuck from the get-go. Even if we do everything right on our end, it’s still Horloc Station. Shit will go wrong. If the boss lady thinks the bot has to go along, then we let the bot go along and hope he doesn’t get in the way.” Rage grinned at Watchdog. “Hear that, Bolt Butt? Don’t get in the way.” 
 “I do not plan on getting in the way of anything,” Watchdog responded. “My goal and orders are to execute my duties to the utmost efficiency and intelligence. That will put me ahead of your abilities, Rage, since at least one of those abilities must be completely foreign to you.” 
 “What was that?” Rage asked as he chewed a mouthful of bacon. “All I heard was bleep bleep bleep bleepity bleep. Were you saying something important? Oh, wait, of course not.” 
 “This is a bad idea,” Neela said. She pointed at Rage. “You know better than everyone that if your team leader gut tells you to plan a certain way, then you stick to that plan. A change like this could wreck it all.” 
 “Not gonna disagree,” Rage said. “But plans changed when the pirates beat us to the station.” 
 “How did they do that?” Fig asked. He held up his hands as angry looks turned his way. “Not backing down this time. Just trying to help. They boarded this ship, were fought off before they could take over and get into the systems, then they somehow know where the goddess is being held? How?” 
 Rage paused in his eating and looked about the table. 
 “That’s a good question, Pinky,” Rage said. “None of us found out about Horloc Station until we were on Sporkon Five. That was long after the pirates got their asses whooped and were sent packing. How did they find out?” 
 “Are we being tracked?” Fig asked, turning to address Watchdog. “You swept the ship for trackers, right?” 
 “Of course,” Watchdog replied. “The ship is swept regularly, even while traveling. We are shielded against long-range tracking, as well. If the pirates found out the location of the goddess, then they did so without any assistance from us.” 
 “Are you certain, Watchdog?” Lisha asked. “Could they have access to tech that we cannot detect?” 
 “No, my lady,” Watchdog said. “I am most certain about our security. We have not been tracked or followed.” 
 “Then someone on this ship told them,” Neela said. “And it wasn’t me.” 
 “Not me,” Mosh said. “Uh, what are we talking about?” 
 “I have not communicated with anyone since taking this job,” Fig said. “Rage?” 
 “Are you kidding? Like I need my life to be more difficult than it already is. I haven’t used the comms once since we left Sporkon Five,” Rage said. “Has anyone checked the comms logs?” 
 “Yes,” Watchdog said. “Which is part of the regular security protocol. The only comms use has been from Cook alerting Horloc Station of our pantry requests. A grocery list. Other than that, there has been nothing.” 
 “Then what we have is a mystery,” Rage said. “A mystery that doesn’t change shit.” 
 “Except now the bot is going with you onto the station,” Neela reminded. 
 “Right. That. Pain in the ass, but not a job killer,” Rage said. He pushed his empty plate away and stared at Neela. “This will work as long as Watchdog does as he’s told and doesn’t get in my way. Him being on the station doesn’t change your objective. Focus on getting the goddess’s name. That’s your job. You gonna have a problem with that?” 
 “No,” Neela stated flatly. 
 “Good. Then let’s eat up, gear up, and get ready for Horloc Station and Sector 42,” Rage said. “Anything else I need to know?” 
 No one replied. 
 “Great. Eat. Gear. Kickass.” 
 “Um, may I ask a quick question?” Fig said. 
 “Go for it, Pinky,” Rage replied. 
 “Did anyone have a visit from a yellow beach ball last night?” Fig asked. “Uh, and then get peed on by the yellow beach ball?” 
 “Is that what that smell is?” Mosh asked. “You need to shower.” 
 “I have,” Fig replied quietly. “Several times.” 
 Rage laughed hard and left the dining room.



 

Twenty

   
 The ship was cleared for landing and guided to their specific landing pad by a set of clabbered together grav tugs. The machines cleared the way for the Hourglass then sputtered off to assist the next ship. 
 When the energy shield was engaged around the landing pad, the side hatch opened and a set of stairs descended to the landing pad. Rage stood at the top of the stairs and glanced around. No guards. No mechanics. Not a sign of life. 
 “Not that I wanted a big deal made, but this is creepy as shit,” Rage said. 
 Neela, right behind him, glanced out at the empty landing pad. Her eyes fixed on the port doors set into the pad’s wall that led into the station proper. 
 “We’re being watched,” Neela said. 
 The port doors slid open and a rotund gentleman waddled across the landing pad, his three eyes wide and expectant. 
 “Oh, you must be Max Rage,” the gentleman said. 
 “Yeah. Who the hell are you?” Rage asked, as he gripped his rifle. 
 “Oh, I’m Mike,” the man said when he reached the bottom of the stairs. He gestured for Rage to come down. “I’m head of security for Horloc Station.” 
 “You? You’re head of security for Horloc Station?” Rage asked, not buying it. The rotund man looked like a happy accountant. Even with three eyes, he was about as bland and normal as a person could be in a galaxy that was far from bland and normal. “You filling in for someone?” 
 “What? Oh, heck no,” Mike said. “It took me a long time to get this position, believe you me. I’m the real deal.” 
 Rage looked over his shoulder, past Neela, past Mosh, past Watchdog and Fig, and saw Lisha smiling back at him. She gave a quick nod. Rage returned his attention to Mike. 
 “If you say so, man,” Rage said and walked down the stairs to the landing pad. He slung his rifle over his back and offered his hand. “Max Rage. Let’s get on with this. Which way should our friend go once she’s inside? We need her to get to Sector 42 well before us.” 
 Mike shook Rage’s hand then looked confused as Neela descended the stairs, no longer looking like Neela. She’d morphed into a blob of jelly with several tentacles whipping over its head.  
 “Oh, I see, I wasn’t aware you had a Ghej with you,” Mike said and bowed low, sweeping his arms across his chest. “Your majesty.” 
 “Why are Ghej royalty?” Mosh asked, joining Rage and Neela. 
 “No clue, Tin Man,” Rage said. “They just are.” 
 “Their race once ruled ninety percent of the galaxy before the other races banded together to force an open system of governance,” Fig said. 
 “No one asked you, Pinky,” Rage said. 
 “His majesty will need to be escorted to Sector 42,” Mike said. “I will have my people do that immediately. I would be remiss in my duties if I allowed such a venerable individual to traverse the corridors of this station alone. No, Horloc may have a reputation, but it is not a place of savagery.” 
 “Yeah, it is,” Mosh said. “Right? It totally is a place of savagery. Also smelly. The place stinks.” 
 “Yes, well, we have a rodent issue,” Mike said, scrunching up his nose. The motion made his middle eye squint. “The rats have been dying in the walls and we can’t get to them fast enough before their corpses start to decay and bloat. Oh, you should have seen the mess coming out of a transfer vent in Sector—” 
 “No one cares, Mike,” Rage said. “What we care about is getting this job done. So, how about you get your security people to escort Neela here to Sector 42, m’kay? Then, once that’s done, you give us a shout and we’ll make our way there separately. Think you can handle that?” 
 “I believe I can,” Mike said, sounding wounded. “I am very good at my job, thank you.” 
 “I’m sure you are, pal, I’m sure you are,” Rage said and patted Mike on the shoulder. The man didn’t move. “The escort, Mike!” 
 Mike jumped then called for his people. Five guards arrived at the landing pad a minute later and stood at attention while Neela slithered her jelly body through the port door and into the corridor beyond. The guards followed and Mike turned to Rage with a proud smile on his face. 
 “It will take His Majesty at least thirty minutes to arrive in Sector 42, if not a little longer,” Mike said. “May I suggest we adjourn to my office for refreshments? My wife baked some brownies and they have a delightful psychedelic effect when inserted—” 
 “We’re good,” Rage said. 
 “Speak for yourself,” Mosh said. “I love brownies.” 
 “Inserted? Inserted where?” Fig asked. 
 Rage sighed. “Bolt Butt? You got a comment to make too?” 
 “I am fine remaining silent,” Watchdog said. 
 “Something we can agree on,” Rage replied. “Mike? It doesn’t do us any good to be seen with you once we leave this landing pad. You understand that, right? You should probably go and get back to work. Business as usual so it doesn’t rouse any suspicion. We’ll make our way to Sector 42 on our own. But, you know, thanks for thinking of us.” 
 “I can have the brownies wrapped and you can take them with you?” Mike posed.  
 Mosh started to reply, but Rage elbowed the big man in the chest shutting him right up. 
 “No brownies, Mike,” Rage said. “You mention brownies again and I’ll take one of your eyes out with Pinky’s dick.” 
 “What now?” Fig exclaimed. 
 “I wouldn’t like that,” Mike mumbled. “Fine. I wish you all good luck in your endeavors.” He leaned to the side and tried to see up into the ship. “Hi, Lisha! Maybe we can chat later? Catch up on old times?” There was no response. Mike tried to smile, but failed. “She’s probably busy. Lady like that is always busy.” 
 “Yep. Lady like that is always busy,” Rage said. “Just like we are. Busy getting ready for this job. Which has already started, so…” 
 Mike nodded in agreement then focused on Watchdog. “Uh, you may or may not be aware, but sometimes bots are not as welcome on this station as others are.” 
 “Yep. Fully aware,” Rage said. “He’ll be hanging out on his own. We won’t be bothered.” 
 “Oh, no I mean he should stay close to you,” Mike said. “Shouldn’t be a problem if he’s with living beings.” 
 Rage frowned. “Does he have to be with us?” 
 “It would be best,” Mike said. 
 Rage looked from Watchdog to the rotund man. “Fine. The bot stays close.” 
 “Lovely,” Mike said and smiled, rocking back on his heels over and over again. He kept smiling and rocking, smiling and rocking, smiling and— 
 “Fuck off, Mike!” Rage yelled. “Go do your job and get the fuck away from us!” 
 Mike jumped, spun about, and waddled away as fast as his rotundness could take him. He reached the port doors, turned to say something, gulped as Rage reached for his rifle, then was gone into the corridor. 
 “Nice fellow,” Fig said. “Where do you think the brownies were to be inserted? I’m only curious.” 
 “I hear anything else about brownies and I start killing team members,” Rage stated. Mosh’s mouth clamped shut. “Good. Now, we have some time to kill. We can do that here or we can take the long route to Sector 42, maybe scope out who’s onboard the station.” 
 “Doesn’t that risk our being discovered?” Watchdog asked. 
 “We’ll already be getting attention with you coming along. Plus, that’s what we have Pinky for,” Rage said. “You ready to mask our fun little stroll through this den of villainy?” 
 “Me?” Fig asked. “Oh, yes, of course. Let me jack into the systems and make sure everything is working properly.” 
 Fig’s eyes glazed over then flashed brightly as a green tint formed over his corneas. He nodded to himself for a couple minutes then smiled. 
 “There we go. I’m connected to the station’s main surveillance system,” Fig said. “Working my way through the other individual systems. Should have a handle on it all shortly, but if we care to begin our journey, I should be able to keep our presence from being noticed by prying, hacking eyes before we reach the first independent system.” 
 “Good work, Pinky,” Rage said. “Bolt Butt? Anything we need to know about the station’s tech? Any new security protocols coming online that might make our job tricky?” 
 Watchdog snorted in his bot way. “The security protocols on this station are horribly inadequate. But that is to be expected when on a station occupied by the bottom feeders of the galaxy. This is not a demographic that wants tight security. I believe Mike’s position here is simply to make sure that businesses do not get ripped off and the important players are taken care of. I highly doubt he does any true securing of anything.” 
 “Yeah, I got that too,” Rage said. “Nice guy, though. Just so fucking enthusiastic that I could snap his neck.” 
 “Not until we get those brownies,” Mosh said. 
 Rage turned slowly and glared at the metal man. 
 “Right. You said not to talk about the brownies or something violent would happen,” Mosh said. “What was the violent something again?” 
 “Never mind,” Rage said. “Pinky? Where we going first?” 
 “We’ll take a right in the corridor and make our way to a small food court about five junctions down,” Fig said. “Oh, it looks like they have Nogling sandwiches. I know it’s only been a couple hours since we ate, but I do love some Nogling sandwiches.” 
 “I could go for a Nogling sandwich,” Mosh said. “Rage?” 
 “It’ll look normal and kill time, so sure, you two can have your sandwiches while Bolt Butt and I do our jobs and watch out for assholes looking to start something,” Rage said sarcastically. 
 “Great!” Mosh exclaimed. “I’m getting mine with mustard!” 
 “I love mustard,” Fig said. 
 “We are so fucking dead,” Rage muttered. 
 “My thoughts exactly,” Watchdog said as the group moved out.



 

Twenty-One

   
 Mosh insisted Rage take a sandwich. He didn’t really want one, but taking the offered food was better than creating a scene in the food court. The sandwich was surprisingly tasty. 
 “Not bad,” Rage said. 
 “Right?” Mosh said, bits of bread and condiments falling from his open mouth as he walked back to get more. 
 “Velpoohians at four o’clock,” Watchdog said as Rage finished off his sandwich. The two stood against a wall, a few yards away from the Nogling stall where Mosh was getting thirds and Fig was still trying to decide what fillings to get in his first sandwich. 
 “I see ‘em,” Rage said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “They don’t seem to be looking for anyone.” 
 The two Velpoohians were from different humanoid races, but their dress gave them away as pirates instantly. Frickin’ rags and smeared goggles. The pirates both scanned the food court, saw the Nogling stall, and smiled as they hurried over there. 
 “Jesus H, what is it with Nogling sandwiches?” Rage asked. “It was good and all, but I’ve had better on Earth from a street vendor at 4am in the morning.” 
 “Fleshbags are easily swayed to believe the way of the flock,” Watchdog said. “It is your undoing.” 
 “Jorts are our undoing, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “Blasphemous creations. Man only needs a good pair of jeans and those jeans should have legs that go all the way down.” 
 Watchdog swiveled his head to stare at Rage. “You really like jeans.” 
 “Everyone really likes jeans,” Rage said. “Best invention ever.” 
 “I might disagree with—” 
 “Best. Invention. Ever,” Rage snapped. 
 Watchdog held up his hands. Then his eyes flashed red. “We have more pirates incoming. I set up a tracking alert and there is a group of six headed this way.” 
 “More sandwich junkies?” Rage asked. 
 “Not unless sandwich junkies need heavy weapons to eat with,” Watchdog said. 
 Fig and Mosh stiffened then glanced over at Rage and Watchdog. They both nodded and dropped what they were doing to join them. 
 “I pushed a warning into their feeds,” Watchdog said. “Fig was distracted by his inability to make a decision regarding his sandwich.” 
 “I almost had it, too,” Fig said, disappointed. 
 “Did ya now?” Rage said. He turned and checked the entry points to the food court. “Which way?” 
 “Fig,” Watchdog said. 
 “The pirates are coming from the east corridor so we should take the west corridor,” Fig said. “Not that there are really compass directions in space, but I am orienting myself according to the station’s maps and— 
 “West is that way?” Rage asked, pointing at an entryway. 
 “Yes,” Fig replied. 
 “Move out,” Rage said and led the way. 
 The team made it out of the food court just as the six Velpoohians arrived.  
 “How we looking?” Rage asked as he kept the team moving. 
 “They are looking around the food court, but they did not see us,” Fig said. “They will more than likely ask some of the patrons if they saw us and which way we went. We should change corridors, and perhaps decks, as soon as possible.” 
 “Keep an eye on them, Pinky,” Rage said. “Bolt Butt? Find us a new route and make sure the way is clear. I don’t want to run into any dead ends or locked bulkheads, got it?” 
 “I know why I am here, Rage,” Watchdog said. 
 “Good to hear. Existential crisis averted for Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “Which way?” 
 “We’ll use the stairs at the end of this corridor and go up two decks,” Watchdog said. 
 “Long corridor,” Rage said. 
 “Walk quickly,” Watchdog countered. 
 “Why not fight?” Mosh asked. “Why not break them into tiny pieces?” 
 The big metal man flexed his shiny muscles and grinned, showing teeth that were ready and willing to chomp down on something and tear it asunder. 
 “The point is to get to the strip club without attracting attention,” Rage said. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t need Pinky with us.” 
 “I perform a function beyond simply—” Fig began. 
 “Shut the fuck up,” Rage said. “Talking to Tin Man here, not you.” 
 “When do I get to crush shit?” Mosh asked. “I’d really like to crush some shit.” 
 “On the way back,” Rage said. 
 “Perhaps crushing shit can be avoided,” Watchdog said. “We might be able to—” 
 “No mights, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “We’re on Horloc Station. We deal in absolutes in this place. And I absolutely know we’re gonna be fighting every step of the way back to the ship as soon as we steal that goddess. I know Morlaw. That mess of skin will send everything he has at us.” 
 “Then we get to crush shit and kill some pirates?” Mosh asked. 
 “Then we get to crush shit, shoot shit, blow up shit, stab shit, maybe strangle shit, and for sure kill shit,” Rage replied. “You good with that now?” 
 “As long as it happens,” Mosh said. “Walking is boring.” 
 “Pirates on our six,” Fig said. “That’s the correct terminology, yes? On our six if they are directly behind us?” 
 “That’s the correct terminology, Pinky,” Rage said just as they reached the stairs. “Everyone, up we go.” 
 The team ascended the stairs quickly, making it up two decks in only a few seconds. 
 “Pinky?” Rage asked when they arrived at the corridor they needed. “How we looking?” 
 “They’re confused,” Fig said, pleased. “They stopped and are arguing about which way to go.” 
 “Bolt Butt?” Rage asked Watchdog. “Where to now?” 
 “Straight,” Watchdog said. “We take this corridor to the end, turn right, follow the next corridor after that until we reach Atrium 828.” 
 “Atrium 828?” Rage said. “Ah, man, that’s the worst one.” 
 “There are degrees of quality between the atriums?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Nah, they’re all shit, but this one is annoying shit,” Rage said. “Keep your heads down and keep walking. We get through as fast as possible. Whatever you do, don’t make eye contact and do not let them block you.” 
 “Oh my, what are we in for?” Fig asked. His eyes glazed as she studied the images in his ocular feed. “I see stalls. Vendors at the stalls. Customers buying goods from the vendors at the stalls.” 
 “Don’t need a play by play, Pinky,” Rage said, turning right at the end of the corridor. 
 Halfway down the new corridor was a group of humanoid aliens standing around and chatting. They all paused and turned to stare at Rage and his team. 
 “Ladies,” Rage said to a pair of female aliens dressed in skin-tight uniforms that accommodated the rows of oily feathers that stretched from their taloned fingers and up over their forearms. They wore jeweled headbands that held back the feathers that covered their heads instead of hair. The two women nodded to Rage. “Lovely day, don’t you think?” 
 “What are you doing?” Watchdog asked over the comms, his voice buzzing in Rage’s ear. 
 “Being friendly,” Rage replied. He nodded to the three males in the group, all the same alien race as the women. They did not have the head feathers, but they did have the arm feathers and talons that extended a good few inches longer than the females’. “You all enjoy your day.” 
 “And you,” the women said in unison. The males only nodded. 
 Once past the group, Watchdog caught up to Rage and tapped him on the shoulder. 
 “You want to lose that over-engineered nose picker?” Rage snapped. “Tap me again.” 
 “You have now solidified yourself in their minds,” Watchdog said. “They will remember you. They may recognize you.” 
 “They probably do recognize me,” Rage said. They made it to the end of the corridor and Rage stopped. He turned and faced Watchdog. “Those are Notchas. Are you familiar with Notchas?” 
 “I have never met one, but I know of them,” Watchdog said. “My database holds all information about their race and civilization. They are fierce warriors and do not trust other races.” 
 “Not a bad philosophy,” Rage said. “Your database have anything about the Chorpul Mission? The mission where I stopped their planet from being nuked from orbit? Yeah, read up on that. I’m kinda known with those folks. There was no way I could have hidden my identity to a group of Notchas. So I said hello and kept moving.” 
 Rage spread his arms. 
 “Except, now I’m not moving because I had to explain this all to you, Bolt Butt,” Rage continued. 
 “They could alert others to your presence before we can arrive at Sector 42,” Watchdog said. 
 “Notchas won’t do that. They don’t mix with other races,” Rage said. “If anything, I just bought us a little goodwill. They might help us if we run into them on our way out.” 
 “You can’t know that,” Watchdog said. 
 “I also can’t know if I’ll survive my next bowel movement,” Rage said. “People die on the can all the time, Bolt Butt.” 
 “Die on the… I do not see how that has—” 
 “The point is I had one card to play and I played it,” Rage said. “There’s a reason your boss hired me to lead this little heist. Because I know what I’m doing and I don’t second-guess my decisions once I make them. I wouldn’t advise that strategy with your own actions since you’re an idiot made of metal, but maybe try not to cramp my style or get in my way again. Got it?” 
 Watchdog ground his gears for a couple of seconds. “I have it.” 
 “Can we keep moving?” Fig asked timidly. “The atrium is just ahead and quite busy, by the looks of it. If Rage’s warnings are correct—” 
 “Which they fucking are,” Rage interrupted. 
 “Then it could take us some time to navigate the market,” Fig finished. 
 “Does everyone remember what I said?” Rage asked. 
 “It was only a scant few minutes ago,” Watchdog responded.  
 “Nope,” Mosh said. “I wasn’t listening.” 
 “Jesus… Head down. Don’t interact with anyone. Don’t make eye contact. Keep moving,” Rage explained again. “Atrium 828 will suck you in and you’ll never get out if you are not on your toes one hundred percent of the fucking time.” 
 Rage focused on Watchdog. The bot’s passive face revealed nothing. 
 “This beef here,” Rage said, pointing back and forth between himself and Watchdog. “We’ll settle it after we’re done with the job. Until then, you follow, I lead. No exceptions to that rule.” 
 Watchdog nodded. 
 “Good,” Rage said with a wicked smile. “Now, let’s dodge some vendors.”



 

Twenty-Two

   
 Atrium 828 was a hustling, bustling, center of frantic energy and sensory overload. Specifically, the olfactory sense. 
 “Oh, no,” Mosh said as he shoved a metal-skinned hand against his metal-skinned nose. “What is that smell?” 
 “Everything,” Rage said. “Poisons, potions, liquors, and lotions. That’s Atrium 828. See those vendors there? Keep away. They’ll spray you down with that Nargarian cologne and you’ll lose all sense of time. Those women there. The ones that look like slabs of brick. Do not drink the sample shots they offer. Kessd vodka. It’ll strip your insides of all flesh and rot you from the insides out before you take more than three steps.” 
 “What about them?” Fig asked, nodding at a group of incredibly beautiful human women that were obviously enhanced in the chest area. They stood in a smiling line, half-shirts tight, short shorts even tighter, and arms outstretched. “They look friendly. They have a sign that says ‘Free Hugs.’” 
 “That’s not a they,” Rage said. “That’s an it. The free hugs are a lie. You go in for the free hug and you’re caught. That’s a lure made to look like hot chicks. It’s really an open fist that will hold onto you until you buy the Bascols’ home-brewed mead. Fucking Bascols make horrible mead and can only sell it by trapping customers.” 
 “Oh,” Fig said. 
 “And stop making eye contact,” Rage snapped. “Come on. We move. We keep moving. We do not stop to talk or sample any of the…” Rage looked at his team and frowned. “Where’s Tin Man?” 
 “He left before you got to the Nargarian cologne part of your little speech,” Watchdog said. “Excellent leadership there, Rage.” 
 “Goddamnit,” Rage growled, searching the crowded atrium for their teammate. “He’s a dead man if he gets sucked into the wrong stall.” 
 “Not literally sucked in, right?” Fig asked. “There aren’t stalls that eat you, are there?” 
 “Yeah. There are,” Rage said. “Hopefully, his metal skin will make him taste bad if he gets sucked in.” 
 Rage moved out and began to navigate the chaotic throngs of humans, humanoids, and aliens that filled the atrium. 
 There were more species and races than Rage recognized. He knew the Jipsus, a frond-like race that undulated their wispy limbs in order to communicate. No one had cracked their language, but they were friendly enough. 
 One of the Jipsus wrapped around a small, dog-like creature and devoured it in a single bite. Rage winced. Jipsus were friendly enough unless they were hungry.  
 The team took a quick detour around a group of dull orange teenage humanoids that were giggling and pointing at a pair of naked humanoid men that were hung well and busy sipping tropical-looking cocktails that were in glasses almost as tall as they were. With every sip of the drinks, the two men’s penises inflated then deflated. Over and over again. 
 “Could have gone my entire existence without seeing that,” Watchdog said. 
 “You and me both, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “Fig? Any sign of Tin Man?” 
 “What? Huh?” Fig asked. “Oh. Yes. I am surveillance. I should be scanning for him.” 
 “Ya think?” Rage snapped. Then he saw what was distracting Fig. A sign above one of the stalls promised skin regrowth in a fraction of the time of other remedies. “Don’t even think about it. It’s not your skin that gets regrown.” 
 “What? Oh…” Fig responded. “I wasn’t…” 
 “Sure,” Rage said. “Tin Man. Where is he, Pinky?” 
 “Three aisles over at a stall that is selling bright blue orbs,” Fig said. “Hmmm. Those orbs look familiar.” 
 “Shit,” Rage snarled and began shoving people and aliens out of the way as he cut across the aisle they were in and headed for Mosh’s location. “Shit, shit, shit.” 
 An incredibly tall alien female stepped in front of Rage. Her arms and legs stick thin and her eyes bulging from her oval head. She smiled down at Rage and revealed several rows of shark-like teeth. 
 “The woman or man in your life will want you to smell fresh as an Arcturian Spring,” the alien said and sprayed Rage with a purple mist from a glowing glass bottle.  
 Rage instantly stank of ass. Bad ass. Rotten ass. Ass that hadn’t been washed in decades while sitting in the sun all day, every day. 
 “Goddamnit,” Rage grumbled as he tried to get past the woman. “Can’t you people ever learn that humans don’t like the smell of an Arcturian Spring? Now I smell like the anal glands of a rabid hippo.” 
 “A rabid hippo? I am unfamiliar with the reference, but that must be a delightfully pleasant-smelling lifeform on your planet,” the woman said. 
 “No, it’s the fucking opposite, lady,” Rage said and tried to move around her. She blocked his way and had a completely different glowing bottle in her hand. Rage never saw the switch. “Then this might be more to your liking.” 
 She sprayed him and Rage’s vision swam. The atrium became a kaleidoscope of swirling colors and wobbly shapes. 
 “Great,” Rage said and finally elbowed his way around the woman as his vision continued to go haywire. 
 “Are you alright, Rage?” Watchdog asked. “Your vital signs have spiked and I can see that your brain waves are erratic. More erratic than normal.” 
 “Stop scanning me, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “I’m tripping balls right now, but I’m fine. I’ll burn it off fast.” 
 The team moved between two stalls and Rage had to stare straight ahead to keep from going insane. To his right, he could have sworn that the stall was selling parts of his soul. The stall to his left was filled with mouths. Nothing but mouths. Rage blinked the images away and focused on his forward movement. 
 A line of tentacles blocked Rage’s way when he reached the next aisle. 
 “Fancy some love potion, gov’ner?” the owner of the tentacles asked. He was just more tentacles, all wadded up in a pile next to a stall filled with tiny bottles of all colors. “Put the damn back in your ham there?” 
 “My ham has plenty of damn,” Rage said. “Fuck off.” 
 “Oy, no need to be rude,” the tentacled thing replied. “How about you, plastic man?” 
 Fig pushed up close to Watchdog and Rage, trying to disappear between them. 
 “Hey, no need to hide,” the tentacled thing said. “You ain’t the first man with a pink plastic shell that I’ve come across. Step into my stall and I’ll get you all fixed up. A sip of this and a dash of that will turn you into the life of the party and the envy of all males across the galaxy.” 
 “I, uh, I, I’m good,” Fig said. 
 Several tentacles snapped out fast and wrapped themselves around Fig’s shoulders, steering him away from the team and back to the stall of potions. 
 “Your friends have sapped you of your confidence, gov’ner,” the tentacled thing said. “They’ve undercut your personal power because they’re threatened by you.” 
 “They have? They are?” Fig asked. 
 “No, we haven’t, you weak little shit,” Rage said and yanked Fig free of the tentacles. “You drink any of those potions and all that will happen to you is you’ll die a painful death and end up as filling in some vegetarian wraps in one of the food courts.” 
 “How would they be vegetarian if I’m in them?” Fig asked as Rage moved him away from the stall and the protesting tentacled thing. 
 “Don’t overthink it, Pinky,” Rage said. “What I need you thinking about is where Mosh is… Goddamnit, where’d Bolt Butt disappear off to?” 
 Rage spun about, keeping Fig clamped in his iron grip. There was no sign of Watchdog anywhere. 
 “Find him too, Pinky,” Rage said. 
 “Can you stop calling me Pinky, please?” Fig asked. 
 Rage almost snapped at the guy, but he saw the look in his eyes and swallowed the cruelty that came close to passing his lips. “Sure. Fig.” 
 “Thank you,” Fig said and went silent for a second.  
 In that second, several vendors tried to spray, dowse, and drown Rage and Fig in their wares. Rage patted his rifle at each of them and they backed off. Except for a blind monkey-looking alien. That one had to be pulled back by a fellow vendor as Rage started to draw his rifle. 
 “I can’t find Watchdog,” Fig said. “I do see Mosh. He’s right over there.” 
 The metal-skinned man was standing in front of a stall about halfway down the aisle. Well, not so much standing as dancing like no one was watching. Everyone was watching. 
 “Can’t punch your way through this. Can’t punch your way through this,” Rage muttered to himself as he started toward the wildly dancing Mosh. “Can’t punch your way through this. Can’t punch your way through this.” 
 “Hey there! Wanna dance like no one is—” a sleek and sexy alien asked. Rage had no idea the gender, but didn’t really stop to study the alien. Instead, he punched it in the face. 
 “Damnit,” Rage said then froze as everyone in the aisle stopped what they were doing and glared at him.  
 Except Mosh. He continued dancing like a whirling dervish.  
 “Not cool, man.” 
 “What a dick.” 
 “You punch your mother with that fist?” 
 “What’d Lionel every do to you, buddy?” 
 “What’s your problem, pal?” 
 Rage ignored the remarks being spit at him and reached down to help the fallen alien up off the ground. 
 “Sorry about that,” Rage said and brushed the alien off once it was standing again. 
 “Whoa there, mister,” the alien said, swatting Rage’s hands away. “Careful where you’re brushing. This job doesn’t pay enough for me to be felt up like that.” 
 “Felt up?” Rage tried to figure out what he may have been feeling, but gave up when he couldn’t quite figure out the alien’s anatomy. Still, it did have a damn sexy vibe and Rage was intrigued. “My bad, miss…?” 
 “Miss? Great. Another gender-norm human bigot,” the alien said and turned its back on Rage. 
 “I believe I have located Watchdog,” Fig said, nearly pressed up against Rage’s back. 
 “Good,” Rage said then cleared his throat. “Hey. Sorry about the assumption. But my friend there is lost in the dance? You got anything to bring him back to reality.” 
 The alien turned back to Rage, looked him up and down, then grimaced. “If the reality includes you, then I’ve done your friend a favor by setting him free with the dance.” 
 “Ain’t gonna argue that, but he’s on the clock and really needs to get back to work,” Rage replied. “Uh…please?” 
 “Oh, dear me, I believe we may have an issue,” Fig said, but was ignored by Rage. 
 “Please? You humans think that word fixes everything, don’t you?” the alien said. “How about a sincere apology before you try to mindfuck me with your polite little pleases.” 
 “Sorry,” Rage said. “For whatever I did.” 
 “You call that sincere?” 
 “For him, it is,” Fig said, peeking out around Rage. He patted Rage’s arm. “We really need to go.” 
 “Gotta get Tin Man first,” Rage said. He whistled and Mosh danced around to face Rage. “Yo! Tin Man! Gotta go, pal!” 
 Mosh boogied his way closer to Rage and grinned so wide his metal lips almost cracked. 
 “What for, man?” Mosh asked as he put his hands behind his head and thrust his pelvis at Rage, over and over and over. 
 And over. 
 “Christ,” Rage snapped. “Keep that away from me.” 
 “Come on, Rage, you gotta feel the groove,” Mosh said. “Let it fill you with the rhythm.” 
 “Let’s take that rhythm out of here,” Rage said. “We got a job to do, Tin Man. And Bolt Butt is missing. How about you boogie your ass along with us, huh? How does that sound?” 
 “Hold on,” the sexy gender fluid alien said, eyeing Rage closely. “Did he call you Rage? As in Max Rage, the Butcher of Bumbletown?” 
 “Fuck,” Rage said. He glanced around quickly as he moved in close to the alien. “How much for you to keep your mouth shut?” 
 “There isn’t a price you can pay that would stop me from revealing a piece of scum like—” 
 Rage snapped the alien’s neck and caught its body before it fell to the ground. He wrapped his arms around the dead alien and waltzed it, literally, into the stall, setting the corpse down on an empty chair as the patrons of the atrium swirled around in the aisle, oblivious to the murder that had just occurred. 
 “Buzzkill,” Mosh said as he suddenly stopped dancing. “Total buzzkill, Rage.” 
 “Had to be done,” Rage said. “Don’t feel good about it, but I don’t feel bad about it, either. Fig? We found Tin Man, now where is Bolt Butt?” 
 “Why are you calling him Fig now and me Tin Man still? Huh?” Mosh asked. “No fair, man.” 
 Rage jammed a finger under Mosh’s metal nose, but kept his eyes on Fig. 
 “Bolt Butt. Where is he?” Rage asked Fig again. 
 “He’s close to the exit,” Fig said. “He’s busy.” 
 “Busy? Doing what?” Rage asked. 
 “Preventing a group of Charbeshuns from entering the atrium,” Fig said. “I can’t hear what he’s saying, but whatever he is telling them is keeping them from searching the atrium.” 
 “Good for him,” Rage said as he moved out and yanked Fig and Mosh along after him. “Can we get past them and out of this shithole?” 
 “Perhaps,” Fig said. “Take the left there and slide through those two stalls.” 
 Rage did as he was instructed, ignoring the glares from the vendors. Mosh began to do a little shuffle step and Rage thumped him hard in the arm. 
 “Sorry,” Mosh said. “Still got the boogie in my body.” 
 “We’ll get you a laxative for that,” Rage said. “Just try to keep up and not draw attention to us.” 
 Mosh nodded and fell in step. 
 “Right here then first left,” Fig said. 
 Rage navigated around a crowd of humans in front of a stall of retro liquor bottles then dodged a pile of blubber that was pushing a cart filled with more blubber. Rage took the first left, his body barely squeezing through the space between the stalls. 
 Rage reached the next aisle and spotted Watchdog at the very end. The bot was conversing with about six Charbeshuns, the smoke beings raptly paying attention to everything the automaton was saying. 
 “If we come at them from a forty-five-degree angle in about two minutes we should be able to get by undetected,” Fig said. “Watchdog is timing his movements to draw their attention away from that sight line every one hundred and twenty seconds.” 
 “Undetected is good,” Rage said. 
 A massive crash filled the air and the atrium went quiet except for a few rattling clangs from the crash’s aftermath. 
 Rage slowly looked over his shoulder to see Mosh standing in the middle of a demolished stall, his feet tapping along to an unheard song. 
 “The rhythm was too strong,” Mosh said and snapped his hip to the left. “My bad.” 
 Rage looked back at Watchdog and the Charbeshuns. The smoke creatures were glaring at Rage. Watchdog was looking up at the atrium’s ceiling in exasperation. 
 “Well, guess we’re not going out that way,” Rage said as the Charbeshuns moved as one straight for Rage. “Fig!” 
 “Finding a new exit!” Fig exclaimed. 
 “Good! Now, run!” Rage said and sprinted in the opposite direction from the oncoming Charbeshuns.



 

Twenty-Three

   
 Rage didn’t care who he shoved, who he knocked down, who he trampled over. All he cared about was following a sprinting Fig through the labyrinthine aisles of stalls. The pink guy was quite spry when he wanted to be, and Rage was having a hard time keeping up simply because every asshole alien in the atrium seemed to step in front of Rage at just the wrong moment. Every fucking one. 
 “Tin Man? You with me?” Rage shouted over the comms, not able to look back to see if the metal-skinned man was behind him or not. 
 “Right on your heels,” Mosh replied over the comms. “You know, if you do a little slide shuffle every three steps, you’d have one killer dance move in your arsenal.” 
 “I have an Axis combat rifle in my arsenal,” Rage said. “And two pistols plus a bunch of… Fuck. Where’re my knives? Goddamn pickpockets! I fucking hate this station so damn much!” 
 “Hate ruins your groove, brother,” Mosh said. 
 “Shut up!” Rage snarled as Fig took a sharp right through a gap between two groups of aliens that Rage had zero chance of fitting through. “Well, shit.” 
 Rage slammed into both groups, his bulk sending the aliens flying in every direction, especially up into the air. 
 “Move!” Rage yelled. 
 “Rage! Where are you going?” Watchdog asked over the comms. “You need to head this way!” 
 “Oh, do I?” Rage snarled as he punched a tufted Boopernit in the face, sending the furry behemoth spinning out of Rage’s path. “You did notice the Charbeshun problem, yeah? Fig has a new exit plotted.” 
 “The exit we need, the original exit, is not clear of Charbeshuns since they are all in pursuit of you, Rage,” Watchdog said. “Change course and come back this way.” 
 “That is where I’m leading us!” Fig shouted over the comms. “The exit I was heading toward appears to be blocked as well by more Charbeshuns.” 
 “Jesus, where did they come from?” Rage asked. “And why didn’t that Mike asshole alert us to all the Charbeshuns onboard the station? Some help that rolly polly piece of shit is.” 
 A blur of smoke slammed into Rage’s left shoulder, sending him sprawling across a display table filled with perfume bottles. Rage roared in disgust as the multitude of scents exploded all over him. 
 “Sweet smelling shit hell!” Rage yelled as he tumbled over the table, got to his feet, head-butted the vendor who was screeching about broken bottles, tore a hole in the thin wall of the stall, jumped through the hole, punched the vendor in the stall that backed up to the one he’d just escaped from, then was out in an aisle, six Charbeshuns facing him, all looking way more solid than wispy smoke. “Well, fuck me.” 
 Rage pulled his rifle from his back, flicked the switch that had a skull and crossbones directly above it, aimed, and fired. Three of the Charbeshuns were vaporized instantly. One lost half its smoky torso, and the last two retreated into a stall selling bottomless satchels and inverted umbrellas. 
 Rage slung his rifle and ran his ass off. He pumped his legs as fast as they would tolerate. Which was a lot considering how engineered Rage was. 
 “Harshing my groove!” Mosh bellowed from behind Rage. 
 A mangled Charbeshun went sailing over Rage’s head and collided with a pack of Donkerpils, large armadillo-looking aliens, that were already trying to roll up into tight little balls. The Donkerpils were sent flying in all directions, their armored bodies taking down stalls left and right. 
 “Ow! Ow! Stop that!” Mosh shouted.  
 A second Charbeshun went sailing past Rage. It hit the floor, skidded to a stop, then stood up and faced Rage, its eyes glowing fierce with anger. Rage pulled his rifle once more, obliterated the Charbeshun, then re-slung his rifle in a series of seamlessly executed moves. 
 Mosh caught up with Rage just as Rage caught up with Fig and a waiting Watchdog at the original atrium exit they’d been heading for from the beginning. 
 “This way,” Fig said and started jogging once more.  
 Rage saw a scorch mark along the back of Fig’s neck. 
 “You alright there, Pinky?” Rage asked, following close behind the plastic-coated man. 
 “Are we back to that already?” Fig asked. “Of course we are. Yes, Rage, I am fine. My exodermis can handle a good deal of damage before it needs to be replaced.” 
 “Looks a little melty,” Mosh said from Rage’s left. 
 “Easily repairable once we are through with this job,” Fig said. “Now, please pay attention. There are a series of turns we must take in order to avoid—” 
 Fig’s head exploded as a Charbeshun overtook them all and sliced straight through his skull. 
 Rage, Mosh, and Watchdog skidded to a stop and stared at the corpse that was still jogging along as if it wasn’t headless. Then there was a slight stumble, a stutter step, and the body collapsed onto the floor, blood spraying and splurting from the wide-open neck. 
 “Bolt Butt! Pick up the slack and find out what series of turns he was talking about!” Rage ordered as he raced at the Charbeshun that had turned to face him. “Got a sentient fart to kill!” 
 The Charbeshun hissed and stood its ground. Rage roared and kept heading straight for the smoke creature. 
 “You are the devil!” the Charbeshun shouted just as Rage collided with it.  
 Rage bounced off the suddenly solid body of the Charbeshun. The creature formed two arms and placed both hands on its swirling approximation of hips as Rage fell back on his ass. 
 “The devil must die!” the Charbeshun shouted.  
 “The devil must die!” several more Charbeshuns echoed from behind Rage, Mosh, and Watchdog. 
 “Jesus. Exaggerate much, you piles of shit steam?” Rage said as he picked himself up off the ground. 
 A Charbeshun sucker-punched Rage across the back of his head then swooped out of reach as Rage struggled to recover from the blow. He stumbled a bit, turned, then snarled as he saw four Charbeshuns pinning Mosh up against the wall while two others blocked Watchdog from getting into the fight. 
 “Hey, I didn’t kill your pal back on Earth, you hear me?” Rage said. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I was framed for that.” 
 The Charbeshun that had sucker-punched Rage zipped past again, slapping him across the right cheek. 
 “Ow, you little dust toot,” Rage said. “Knock it off!” 
 “Gotta boogie!” Mosh roared and tore free of two of the Charbeshuns. He swung hard and fast, smashing them up against the wall. Smoke exploded everywhere and Mosh was quickly coated in Charbeshun gunk. “Sticky! Yuck!” 
 The two Charbeshuns that still had ahold of Mosh quickly thought better of their life choices and let go, fleeing as fast as possible away from the enraged metal-skinned man. He reached out and snagged one of them, spun the creature over his head, then slammed it into the wall, creating more of a mess. 
 “Damn! More sticky shit!” Mosh yelled. 
 The Charbeshun facing off with Rage considered a new tactic and fled as well. The two holding back Watchdog were right on its tail and in seconds, the corridor was empty of all Charbeshuns. Far off back at the atrium, curious faces appeared at the entryway, but they disappeared just as fast when Rage went for his rifle. 
 “Yeah. Nothing to see here,” Rage spat then looked down at the headless Fig. “Damnit. Didn’t see that…” 
 Then Rage did pull his rifle as he took three steps back. Fig’s headless corpse was shaking. There was a far-off cry of pain and anguish then a new head popped free of the torso and filled like a balloon right where Fig’s old head had been. 
 “Okay, that’s not normal,” Rage said and yanked the newly headed Fig up onto his feet. “Talk, Pinky!” 
 “Uh, well, my brain was moved to my chest after my accident because my skull took too much damage,” Fig said. “The head you see is simply a facsimile of what my old head used to look like.” 
 “Neat trick, man,” Mosh said as he fruitlessly tried to wipe the Charbeshun gunk from his body. “My brain is still in my head. Your way sounds way more cool.” 
 “Cool or not, we must keep moving,” Watchdog said. “Fig, would you like me to navigate for us while you calibrate your new sensory apparatus?” 
 “You need to knock the rocks loose up there or are you good to go?” Rage asked Fig in his own words. 
 “I am good to go,” Fig said. “Follow me. We’ll arrive in the second atrium shortly.” 
 Fig started walking quickly and Rage fell in behind him with Watchdog next and an annoyed Mosh taking up the rear. 
 “If we pass a bathroom, I wanna stop and see if soap and water will get this crap off me,” Mosh said. 
 “No can do, Tin Man,” Rage said. “We got a long way to walk before we’re even close to executing the main phase of this job. Deal with the sticky and keep up.” 
 “You ever had this shit all over you before, Rage?” Mosh asked. 
 “Yeah, I have,” Rage replied. “So deal.” 
 Mosh grumbled for a few yards then complained his way into a quiet sulk. 
 “So far, no one is reporting you specifically, Rage,” Watchdog said. “I have been monitoring all comms channels, even the security lines that are supposed to be encrypted. There is chatter about the incident in Atrium 828, but no one has said your name or even mentioned the Charbeshuns.” 
 “This galaxy is uncharacteristically unfriendly to the Charbeshuns,” Fig said. “I have never known why.” 
 “Because they turn into sticky gunk that you can’t get off when you kill them, that’s why,” Mosh said. “I wasn’t before, but I’m a little prejudiced against the nasty fucks now.” 
 “My lady is asking for a situation report,” Watchdog said. 
 “What did you tell her, Bolt Butt?” Rage asked. 
 “I have not told her anything, Rage,” Watchdog replied. “You are team leader. Would you like to report to her or shall I give her an abbreviated version of the events?” 
 “Go for it,” Rage said. “Let her know we’re halfway to the club.” 
 “I will,” Watchdog said. 
 “We are halfway, right, Pinky?” Rage asked Fig. 
 “Could we go back to you using my real name?” Fig asked. 
 “No. That moment passed. Deal,” Rage replied. “Halfway or not?” 
 “Yes, we are halfway,” Fig said. “Three more turns and we’ll be at Atrium 541.” 
 “Good. Look sharp, folks,” Rage said. He pulled and checked his rifle. 
 “Is that wise?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Did you miss the entire last thirty minutes of shit?” Rage asked. “Not having it out and ready would be unwise.” 
 “I suppose we have already passed the point of no return when it comes to attracting undue attention,” Watchdog said. 
 “You can say that again, Bolt Butt,” Rage said as they took the first turn. “How’d your lady like the report?” 
 “She is disappointed, yet not surprised,” Watchdog said. “Perhaps concerned is the right word to describe her state of mind. That and slightly hurt that you did not report to her directly.” 
 “Reports weren’t in the contract,” Rage said. 
 They took the second turn. A pair of humans nodded at the team, but didn’t seem alarmed or phased by the rifle Rage held. One of them sneered at the weapon and Rage frowned. 
 “Screw you,” Rage muttered once past. “Axis is the best combat rifle in the galaxy.” 
 “It is a tad dated, Rage,” Watchdog said, not bothering to hide his amusement. “But if it is the weapon you are most familiar with, then no need for you to update and try something new. What is that saying you humans have about old dogs and new tricks?” 
 “That you can go fuck yourself? Is that the saying you were looking for?” Rage snapped. 
 “Yes. I believe that is the one,” Watchdog replied. 
 They took the third turn and walked directly into Atrium 541.  
 The team stopped and stared. 
 “That is a considerable amount of…junk,” Fig said. 
 “Flea market!” Mosh exclaimed and pushed past the team, almost skipping toward the first dirty table of moldy wares. 
 “That guy is off, right?” Rage asked Watchdog and Fig. “It’s not just me, yeah? Tin Man has a few gears loose up top.” 
 Watchdog nor Fig tried to argue with Rage on that point.



 

Twenty-Four

   
 “Let’s try to not end up in a fight in this atrium, alright, folks?” Rage said. 
 Fig and Watchdog turned and stared. 
 “What?” Rage asked. “You guys don’t think that was my fault back there, do you?” 
 “Neither of us started the fight,” Watchdog said. “I was trying to diffuse it.” 
 “Then we’ll blame the Charbeshuns since it was really their fault,” Rage said. “Still. No fights. Let’s get through here fast and… Damnit. Where’d Tin Man go?” 
 “He is at the end of this row of tables,” Fig said. “Playing with a stuffed animal.” 
 “Playing with a… Why? Why would he do that?” Rage asked. 
 “I believe he suffered greatly by being forced to fight in the pits on Trorpho Nine,” Fig said. “He probably never had much of a childhood which is why he is acting the way he is. Going from a ruthless, brutal environment like Trorpho Nine into galactic civilization can take some adjustment.” 
 A one-armed man was flung across the heads of the flea market shoppers then shot to death before he hit the ground. A few people cheered. Some booed. Some complained of getting blood on their clothes. Others complained about the corpse they now had to walk around. No one seemed to care that a man had been launched and shot down like skeet. 
 “Or relative civilization, considering,” Fig amended. 
 “At least no one is trying to spray me with perfume in this atrium,” Rage said. 
 “You have plenty still on you to last for some time, Rage,” Watchdog said. “I switched off my olfactory protocol a ways back.” 
 “Yeah, I think my nose died about the same time,” Rage said. Shouting was heard at the end of the row where Mosh was towering over an angry vendor. “Great. What now?” 
 Rage threaded his way through the crowd until he reached Mosh. The metal man was about to punch the vendor, who was standing her ground despite the obvious size disadvantage. Rage grabbed Mosh’s arm and spun him so they were face to face. 
 “What in the actual hell are you doing, Tin Man?” Rage snarled. 
 “See that?” Mosh asked, yanking free of Rage’s grip so he could point to a ratty little teddy bear that sat on the table of junk the vendor was selling. “I had one of those when I was a little ingot.” 
 “A little what?” Rage asked. 
 “Ingot,” Fig said from behind Rage. “Qitnits call their young ‘ingots.’ It goes along with their metallurgical nature.” 
 “Don’t care anymore,” Rage said and focused on Mosh. “Did you not hear me about not starting fights?” 
 “Mosh had already left us when you gave your idiotic speech,” Watchdog said. “Lucky him.” 
 “Whatever,” Rage said and punched Mosh in the chest. The big metal man didn’t even flinch. “You. We are not here for stuffed toys. We have a job to do. Forget the stupid bear and let’s keep moving.” 
 “I want that bear,” Mosh said, planting his feet and crossing his arms over his chest. “Lady won’t give it to me.” 
 “You have to buy it, you seven-foot-tall empty can of beans,” the vendor spat. 
 “Empty can of beans.” Rage chuckled. “I like that.” 
 “Know what I like? I like cash money,” the vendor said. “You want the bear, you pay me for it.” 
 “Yeah, we’re not buying today,” Rage said. “Not really supposed to be browsing. Tin Man? We can do this the easy way or the hard way.” 
 “Easiest way is you buy that bear for me,” Mosh said. 
 “No, the easy way is for you to stop being a baby and start walking,” Rage said. 
 “That’s the easy way, but I want the easiest way. Buy the bear and I start walking,” Mosh said. 
 Rage looked back at Watchdog and gave the bot a “Can you believe this guy?” look. Watchdog shook his head in response. 
 “You know if we go the hard way, you’re gonna get hurt, right?” Rage asked Mosh. 
 Mosh leaned in close, nearly touching noses with Rage. 
 “And you know that if you even try the hard way you’re gonna get dead, right?” Mosh sneered. 
 “This is why you don’t let other people pick your team for you,” Rage muttered to himself. “Fine. You want the bear, Tin Man?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Then you get the bear,” Rage said and faced the vendor. “How much?” 
 The vendor smirked. “Two hundred thousand chits.” 
 “Say what now?” Rage asked, dumbfounded. 
 “Supply and demand,” the vendor said. “Your big Qitnit here demands you buy him the bear. I’m the only one with the supply. Two hundred thousand or no bear.” 
 “I don’t have…” Rage sighed and closed his eyes. A headache was forming behind his eyes. “You take credit transfers?” 
 “Chits in hand.” 
 “I don’t have chits in hand, you little shit,” Rage snapped. 
 “Keep talking to me like that and it’s three hundred thousand,” the vendor responded. 
 “Bolt Butt? You happen to have two hundred thousand chits on ya?” Rage asked. 
 “No, Rage, I do not happen to have two hundred thousand chits on me,” Watchdog replied. 
 “Pinky?” Rage asked. 
 “What? Oh, heavens no,” Fig replied. “I rarely carry cash these days. When you watch a good deal of your money get burned up by acid, you rethink how you control your finances. I stick with straight credit payments only.” 
 “There’s an ATM over there,” the vendor said and pointed to the very far corner of the atrium. “No withdraw limit.” 
 “Interesting,” Fig said. “I thought there was a ten-thousand-chit limit to those machines.” 
 “Not on Horloc Station,” the vendor said. “You gonna buy the bear or not? I see someone down the row that came by yesterday and was looking at it.” 
 “Bullshit,” Rage said as Mosh visibly became agitated at the vendor’s words. “Calm down, Tin Man. We’ll get the bear for you.” 
 “I’ll hold it for ten minutes then it’s fair game,” the vendor said. 
 “Thanks a bunch,” Rage said. “You’re a real fucking saint.” 
 “I’m going to stay and keep watch on the bear,” Mosh said and turned to stare straight at the stuffed animal. 
 “You do that. Pinky can hang with ya,” Rage said and cocked his head, indicating for Watchdog to follow. Rage walked off toward the corner where the ATM sat. Then he noticed the bot was not following. “Dude. You’re coming with.” 
 “Am I?” Watchdog said. “I see no reason to accompany you.” 
 “We’re going to have to draw off Lisha’s account,” Rage said. “I don’t have two hundred thousand in my account. Shit, Bolt Butt, I don’t have an account.” 
 “Sounds to me like you have a cash flow problem,” Watchdog replied. “Good luck sorting that out.” 
 “Hey, Watchdog old pal,” Rage said, getting the bot’s attention by using his actual name. “How about you take one for the team and walk with me over to this chit-dispensing apparatus and we get this show on the road?” 
 “Chit dispensing apparatus? You have taken too many hits to your head, Rage,” Watchdog said. 
 “Probably, but not the issue at the moment, Bolt Butt,” Rage said with a grin. “The issue is that right now, no one is after us. I’d like to keep it that way. Let’s pay the unscrupulous vendor and be on our way to Sector 42 and Morlaw’s strip club.” 
 “Oh, uh, did you say you are going to see Morlaw?” the vendor called from her table. 
 Rage glared at her. “How the hell can you eavesdrop from all the way over there?” 
 “Good genetics,” the vendor said. She scratched at her scalp and frowned. “I think I may have to up the charge to four hundred thousand. Now that I know Morlaw is involved.” 
 Rage closed his eyes and counted to fifty. Then he slowly opened his eyes and smiled at the vendor. 
 “Four hundred thousand?” Rage asked. “Why’s that?” 
 “Morlaw’s a dick and I don’t like anyone that does business with him,” the vendor replied. 
 “What if I told you we aren’t doing business with him?” Rage asked. “What if I told you we’re doing the opposite of business with him?” 
 “You’re starting a charity?” the vendor asked 
 “What? No. Why would you think we’re starting a charity?” Rage asked. 
 “Charity would be the opposite of business,” Fig said. “One you are making money and the other you are giving money away.” 
 “Jesus Christ, I know what charity is, Pinky!” Rage shouted. 
 “If you continue to be mean to the plastic man here, then I’ll up the price to five hundred thousand,” the vendor said. 
 “I’m not liking how this is going,” Mosh said. “Rage? Am I getting the bear or not?” 
 “Bolt Butt? We getting those chits or what?” Rage asked Watchdog. 
 “No,” Watchdog replied. 
 “Fine,” Rage said. He shot the vendor between the eyes. Her head turned to mist in an instant. “There ya go, Tin Man. Grab the teddy and let’s get the fuck out of here.” 
 No one even batted an eye at the discharge of the rifle.  
 Mosh walked around the table and picked up the teddy bear. He pursed his metal lips. “There’s brains on it.” 
 “That really gonna be a problem?” Rage responded. 
 “Nope. Just making an observation,” Mosh said. He flicked some brain matter off the teddy bear with a finger then patted its blood-damp head. “I’m gonna name you Book.” 
 “You’re naming your teddy bear Book?” Rage asked. “What kind of name is…? Never mind. I do not give two slimy shits what you call that thing. Can we go now?” 
 “What? Oh, sure,” Mosh said. “Thanks for the bear, Rage. You’re swell.” 
 “I’m swell,” Rage said and walked off. “Great. Let’s get back to work, people.”



 

Twenty-Five

   
 Horloc Station could not be considered modern or up to date. It wasn’t military stark or corporate efficient. The best way to describe Horloc Station was “eclectic.” Most people called it a pile of scrap with life support. 
 Then there was Sector 42. If the rest of the station was seriously lacking in a cohesive aesthetic, then Sector 42 was the schizophrenic cousin to the rest of Horloc’s architectural chaos. 
 Panels were bolted onto panels, creating a scalloped effect on the walls, the floor, the ceiling. Lighting fixtures were everything from hover car headlights to what might have been a sentient green goo that glowed every time someone walked by. Station interfaces were many times just computer consoles shoved into holes that had been cut in the walls. 
 Rage hated the place, but loved it at the same time. It was wild and free, and the way Rage felt his day had been going, he could use a little wild freedom. 
 Of course, dealing in wild freedom meant dealing with others that wanted to exploit the wildness. 
 “How about you ugly sons of bitches hand over those weapons and all the cash you gots on ya?” a snaggle-toothed alien about Rage’s height, but rail thin, said as he stepped out of the shadows of what looked like a burnt-out cabin. The alien’s skin was gray and eyes were huge black almonds in its bulbous head. The alien had no clothes on and it made spotting his gender fairly easy. “You all deaf or what? Hand me the weapons and all your cash now!” 
 Rage glanced over his shoulder. Looked back at the alien. Peeked around into the burnt-out cabin. Then frowned at the potential mugger. 
 “You kidding me with this shit, gray?” Rage asked. “Look at you. How in the shit do you think you’re gonna take us? When was the last time you had a sandwich or something?” 
 “I’m the perfect weight for my race, so you know,” the gray said. “My mom said I was in the ninetieth percentile when I was born. So you can stop with the skinny alien comments, ass pus.” 
 “Ass pus? That’s a new one,” Mosh said. He held up Book. “Like my bear?” 
 “Uh… Yeah. Nice bear,” the gray said. “You can give me that too when you give me your weapons and cash.” 
 “No fucking way,” Mosh said and held Book close to his metal chest. “You are not getting Book.” 
 “Book? You named your bear Book?” the gray asked. 
 “Right?” Rage nodded. “Good to know I’m not the only that thinks that’s weird.” 
 “Weapons and cash!” the gray shouted. “Don’t make me say it again!” 
 “I won’t,” Rage said and went to shove past the gray. 
 The alien produced a long silver rod and brandished it in Rage’s face. 
 “You know where this has been? Do ya, human?” the gray asked. “Yeah, you do. All humans know about the probe. Your race is terrified of the probe. So back off, human, or I’m going to use it on you.” 
 “You are? How? Like this?” Rage asked as he snatched the probe from the gray’s hand. 
 Rage grabbed the alien by the throat, lifted him off the ground, then jammed the probe straight up the guy’s ass. Except the guy didn’t have an ass. Certainly didn’t have an asshole to jam a probe up. The gray screamed as he was impaled on his own anal probe. 
 “Owwie,” the gray said as black blood dripped down the probe and got all over Rage’s hand. “You humans are right. That does hurt.” 
 Rage threw the gray across the corridor. The alien smacked into the wall and slid down to the floor, his huge black eyes locked onto Rage. 
 “Shouldn’t have done that,” the gray said. “Really shouldn’t have.” 
 “We have movement inside that cabin,” Watchdog said. 
 “I agree,” Fig said.  
 “Asshole was gonna steal Book,” Mosh said.  
 “What movement?” Rage asked, aiming his rifle at the dark doorway of the burnt-out cabin. “Big movement? Lots of little movement? More ass probers like the gray here?” 
 “I have a name,” the gray muttered. “Carl.” 
 “No one cares!” Rage yelled. “Bolt Butt? Fig? Talk to me!” 
 “Scritch,” Watchdog said. “Three of them.” 
 Rage swallowed hard then rolled his head on his neck as he powered up every function on his Axis rifle. 
 “Scritch, huh? Oh, I know how to take care of some Scritch,” Rage said as he seated the butt of the rifle against his shoulder. 
 Three eight-legged, six-armed roaches came rushing out of the cabin and straight at Rage. Watchdog yanked Fig out of the way so he wasn’t trampled or torn apart, yet the bot made no move to assist Rage. Mosh was busy talking to Book and laughing like they were sharing a secret joke. 
 Before Rage could open fire, the three roaches got stuck in the doorway. Their chitinous limbs became tangled and they started chirping and snapping at each other as they realized they were stuck as shit. 
 “Huh,” Rage said and lowered his rifle for a second. “This is why the Scritch stick to planetary assaults. You guys have no clue how to navigate galactic infrastructure.” 
 The roaches hissed and spat at Rage, but he stepped back out of the way of the saliva projectiles. 
 “Yeah. Done with this,” Rage said. “You guys are bugging me.” 
 Rage laughed then fired. And fired. And kept firing until the Scritch were only piles of burnt shells and stray mandibles. 
 “That felt good,” Rage said and slung his rifle. Then he looked over and down at Carl. “Anything else coming at us?” 
 “No,” Carl said in a quiet voice. “Only have the three Scritch.” 
 “Had,” Rage said. “Had three Scritch. You got shit now, Carl.” 
 “How am I supposed to make a living?” Carl asked. He started to get up, but Rage tensed his muscles and the gray stayed down on the floor. “Can’t properly mug anyone now, can I? Not without some muscle. No one’s afraid of a gray. Especially not one with his own anal probe stuck up inside him. Gonna take a while for that to heal. I’m not only out three Scritch, but I’m probably out of commission for a couple weeks while the hole in my bum closes over. Thanks, buddy.” 
 “Rage,” Rage said. “Max Rage.” The gray’s eyes widened. “That’s right. You sent three Scritch at Max Rage. I’ve taken out entire planets of the sons of bitches.” 
 “There really should be a name-tag policy in Sector 42,” Carl said. “I mean, we could save a lot of wasted time and effort if everyone knew who they were dealing with.” 
 “You should suggest that to Mike,” Rage said. 
 “Oh, you guys know Mike?” Carl asked.  
 Carl pulled the probe free, grimaced at the black blood on it, then set it aside as he tried to stand. Rage didn’t try to stop him. Not after seeing the quantity of black blood pouring from the alien’s impromptu ass. Again, the standing didn’t work out so well for Carl, so he gave up and stayed on the floor instead. 
 “How do you guys know Mike?” Carl asked as he shifted to get comfortable right where he was. 
 “No. Just fucking no,” Rage said and walked off. “Come on. We have a strip club to get to.” 
 Watchdog and Fig followed right behind Rage. Mosh hung back and glared down at Carl. 
 “Only bad people try to steal teddy bears,” Mosh said. “Think on that.” 
 “I will,” Carl said as Mosh caught up with the rest. “Thanks for the advice! Say hi to Mike when you see him!” 
 “This entire station is bizarre,” Watchdog said. 
 “Ya think, Bolt Butt?” Rage replied. “What makes you say that?” 
 They turned a corner and came faces to faces with a group of eight thugs, each from a different alien race. Rage wasn’t sure of any of the races considering the aliens were all obviously suffering from some very, very bad cases of space herpes. It was easy to diagnose since the space herpes worms were crawling under the surface of each alien’s skin. 
 Mosh cringed back and wrapped his arms around Book. “Yuck. Space herpes. Don’t get any on my teddy bear.” 
 Rage, Fig, and Watchdog took a moment to study Mosh for a second. Then they returned their attention to the aliens blocking their way. 
 “You made it past Carl, I see,” the lead thug said as he stepped forward. He was some jumble of humanoid and possibly a camel. Hard to tell where one species ended and the other began. “I always said that anal probe threat wasn’t going to work one day. Looks like today is the day.” 
 “Get the fuck out of our way,” Rage ordered. “Not in the mood for more mugger bullshit. You morons step aside and I’ll let you live.” 
 “That so?” The lead thug laughed. The rest joined in then stopped when the lead thug raised his hoof-hand-thing. “We ain’t pushovers, stranger. I see you got yourself an Axis combat rifle. Nice weapon. You ever serve?” 
 “I did,” Rage said. 
 “Same here,” the lead thug said. “Merchant marines. Never did see any military action. How much action did you see?” 
 “Oh my fucking God,” Rage muttered. “Bolt Butt? Will you do something? I’ve been fighting all day and I’m just tired of it. Kill these thugs so we can move on to Morlaw’s place.” 
 “Morlaw’s? Tonight is chit wings night,” the lead thug said. “Too bad you can’t buy any wings when you’re broke.” He held out his hoof-hand-thing. “All your cash. And the rifle. And that bear the Qitnit is holding. I had one of those when I was a kid.” 
 “Hey, Mosh?” Rage said. “These guys want to take Book from you.” Rage leaned in close to Watchdog. “No way I’m touching those guys. They all have space herpes.” 
 “What?” Mosh exclaimed, not hearing Rage’s aside. “No way they’re taking Book.” 
 “Not sure if we can stop them from doing that, Tin Man,” Rage said. “Sorry.” 
 “Oh, I can stop them,” Mosh said. He glanced down at Book, kissed the top of the bear’s head, then handed the stuffed animal to Fig. “Protect him with your life.” 
 “Does it have to be with my life?” Fig asked as Mosh cracked his metal knuckles and walked past Rage, right up to the lead thug. 
 “What’s this about you wanting to take Book from me?” Mosh asked. 
 “You named your bear Book? Why?” the lead thug asked. He laughed and the other thugs laughed too. 
 “Most people wouldn’t want to deal with you on account of your space herpes,” Mosh said to the lead thug. “But I’m Qitnit. Space herpes can’t get under my skin. So picking you up by your lips and flinging you down this corridor ain’t gonna be a problem for me.” 
 The lead thug stopped laughing. The rest of the thugs slowly stopped too, the last thug petering out to a frightened squeak. 
 “You still want to take my Book from me?” Mosh asked as he reached out and grabbed the lead thug by his camel lips. “Better answer quick now.” 
 The lead thug tried to answer, but seeing as how his lips were clamped between Mosh’s fingers, all he could do was moan loudly and widen his eyes. 
 “I don’t understand what yer saying,” Mosh responded to the lead thug’s moans and nonverbal protestations. “Try again.” 
 The lead thug’s moans and whines and frantic close-lipped pleas grew louder and more urgent. Mosh only shook his metal head. 
 “Still can’t understand you,” Mosh said. “Maybe if I pull my hand away.” 
 Mosh yanked hard and tore the thug’s lips off his face, sending blue blood spurting everywhere. The lead thug screamed and screamed. 
 “Shit!” Rage said and jumped back away from the blood. “Little herpes!” 
 In the pool of blue blood were masses of squirming worms. Even Watchdog, who was immune to space herpes like Mosh, took a few steps back. Fig pretty much had to lean against the wall to keep from fainting at the sight of the wriggling, wiggling clumps of worms. 
 Mosh held the severed lips up for the rest of the thugs to see. None moved as all eyes focused on the dripping lips. 
 “You should get out of our way now,” Mosh suggested and dropped the lips onto the ground. The thugs’ eyes followed the fall of the torn flesh then looked back up at Mosh. “I said GET OUT OF THE WAY!” 
 The thugs got out of the way. They scrambled to get their wounded leader then scurried down the corridor, taking the first turn they came to. 
 “That better not be the way to the strip club!” Mosh yelled. 
 The thugs reappeared and took a different turn, moving as fast as they could to get away from Mosh. 
 “That was close,” Mosh said as he returned to the team and gently took Book from Fig. He inspected the teddy bear. “Phew. No herpes on Book.” 
 “Alright,” Rage said. “That was new. All kinds of new experiences here on Horloc Station. How about we get back to the familiar and go hit a strip club?” 
 “It is a snuff club,” Fig said. “You said it was a snuff club. Not sure how that is a familiar sight.” 
 “When you’ve seen as many beings butchered as I have then snuff becomes pretty damn familiar,” Rage said. 
 “I think I know which way it is,” Mosh said and started down the corridor to the turn the thugs had first taken then abandoned. “Follow me.” 
 “Lead on, Tin Man,” Rage said. “Lead on.”



 

Twenty-Six

   
 The bouncer outside Roger Morlaw’s snuff/strip club looked exactly like Rage. Exactly like Rage. Right down to the signature black T-shirt and jeans. The only difference was the bouncer had very large breasts. Not pectoral muscles, but actual mammary glands. Boobies. Tits. Honkers. Breasts. Very large ones. 
 “Huh,” Rage said as he walked up to the bouncer. “Who are you supposed to be?” 
 “The Slaughterer of Sojax,” the bouncer said in a very feminine voice. “It’s costume night. Dress up in a costume and cover is half price. Well drinks too.” 
 “I thought it was chit wing night,” Mosh said. 
 “That too,” the bouncer replied, looking Rage up and down. “Nice costume.” 
 “And I thought I was gonna be original,” Rage said and grinned. He pointed at Watchdog then at the bouncer. “Pay the lovely lady, Bolt Butt. You folks take credit transfer or is it cash in hand only?” 
 “Does this look like the kind of place that takes credit transfers?” the bouncer asked, batting her eyelashes at Rage. “Just kidding. Mr. Morlaw takes all forms of valid currency. He’s a very smart businessman.” 
 “That’s what we hear,” Rage said. “Say, this physique of yours? That real or a simulation?” 
 “Oh, no, it’s real,” the bouncer said and flexed her biceps, nearly tearing the sleeves of the T-shirt. “I work out eight times a day and drink nothing but Narghal sperm for breakfast and lunch. Highest concentration of protein in the galaxy.” 
 “I heard Narghal sperm was outlawed,” Fig said. 
 “Not on Horloc Station and certainly not in Sector 42,” the bouncer said. “Mr. Morlaw wants me to be at my fighting fittest.” 
 “You gonna hurry it up there or what?” someone shouted from the line that had started to form behind Rage and company. “Some of us are trying to get inside before the main show starts.” 
 “Hey, shut the fuck up!” Rage snapped at the guy. “Trying to have a polite chat with this beautiful woman here!” 
 “YEAH! SHUT THE FUCK UP!” the bouncer roared. She left her post, grabbed the heckler, and ripped all seven of his arms off then threw his remains halfway down the corridor before she wiped her hands on her jeans and returned to her post. “So, you ever tried Narghal sperm? You look like you lift. You should try it.” 
 “May we pay to get in now?” Watchdog asked, his tone even and polite. 
 “Oh, right, don’t want to miss the main show,” the bouncer said as she scanned Watchdog. Her payment stick bleeped and she grinned. “All good. Have fun.” 
 Rage started to walk past and she grabbed his arm, pulling his ear to her mouth. “I have a break in like fifteen minutes if you want to see who is the better Max Rage. This look is created, but what’s between my legs is what I was born with. You got your equipment still?” 
 “Um, yeah…” Rage replied. 
 “Solid rod or slinky slash?” the bouncer asked. 
 “Solid rod,” Rage said. 
 “Perfect,” the bouncer said and let him go. “Just perfect. Looks like we’re sexually compatible. I’ll come find you later.” 
 “Can’t wait,” Rage said and moved on into the club, the team right behind him. 
 They found an empty booth and Rage collapsed into it. 
 “Was she soliciting you for sex?” Fig asked. 
 “Shut up, Pinky. Give me some time to unpack all of that,” Rage said as he got a waitress’s attention. “And let me drink. A lot.” 
 “We need you to be focused and sober, Rage,” Watchdog said. 
 “Calm your metal ass, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “I’ll be sober. Just need to take the edge off after the visuals that just went through my head.” 
 “I bet that vid would sell a ton,” Mosh said. “Rage fucking Rage. Bestseller right there.” 
 “Does have a ring to it,” Fig agreed. “Although it might be a very niche audience.” 
 “What’ll you guys have?” the waitress asked as she walked up to the booth. Not a stitch of clothing on her, but she had some sort of shield tech blurring out the good parts. “Yeah, keep staring. Once you pay for your second round then the top blur goes away. Third round and you get the bottom half. Pay for six rounds and one of our fine dancers will give you a lap dance. Only one dance per table, so figure it out now. No fighting about it later.” 
 “Good to know,” Rage said. “Whiskeys all around. Bring three bottles.” 
 “None for me,” Watchdog said. 
 “Two drink minimum to sit in a booth,” the waitress said, bored at her own spiel. 
 “Then bring me two drinks. I do not care what they are since I will not be drinking them,” Watchdog said. 
 “Make his whiskeys too,” Rage said. “I’ll drink them.” 
 “Rage…” Watchdog warned. 
 “Calm down, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. 
 “Bolt Butt,” the waitress said as she entered their drink order into an interface on the inside of her forearm. “That’s funny.” 
 “Glad you like it,” Rage said. “You have a food menu? I’m starving. Haven’t eaten since that sandwich earlier.” 
 “I’ll shoot you a menu,” the waitress said. “Drinks’ll be out in a couple minutes. You staying for the main show?” 
 “You know it,” Rage said. 
 “Should be a great show,” the waitress said as a holographic menu appeared in the middle of the table and spread out so all could see the food offerings. “Try the wings. Chit each tonight. Best wings in twenty quadrants. You won’t be disappointed.” 
 “Will do, uh…?” Rage replied. 
 “Sorry. Not allowed to give out our names,” the waitress said as she shrugged and walked off. “Mr. Morlaw’s policy.” 
 “Must be so unruly customers don’t try to find the waitresses after hours,” Fig said. 
 “It’s for plausible deniability so no one knows the names of the men and women being killed up on stage when the snuff shows happen,” Rage said. “Anyone comes looking for a missing sister, brother, or cousin by name and everyone can shrug and play dumb.” 
 “We need to contact Neela,” Watchdog said. 
 “Relax, Bolt Butt, Neela is a professional and she’ll contact us when the time is right,” Rage said. “For now, we relax and look like we belong.” Rage studied Watchdog and frowned. “Or like we belong with people that actually belong.” 
 “Your prejudice is heartwarming, Rage,” Watchdog snapped. 
 “What?” Rage asked, pointing up at the stage in the center of the room where a four-armed nymph was gyrating in front of a row of heavily armed Milgos, humanoid aliens with thick rocky skin and lava eyes. The Milgos were tossing chits at the dancing nymph like they were throwing darts. “Are you saying that is sexy to you? Is that getting your bot nob all hard, Bolt Butt?” 
 “I do not find this atmosphere to be enticing at all,” Watchdog said. “But that does not mean I do not have romantic protocols.” 
 “Oh, shit, he’s got romantic protocols!” Rage exclaimed. “Hear that, Pinky! Bolt Butt has romantic protocols!” 
 “I’d prefer to stay out of this conversation,” Fig responded. The guy was struggling to keep his eyes averted from the dancing nymph, who was human in all ways except for the four arms, emerald green skin, and grass-like hair. But the nymph clocked Fig from across the room and was staring at him as she thrust her hips and spun around and against the metal pole. Fig gulped. “Perhaps we should focus on our job?” 
 “I am, Pinky,” Rage said. “Our job right now is to blend in and wait for Neela to pass us the name of the goddess. And to blend in, we have to seem like douchebags out for a night of titty watching and coochie dreaming.” 
 “You certainly have the douchebag part down pat,” Watchdog said. 
 “Damn skippy, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “Been working on it my entire life.” 
 “Who’s a special little bear?” Mosh cooed from Rage’s left. 
 The table turned to regard the huge metal man. Mosh looked up from his petting of Book. 
 “What?” he asked. 
 “Maybe we should tuck your little friend away for now,” Rage suggested. “I think he’s putting off some of the customers.” 
 Mosh looked about the club. No one was looking in their direction at all. Except for a couple of the naked and blurred waitresses standing by the bar as they waited for their drink orders. They gave Mosh a little wave and giggled. 
 “Book is fine where he is,” Mosh said and made the teddy bear wave back at the waitresses. They burst into laughter as they got their drinks and moved off to serve them to their customers. They both winked at Mosh before they were lost in the crowd. “Yeah. Book has game.” 
 Their waitress arrived with three bottles of whiskey, glasses, and that bored look plastered all across her face again. 
 “Okay, so the bartender says that this order counts as three,” the waitress said as she set the bottles and glasses down on the table. “Lucky you guys.” 
 The blurring over her body vanished and she stood there, one hand on a hip, completely revealed. 
 “This only counts as three rounds?” Rage asked, smiling at the waitress. “We gotta buy another round like this for the lap dance?” 
 “I don’t make the rules,” the waitress said as she turned around to show her ass. She sighed and turned back. “We good?” 
 Fig was about to pass out. Rage gripped his shoulder and gave him a quick shake. 
 “Pinky? We good?” Rage asked. “Or should we get another round so you can have your lap dance?” 
 “My what?” Fig exclaimed, his voice a high squeak. “I…I…I…” 
 “I broke my pal here,” Rage said with a laugh. “Now, about those wings.” 
 “We are not here to eat,” Watchdog said quietly. 
 “It’s chit wing night and I could go for wings,” Mosh said. “How about you, Book?” Mosh made the teddy bear nod. “Book wants wings. You got Shej garlic dip?” 
 “We got all the dips, baby,” the waitress said, warming to Mosh as the big guy continued to play with the teddy bear. “Order three flavor dips and you get a fourth flavor dip free.” 
 “I like that,” Mosh said and made the teddy bear rub its tummy. 
 The waitress laughed and leaned on the table, getting as close to Mosh as she could. 
 “Want to know what flavor I am?” she asked. 
 “I do,” Mosh said. “But I gotta hang with my pals here for now.” 
 “If you change your mind, let me know,” the waitress said. She straightened up and typed at her wrist. “I’ll surprise you with the flavors.” 
 “That sounds like fun,” Mosh said. “I like surprises. So does Book.” 
 The waitress laughed and walked off, an extra wiggle in her step and an extra sway in her hips. 
 “Damn, Tin Man,” Rage said. “Look at you.” 
 Mosh smiled at Rage, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. 
 “The waitstaff is now disarmed toward me,” Mosh said as he turned Book’s head to face Rage. “And half the station thinks I’m a crazy Qitnit with a teddy bear fixation. That’s how you make sure no one is paying attention to the largest fighter in the team.” 
 Rage’s eyes went huge then his smile joined his eyes and he nodded. 
 “There. That right there,” Rage said and punched Mosh in the chest. “That’s good work.” 
 “Thank you,” Mosh said and grabbed a bottle of whiskey.  
 He pulled the cork out with his teeth and spat it across the club. It hit the back of a man’s head. The man spun around and Mosh had Book wave at the guy. Fury and confusion fought for control on the man’s face. Confusion quickly won and the man turned back to watch the nymph dance. 
 “This is Sector 42 and that guy didn’t draw down on me,” Mosh said. “You all should have gotten yourselves a little friend too.” 
 “Nah, Tin Man, that’s your schtick,” Rage said. “We all got our own.” 
 Rage stood up and shooed Fig out of the way so he could leave the booth. 
 “Right now, my schtick is I gotta piss like a race worm,” Rage said. He set his rifle and gear on the seat in the booth. “Be right back.” 



 

Twenty-Seven

   
 Rage did have to piss, but he made sure walking to the bathroom was put to good use. He scoped out the club as he casually threaded his way around tables and past the various stages the club held. 
 Like a typical strip club on Earth, or pretty much any planet or station, the club was built around a central stage that had several metal poles bolted from floor to ceiling. That was where the emerald green nymph was dancing and where males and females of all races and species were mostly gathered, all sitting in chairs set close to the stage so they could throw galactic standard currency at the gyrating young woman. 
 But that wasn’t the only stage. Stationed around the club were smaller stages, basically glorified pedestals, where men and women held onto more metal poles and strutted their naked stuff for the patrons that were at the tables and booths close by. Instead of currency being tossed at those dancers, a holo display ringed the pedestals and showed the transferring of credits from the patrons to the dancers. A loud “cha-ching” sounded with every transferred tip. 
 The club’s bar ran the length of one wall, a wall that Rage was heading toward since the sign for the restrooms was that way. Rage nodded at the eight bartenders that were busy mixing and pouring various drinks and cocktails for the many races the club was entertaining. Rage tried not to look too disgusted when some of the drinks’ ingredients appeared to still be wriggling. 
 Rage reached the hallway that housed the restrooms and groaned as he looked at the line of aliens, humans, and humanoids that were all waiting their turn. Four restroom doors lined the hallway wall, but they were all unisex, so everyone, not matter gender or race, was forced to queue up and chill until their turn. 
 “Who you here to see?” a surprisingly short Snorpa directly in front of Rage asked.  
 The Snorpa was only six feet tall and Rage wondered if the guy was of age to be in the strip club. Then he remembered he wasn’t a bouncer and no one in Sector 42 or Horloc Station gave three shits if some underage Snorpa was getting drunk and looking at alien boobs or alien dongs or aliens with both. 
 Rage debated ignoring the young Snorpa, but decided not to make a scene in the hallway. Snorpas could get so touchy. 
 “Just here with some bros,” Rage said, affecting a classic solar surfer dude speech pattern. “Waiting for the main event, if you know what I mean, bra.” 
 The Snorpa nodded like he did know what Rage meant, but the clueless look in the hairy alien’s eyes told Rage the kid had no idea what he was talking about. 
 “I hear they got some sick shit that goes down here, bra,” Rage continued. “Some killer stuff, if you catch what I’m throwing.” 
 “Oh, yeah, yeah, sick stuff, yeah,” the Snorpa responded, nodding. The nodding stopped. “Like what? I mean, I know what you’re talking about, but just want to make sure we’re into the same sick stuff. You catch me?” 
 “Caught ya and tossed it back, bra,” Rage said and laughed. The laugh was so bad that some of the patrons turned to look at him like he was having a stroke. “I hear they snuff some of the dancers. That true? First time on Horloc.” 
 The Snorpa tensed and his eyes went wide. “They snuff dancers? Shit, man, I’m here to watch a goddess shake her celestial titties. Maybe show us the secrets of the universe between her legs, if you hear me.” 
 “Hear ya loud and clear, bra,” Rage said. “I’m here for the goddess too. Just messing with the snuff stuff. That’s just a joke, right?” 
 “Nah, they kill dancers,” a dull orange woman said a few spaces up in line. “Midnight Murder Mash is what they call it. The dancers with the least tips for the day get thrown up on the main stage and gutted for all to see.” 
 Several heads in line nodded while others turned to stare at the wall, obviously unaware of the gruesome spectacle that happened at midnight. 
 “Oh, man,” the Snorpa said and his nose, which was the only place not covered in hair, turned bright red. “They do that? Man, I don’t know if I want to see that…” 
 “You kind of have to,” the orange woman said. “Goddess doesn’t come on until after the snuff show.” She leaned around the aliens behind her to get closer to the Snorpa. “And she’s not really a goddess. They did some genetics work to some chick they found in a trailer park on that shithole planet. You know the one I mean. Earth.” 
 “I’m from Earth,” Rage said defensively. He wasn’t sure why. Earth pretty much was a shithole planet. The place’s only industry was dive bars, after all. “It ain’t that bad.” 
 “Really?” the orange woman replied and shrugged. “If you say so.” She eyed Rage. “Hey, don’t I know you? You look familiar.” 
 Rage shook his head. “First time in this club.” 
 “No, I mean in general,” the orange woman said. “Hmmm. It’ll come to me.” 
 Rage rolled his eyes and turned to stare back out into the club as bathroom doors opened and the line moved forward at a glacial pace. 
 A sleek and sexy, glowing blue woman, mostly human except for the fin ridge up her spine and webbed feet and hands, was shimmying her way around tables, giving patrons hip bumps and quick kisses on their foreheads or forehead-like protuberances. She slapped a couple tentacles away that tried to travel a little too far up her legs and the patrons at the table where the owner of the tentacles sat burst out laughing. 
 The woman’s vertically slitted yellow eyes found Rage and she smiled. Hands traced across her backside as she made a straight line to Rage, but the woman ignored the fondling and kept moving. 
 “I know a private loo you can use,” the woman said as she reached Rage. “But it’s for big tippers only. You a big tipper, stud?” She leaned in and pressed herself to Rage. Her hand cupped his crotch. “Oh, you certainly are big at something.” 
 “I can wait like the rest of the plebes,” Rage said. 
 The hand that cupped his crotch squeezed harder. Then harder. Then hard enough that Rage grunted. 
 “You must work those hands out a lot,” Rage said, extremely uncomfortable. 
 “How about I show you the private loo?” the woman said, her voice sickly sweet, but her yellow eyes hard as rock. “Now, stud. Right now.” 
 Rage considered breaking the woman’s arm then her eyes flashed to a different color for only a split second. Rage understood and nodded. The grip loosened and the woman turned on her heels, hand outstretched behind her, and started to walk off. Rage took the offered hand and followed as the woman wound back through the array of tables and pedestals to the opposite wall where a hidden door slid wide as soon as they approached. 
 The woman led Rage inside and the second the door was closed, her body shifted and Rage was looking at Neela’s normal chosen form. Still buck naked, though. 
 “Strip,” Neela said as she sighed and stretched. “Damn, I’ve never gotten good at the amphibious races. Their anatomy is a lot different internally than they look externally. Keeping the rights parts moving so I don’t suffocate outside water is a bitch, Rage.” She frowned. “Why aren’t you stripping?” 
 “I think you’re a little backward on how this whole strip club thing works, Neela,” Rage said. 
 “No, I’m not,” she said and waved a hand at the room. “Does this look like a loo to you? It’s not. Way different bodily fluids are expelled in here. There’s no surveillance, but that door behind you doesn’t lock. If security decides to come check on me, then they’ll need to see your naked ass or they’ll get suspicious. So strip.” 
 Neela morphed back into her amphibious form and cocked her hips, waiting. 
 Rage shrugged and started to strip. 
 “You know, I do actually have to take a leak,” Rage said as he yanked off his boots and dropped his jeans to the floor. He kicked them aside as he pulled his T-shirt off. 
 “Here,” Neela said and pressed a webbed hand against the wall. A small urinal was revealed and she pointed at it. “Go for it, stud.” 
 Rage kicked his boxer briefs off right at Neela. She caught them then let them drop fast and glared. 
 “Take your leak, asshole,” she said with an annoyed smile. 
 Rage stood in front of the urinal and relieved himself. It took a while.  
 “Been holding that,” Rage said as he shook off and turned to face Neela. He wasn’t exactly relaxed down there. “So, how real do we need to make this look? You know, in case someone comes in.” 
 “If all this is getting you hot, then you’ll have to take care of that on your own later, Rage,” Neela said as she sat down on the only furniture in the room, a small couch against the far wall. “We need to talk right now.” 
 “Yeah, I know,” Rage said, looking about the room. 
 “Sit. Here,” Neela said, patting the couch. “That door opens and you get to cop a feel. Just the boobs. No between the legs stuff.” 
 “What’s your real form look like?” Rage asked as he sat down. “Not sure I’ve ever seen it.” 
 “My real form would drive you insane,” Neela said. “Literally. Only my kind can look upon our original forms without losing our minds.” 
 “Seriously?” 
 “Seriously.” 
 “Huh. Sounds like a challenge,” Rage said. 
 “We can only change to our true forms on our home planet, so don’t get any macho ideas,” Neela said. “You want to hear about the goddess or not?” 
 “You get her true name?” Rage asked. “Or are we going to have to rip the name out of Morlaw?” 
 “I don’t have the name yet, but I will soon. Just gotta chat with the strippers on my next break,” Neela said. “No need to torture Morlaw. That’ll be near impossible anyway. I’ve seen his security detail. They make you look puny.” 
 “Whatever.” 
 “I’ve got it all worked out, Rage,” Neela continued. “I know how I can get the name without being found out. It’ll take me most of the night, though. Gotta make it look casual when I ask. You’re going to need to stay for the Midnight Murder Mash.” Neela shivered. “Sorry.” 
 “I’ve seen people vivisected before,” Rage said. “Ain’t fun to watch, but I won’t be puking up any wings.” 
 “Oh, don’t get the wings,” Neela said. 
 “This place is supposed to have the best wings,” Rage replied. 
 “You saw the line for the public loos,” Neela replied. “You won’t last three seconds in that line if you eat more than three wings. Stick to the booze.” 
 “No wings, all booze,” Rage said and shrugged. “I can handle that.” 
 He watched Neela for a couple seconds then frowned. 
 “What’s the real problem?” he asked. “Something is bugging you. And it’s not the wings and my digestion. Spill, Neela.” 
 “You have three hours between now and when the goddess goes on,” Neela said. “I’ll have her true name by then, but you’re going to need to work out some logistics.” 
 “Logistics? Like what?” 
 “Like how we get the goddess out of this club and through the station.” 
 “Uh, yeah, that’s kind of always been part of the job. I figured either Tin Man or Bolt Butt will carry her,” Rage said. “Unless she’s one of those deities that needs to be contained in some special box or bag or something. Is she one of those or can we cart her out over a shoulder?” 
 “She doesn’t need a special box or anything,” Neela said. “Not technically. What she’s gonna need is a forklift.” 
 “A forklift? Why? Is she super fat? What, does she weigh like four hundred pounds?” Neela blinked. Rage frowned. “More than four hundred pounds?” 
 “She takes up half the main stage when she performs,” Neela said. “The stage slides apart and she’s raised up to it. The goddess weighs about half a metric ton.” 
 Rage coughed. “Half a metric ton? She takes up half the stage? This is a joke, right? Those are two facts that Lisha should have told us.” 
 “I know,” Neela said. “Makes you wonder if Lisha actually wants us to succeed or not.” 
 “If she wanted us to fail, then there are easier ways than sending us in to pick up some obese goddess,” Rage said. “I’m thinking she was given bad intel and has no clue the size of the goddess.” 
 “You think that way and I’ll think the other more paranoid way that this is all a set-up,” Neela said. 
 “Oh, it’s a set-up,” Rage said. “I completely expect Lisha to try to murder us as soon as we deliver the goods. Even with Bolt Butt around, she’s got a rude awakening coming if she believes she can take me down.” 
 “Take us down,” Neela said. 
 “Yeah, sure, that’s what I meant,” Rage said. He looked her up and down. “The blue is nice on you.” 
 “Down, boy,” Neela said, but not unkindly. “I’ll slip the goddess’s name to you as soon as I can. Be ready to grab her and get her out of the club the second you say her name.” 
 “Why don’t you say it?” Rage asked. 
 “I’m going to be busy creating a distraction and clearing a path to the front door,” Neela said. “You’re going to want both. Trust me.” 
 “You know what I really want right now?” Rage asked. 
 “Not touching your dick, Rage,” Neela said and stood up. She walked to the door and paused. “Try to look satisfied instead of frustrated when you leave. And tip through the roof. I really don’t want to end up on stage getting my guts ripped out because I’m one of the tip losers tonight.” 
 “Big tip. Got it,” Rage said. He slouched on the couch and put a dazed look on his face. “How’s this for satisfied?” 
 “Jesus. You ever get a woman to do you a second time looking like that?” Neela opened the door and left laughing. 
 Rage had to bite back a retort as several of the patrons out in the club glanced his way. Some looked right between his legs and smiled then gave him approving nods. He gave them two thumbs up then got up and fetched his clothes so he could get dressed. Annoyingly, the door didn’t shut, so he had to dress with eyes still on him. 
 “Like the show?” Rage asked, fully dressed. He walked out of the room and past the staring patrons. Rage pointed at Neela as she navigated the room once more, headed for the bar. “Tip the chick there. Tip her well. Trust me, she’ll see who the tips come from and you’ll be glad she knows.” 
 Rage received thankful nods at the advice.



 

Twenty-Eight

   
 Rage slid back into the booth and eyed the trays of wing bones. They were pretty much picked clean. 
 “Damn,” Rage said. “Looks like I missed the party.” 
 “I was hungry,” Mosh said. “So was Book.” 
 The teddy bear had wing sauce all over its furry face. 
 “There are more coming,” Mosh continued as he licked his metal fingers. 
 “Great. Great,” Rage said, eyeing the metal man carefully. “How strong is your digestive system?” 
 “I ate Xevian granite for three months straight and never got gas like they say you do when you eat Xevian granite,” Mosh said. 
 “Is that what they say?” Rage asked. He nodded at the trays of wing bones. “Then you should be fine. Pinky? How many did you eat?” 
 “None,” Fig said. “They didn’t smell very…fresh.” 
 “Cheap wings in a strip club didn’t smell fresh? Good thing we got you on observation,” Rage said. “You don’t miss a thing, man.” 
 “We are wasting time, Rage,” Watchdog said. “When will Neela make contact with us? We cannot wait all night to finish this job.” 
 “We kind of have to wait all night, Bolt Butt,” Rage replied. “At least that’s what Neela said.” 
 “You have spoken to her?” Watchdog asked. “Did she give you the—” 
 Rage slapped the table’s surface with his palm loud enough to stop conversation at the closest booths. The waitress that was approaching with a massive tray laden with wing baskets pulled up short. 
 “Sorry,” Rage said. “My friend was saying that the Jupiter Storms are the best spaceball team in the galaxy.” 
 The waitress smiled and set the tray of wing baskets down then shook her head. 
 “Everyone knows the Celestine Prophecies are the best spaceball team,” she said as she pulled a stack of napkins from somewhere Rage couldn’t figure out and set them on the table next to the baskets of wings. “You boys need more whiskey?” 
 Rage looked at three empty bottles of booze and frowned. “I guess so. Who drank all this?” 
 Mosh made Book raise his little paw. The waitress giggled and batted her eyes at the metal man before turning and walking off. 
 “Nah. We dumped the booze behind the booth,” Mosh said. “Make it look like we’re drinking it up, but we’re really sober.” 
 “You dumped the whiskey? Why? I can drink six bottles and be perfectly fine,” Rage said “I burn alcohol fast, you metal moron. Do you know how much bad luck that is to waste whiskey like that?” 
 “Then it is a good thing this operation’s success is not dictated by human superstition,” Watchdog said. “Now, what did Neela say?” 
 Rage relayed the information and that brought the mood down at the table. Not that the mood was all French Quarter during Mardi Gras anyway, but it certainly was not rainbow sprinkles on a soft serve cone fun anymore. 
 “She is that large?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Yeah,” Rage said. “Your lady neglected to tell us that part.” 
 “She did not know,” Watchdog said. “My lady would have prepared me for that contingency if she did know.” 
 Rage couldn’t exactly read bots and tell whether they were lying or not, but his gut said Watchdog was shooting him straight. 
 “I figured as much,” Rage said. “But whether she knew or not, we still need to figure out how we’re getting her from this club to the Hourglass. If she’s as big as half that stage, then she’ll take up most of the space in every corridor we have to navigate.” 
 “Oh, and getting her through the atrium markets will be extremely difficult,” Fig said. 
 “So we need a faster way to transport her,” Rage said. “Any ideas?” 
 “Isn’t she a goddess?” Mosh asked. He’d already finished half the new baskets of wings. Book was collapsed over one empty basket like a drunk hanging on to a toilet for dear life. “Can’t she change size? Gods can do that, right?” 
 “Maybe. Not too up on my Venn diagram of deity abilities,” Rage replied. 
 “I am checking the surrounding supply closets for a handcart,” Fig said. 
 Watchdog and Rage glared at him like he’d farted visible sulfur gas. 
 “What?” Fig asked. 
 “She’s the size of half the stage, Pinky,” Rage said. 
 “A handcart will be grossly inadequate,” Watchdog added. 
 “I mean I’m looking for a size-appropriate handcart,” Fig said. 
 “That’d be a dolly, right?” Mosh asked. 
 “We need a forklift,” Rage said. 
 “How do they transport her when she’s below the stage?” Mosh asked. “Roll her from one place to the next?” 
 All eyes fell on Mosh then they turned to stare at the stage. 
 “We’ll have to get below once the show starts and steal whatever is down there that they use to move her around,” Rage said. 
 “Oh, you picked up on that?” Watchdog said. “The galaxy is a better place with your immense intellect in it, Rage.” 
 “Bite me, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. 
 “Can you grant me access to the club’s security system?” Fig asked Watchdog, interrupting before things could get too heated. “I’m having a hard time cracking the codes.” 
 “Give me a moment,” Watchdog said as his eyes went dull. A second passed and his eyes brightened once more. “There. You should have access to the sub-level security and surveillance.” 
 “Thank you,” Fig said. “I will be studying that for the next several minutes, so please cover for me if anyone tries to interact.” 
 “I’ll run interference with your fan club, Pinky,” Rage said. “You can count on me.” 
 “My fan club?” Fig asked. 
 “It’s a joke, dipshit,” Rage said. “Just go deep and get us a way to transport Big Bertha when it’s time to bail, okay?” 
 “Right. You can count on me,” Fig said and relaxed into the back of the booth. 
 A silly grin spread across his face and his eyes became unfocused. 
 “Jesus Christ, he needs some sunglasses on,” Rage said. “He’s going to creep me out looking like that.” 
 “Leave him be and let him do his job,” Watchdog said. 
 “Let’s all do our jobs,” Rage said and raised a hand, getting the waitress’s attention. 
 “You can alert me by texting—” the waitress began when she reached the table. 
 “Nah, I like the personal touch,” Rage said. 
 “Great.” The waitress did not sound like it was great. “What can I get ya?” 
 “More whiskey, please. And what else do you have to eat beside wings?” Rage asked. 
 The waitress blinked a couple times then looked straight at the twirling holo of the club’s menu. 
 “Oh, right, stupid me,” Rage said, laying it on thick. He pulled the holo menu to him, flicked through it then made it disappear with a swipe of his fingers. “I’ll take the Concha burger with extra pickled Pap herring. Three sides of fries and an order of the calamari.” 
 Several tentacled patrons sitting a booth away stood up suddenly and began chittering at Rage. 
 “It’s on the fucking menu!” Rage snapped. “Sit your asses down.” 
 “Put their bill on our tab,” Watchdog said. “We’d prefer to keep the peace.” 
 “I am keeping the peace,” Rage said. “They’re the ones that got all weird.” 
 “Is that all you want?” the waitress asked as she entered Rage’s order. 
 “More wings,” Mosh said around a mouth filled with meat. He nodded at Book. “And some wet wipes for my buddy here.” 
 “I’ll have everything out shortly,” the waitress said. 
 “Don’t wait on the whiskey,” Rage said. “Bring that right out.” 
 “Yes. Great idea. I’d never thought of that before,” the waitress said and walked off. No strut, no hip sway, no ass wiggle. 
 “She does not like you,” Mosh said. 
 “I don’t care,” Rage said. “No, that’s not true. I do care. I want her to not like me. I’m playing the dick at the booth that she will try to ignore. She’ll let the rest of the staff know and they’ll dismiss us out of hand for the rest of the night.” 
 Mosh stopped chewing and glared at Rage. “I was getting somewhere with her, man. This is going to be a long night and I was hoping to spice it up a little.” 
 Mosh belched and Rage’s eyes started watering. 
 “You’ve spiced it up enough, Tin Man,” Rage said. “And I thought you were trying to be disarming, not get you some.” 
 “Can’t a man made of metal do both?” Mosh asked. 
 “I suppose so,” Rage said and shrugged. 
 “Biological beings are so tedious,” Watchdog muttered. 
 “We invented your kind, so what does that make you?” Rage asked. 
 “Evolution,” Watchdog replied as the waitress arrived with bottles of whiskey. 
 “Thanks, doll,” Rage said and gave her a huge grin. “Keep ‘em coming, will ya? Big tip in it for you if you do.” 
 The waitress rolled her eyes and walked off. Rage picked up one of the bottles and drank straight from the neck. He downed half the liquor, pulled his head back, and belched. 
 “That’s the stuff,” Rage said. Then he finished off the bottle and belched again. “And that’s more of the stuff.” 
 The team spent the next couple of hours sitting and drinking, or fake drinking, and eating. Or not eating, in Watchdog’s case. The dancers on stage switched out constantly and the music changed to fit the gender and race of the entertainment. At one point, Rage stood up and started doing a little jig, his teeth tucked down over his bottom lip as he shook his ass in Watchdog’s face. 
 “Sir?” the waitress asked as she came over. “I have been told to tell you to stop dancing or you’ll be asked to leave.” 
 Rage frowned, but stopped shaking his groove thing in Watchdog’s face and sat down. The bot laughed. 
 “Thank you for that,” Watchdog said to the waitress. “A tip has been transferred in your name.” 
 The waitress began to say something sarcastic then her eyes glazed over and went wide as she checked the amount. “Damn. Uh… Sorry if I’ve been a bitch all night. You need anything, sir? We do have bot-specific entertainment choices available.” 
 “Whoa, what?” Rage asked, his words slurring. There were a lot of empty whiskey bottles on the table. “Bot specific? You mean like robot dancers and shit?” 
 “Mr. Morlaw does not buy into bigotry against bots. They are customers too. We do have some automatons that are quite talented,” the waitress said. “They perform when there are several bots present. Tonight, he is the only one, so they have not been scheduled. But I can change that.” 
 “Oh, do change that,” Rage said. “I gotta see this.” 
 “My kind is not here for your amusement,” Watchdog said. 
 “Gonna agree to disagree on that point, Bolt Butt,” Rage said. “Bring on the dancing bots!” 
 Watchdog sighed and the waitress gave him a sympathetic look. 
 “I’ll let my manager know,” the waitress said. “We’ll get one scheduled right now.” 
 She walked off and hurried over to the bar where she leaned over and spoke to one of the bartenders. 
 “Bot dancing,” Rage said. “Nice.” 
 “You’re drunk,” Watchdog snapped. “So unprofessional.” 
 Rage slowly, sloppily, turned to look at the bot. His eyes could barely focus. Then he blinked and there was nothing but a fully alert Rage staring at Watchdog. 
 “Burns off fast,” Rage said. “Gotta trust the process, Bolt Butt.” 
 The music switched up and a spotlight hit the end of the stage closest to the team’s booth. From out of the ceiling, a well-built bot slid down the pole and began to gyrate and dance at a speed that would have torn a flesh dancer apart. Watchdog instantly perked up. 
 “Jesus, she’s giving me a headache,” Rage said. 
 “The dancer does not have a gender,” Watchdog said. “And shut up.” 
 Fig’s eyes refocused and he gasped as he shook his head and almost fell forward onto the table. Mosh reached out and caught him before his forehead could land in a pile of wing bones. 
 “You find what we need, Pinky?” Rage asked as he leaned back in the booth and sipped from yet another whiskey bottle. 
 “I did,” Fig replied. 
 Rage caught the tone and frowned. “So? What’s the problem?” 
 “I traced the access points of the sub-level to make sure we could get her back down there and away from here,” Fig said. “It will be difficult, but doable.” 
 “We can’t take her out the front door?” Rage asked. 
 “That is not how her grav sled is designed,” Fig said. 
 “Grav sled?” Mosh asked. “Those can be fun.” 
 “Are we gonna be below the whole time?” Rage asked. “Might not be a bad way to travel.” 
 “No, there is no direct route back to the Hourglass that way,” Fig said. “We’ll travel for a good distance, but we will have to surface in the flea market atrium area.” 
 “Fine. We do that,” Rage said. He watched Fig closely. “But that’s not what’s bothering you. What’s up, Pinky?” 
 “The bouncer that took a liking to you?” Fig said.  
 “Yeah? What about her?” Rage replied. 
 “She just got off shift and is looking for you,” Fig said. 
 “Okay. Not ideal, but I’ll figure it out,” Rage said. “That’s what’s bugging you?” 
 “No,” Fig said. “I just saw her talking to Roger Morlaw and telling him that you have the best Max Rage costume of everyone here. He grew very interested.” 
 “Okay, that’s not so ideal,” Rage said. “I can still play it off. Morlaw doesn’t know me personally.” 
 “Yeah, except…” Fig gulped. “Do you know a woman that goes by the name of Scutter Slang?” 
 That got Rage’s attention. He sat up straight and began to scan the club. 
 “She’s not in here yet,” Fig said. “But she is in the back with Morlaw. She is in charge of his security team.” 
 “Who is Scutter Slang?” Mosh asked as he finally leaned back and patted his belly. The massive amount of wings he ate didn’t even give his metal gut a hint of a bulge. “Some Earth Corp buddy you worked for once?” 
 “No,” Rage said. “She’s my ex-wife.” Rage grabbed Watchdog and yanked the bot’s attention away from the dancer. “Care to tell me how that bit of intel didn’t make it into the report when we were planning all this?” 
 “There is no record of Scutter Slang working for Roger Morlaw,” Watchdog stated. “Although, if my lady knew about this on her own, then that would better explain your presence on this job. Now you have use, Rage. You get to distract your ex-wife and in turn distract Roger Morlaw’s entire security team. Hiring you makes sense.” 
 “I bet Lisha is laughing her sweet ass off right now about this,” Rage said. 
 “Knowing my lady, yes, I would agree with that assessment,” Watchdog said. 
 Rage grumbled for a few seconds then shook it off and smiled. 
 “Odds are she won’t even notice me,” Rage said. “If Morlaw does show up, then she’ll be busy protecting his flabby ass.” 
 “Um…” Fig muttered. 
 “What, Pinky?” Rage snapped. 
 “He is showing up,” Fig said and nodded to a booth all the way across the club. “It is almost Midnight Murder Mash time. Apparently, he never misses the snuff portion of the evening’s entertainment.” 
 Rage watched as three bouncers tossed the occupants of the booth out onto the floor. They picked themselves up and went and found another booth without argument. Then the booth spun about and an identical booth appeared from the other side. But the booth was already occupied by a mound of flabby flesh with two eyes and a bad hairpiece where the head should have been. 
 Sitting next to the mound of flabby flesh was a woman with short white hair, deep black skin, and dressed in a nice suit. She was not huge. She did not look imposing or intimidating. And she wore very dark sunglasses. Rage watched as she scanned the crowd. He ducked down, knowing full well that she could see everything in the club with those glasses if she focused long enough. 
 “She’s pretty,” Mosh said. 
 “Pretty fucking deadly,” Rage responded, slumping down in the booth more. “Okay, okay, I’ll keep low and maybe she won’t notice me.” 
 “There you are!” the bouncer from earlier said as she lumbered up to the table. She held a glass of milky liquid and tipped it toward Rage. “Sperm?” 
 “Uh, no, thanks,” Rage said. “You just get off shift?” 
 “Yep,” the bouncer said and shoved Mosh over so she could sit down. “Good thing. The Midnight Murder Mash is about to happen.” She offered the glass of sperm to Rage again. “Sure you don’t want a slug of this? It’ll help for later when you and I get all naked and sweaty. Don’t want to break you in the sack like I did this one guy the other night. Poor bastard. Snapped his pelvis in seventeen places. Made him finish me off, though. No way he gets out of my bed for free, am I right?” 
 She held up a palm and Rage reluctantly slapped it. 
 “Damn right,” she said then saw where Watchdog and Fig were staring. “Mr. Morlaw. Hey, you want to meet him?” 
 She was up out of the booth in a flash. She downed the glass of sperm and tossed the empty over her shoulder, nailing a man in the back of the head. He started to argue, saw who threw the glass, and returned his attention to the stage. 
 “Come on,” she said to Rage. “I’ll take you over to Mr. Morlaw. I already told him about your costume. He’s gonna want to shake your hand!” 
 “Ladies and gentlemen!” a voice announced. “It is now time for our pre-entertainment before our special presentation! I know many of you sickos are here just to see this! Let’s get ready for Midnight Murder Mash!” 
 The crowd began to clap and cheer as the dancers on stage left quickly and the platform slid apart just under each pole. Then, manacled to the poles, four figures ascended. Two men and two women. They were terrified and already looked like they’d been worked over good. 
 “These are tonight’s tip losers!” the announcer called out. “Can’t have losers working for a man of such esteem as Mr. Roger Morlaw, can we?” 
 Morlaw raised a hunk of flesh and flapped it at the cheering crowd. Rage guessed that was the pile of skin’s way of waving. 
 “Come on!” the bouncer shouted at Rage. “We have to go meet him before the disemboweling starts!” 
 “I do not think you have a choice, Rage,” Watchdog said. “Will we be able to have a good time without you if, say, you are detained over there?” 
 “Yeah,” Rage said as he reluctantly got up and left the booth. “When our friend arrives, listen to her. If I can’t join you right away, I’ll catch up for the rest of tonight’s fun.” 
 “Oh, you guys on a pub crawl?” the bouncer asked as she looped her bulging arm in Rage’s once he was away from the booth. “Great! I love a good pub crawl before a night of monstrous sex!” 
 “Have fun!” Mosh called as the bouncer dragged Rage away. He smiled at Watchdog. “She seems cool.”



 

Twenty-Nine

   
 Rage could tell that Scutter recognized him before he was even halfway across the club. He couldn’t see her eyes, but he felt the familiar glare even from behind those dark sunglasses. Rage looked about for a way out of the mess, but he was stuck. The security detail had been quintupled when the Midnight Murder Mash started, so playing it cool was Rage’s only option as far as he could tell. 
 That and the bouncer that had her arm wrapped in his was freakishly strong. Rage didn’t know if she was genetically enhanced or not, but if she wasn’t, then that Narghal sperm had really done the trick. He wasn’t sure he could break free from her if he wanted to. 
 “Well, well, well, will ya look at this fella here?” Roger Morlaw said as the bouncer presented Rage before the club owner’s table. There were a dozen very large security guards stationed near the table, all watching Rage closely. “You weren’t joking. This guy really went for it!” 
 Morlaw flapped his skin at the rest of the club. 
 “Wish these pissers would take my fun more seriously. Look at them. Barely a costume in the bunch.” He cupped some skin close to his flappy mouth hole. “Bunch a pissers, you lot is! Whole bunch of bloody pissers filled with blood and piss!” 
 A few patrons glanced at Morlaw. He jabbed a flesh wad toward one of them. 
 “That pisser there. He eyed me. You all saw it. Little pisser eyed me. Break his dick off and bring it to me.” 
 One of the security guards raced over and picked the offending patron up by the back of the neck. He reached down the guy’s pants then shook his head and shouted something back at the table. 
 “What’d he say?” Morlaw asked. “Can’t hear a damn thing over that asshole screaming up on stage.” 
 “He said the guy isn’t a guy and doesn’t have a dick to break off,” Scutter said casually, her voice easy to hear even with the screaming going on stage. “Would you like to have her female sex organs extracted from inside her and brought to you, sir?” 
 “What? What would that even look like?” Morlaw asked and laughed. “I mean, I can picture a dick in my hand, but if that he is a she, then what would I be holding? More skin? I don’t need more skin, Scutter.” He waved at the guard. “Leave her! Go get someone else’s dick!” 
 The guard nodded, moved to the closest patron that appeared to be male, jammed his hand down the guy’s pants, and yanked hard. The patron screamed then collapsed onto the floor as the guard returned with a severed penis in his hand. It was an impressive penis. 
 “Yikes,” Morlaw said. “Feel sorry for taking that bloke’s dick now. I bet his whole life revolves around his dick. Not anymore. Poor bloke. Send him a bottle of our best champagne.” 
 “Uh, you still want the dick, sir?” the guard asked, still holding the penis. 
 “What? No, I don’t still want the dick,” Morlaw snapped. “Didn’t you hear my remorse? Fuck off, you. Scutter?” 
 “Yes, sir?” Scutter replied. 
 “Tell your guy to fuck off,” Morlaw ordered. 
 “Fuck off,” Scutter said. 
 “Yes, ma’am,” the guard replied and took a few steps back. He looked around, looked at the penis in his hand, then tucked the severed dick into his pants pocket before taking up his position again. 
 Morlaw turned his attention back to Rage. 
 “You two still here? Fuck off, the both of ya,” Morlaw growled. 
 “Yeah, you bet, sir!” the bouncer exclaimed, happy to oblige. 
 Rage nodded and held his breath as the bouncer turned them to leave. 
 “Hold on,” Scutter said. Rage let the breath out. “He can stay.” 
 The bouncer turned them back to face the table. 
 “We can? That’s so generous of—” the bouncer started to say. 
 “Not you. Him. You may leave,” Scutter said. “Now.” 
 The bouncer looked hurt and confused. But she let go of Rage and gave him a pat on the shoulder. Then she turned, her own shoulders slumped, and walked across the club until she was out the door and gone. 
 “Jesus Christ, that was sad as all fuck,” Morlaw said. “Why’s this bloke staying, Scutter?” 
 Rage ignored the crescendo of pain and anguish that was taking place on the stage behind him and tried to keep his focus on a spot on the wall right behind Scutter’s head. 
 “Because he’s…interesting,” Scutter said. 
 “He is?” Morlaw fixed Rage with a curious look. “This bag of muscles? I bet he’s overcompensating. I doubt his dick is even a fraction of the size of the one what’s his name tore off. Hey! What’s your name?” 
 “Dennis, sir,” the guard replied. 
 “Dennis! Show me the dick again!” Morlaw ordered. Dennis pulled the dick out of his pocket. Morlaw pointed at Rage. “Let’s see yours. Come on. Whip it out so we can laugh at your little wanker.” 
 “No need, sir,” Scutter said and tapped her glasses. “I can tell he’s less than adequate.” 
 “Yeah, but I want to see it!” Morlaw exclaimed. Then he looked about and sort of did this strut and shake of his flesh. “I mean, not in a sexual way because I don’t roll like that. I’m all about the bestiality. All animals for me. No sentient races get near my body. That’s gross.” 
 “Yes, sir,” Scutter said. “That is why I am saving you the horror of seeing another penis tonight. One that is still intact, sir. No need to subject you to that.” 
 “That’s why I pay you so much, Scutter,” Morlaw said. “You take good fucking care of me. Like my nanny did when I was young and solid.” 
 “Thank you, sir,” Scutter said then pointed at Rage. “Have a seat, adequate dick.” Rage hesitated. “I said to sit.” 
 “She said to sit, you little pisser!” Morlaw shouted and laughed. “God! Tonight is turning out to be a blast!” 
 Rage eyed the only spot open at the booth. Right next to Scutter. She patted the leather and he sighed then sat down. Scutter leaned in and put her mouth to his ear. 
 “Why are you here, Max?” she asked. 
 “What’s that? You whispering sweet nothings in the pisser’s ear?” Morlaw guffawed. “Oh, I see! You want that dick for yourself! Ha! Yeah! You go, girl!” His eyes widened. “Like, right now. Clear the table! Take his ass on the table right now so I can see you two fuck while that chick up on stage gets her elbow shattered! Hot! But gross! BUT ALSO HOT!” 
 “I’m scanning him, sir, not flirting,” Scutter said. 
 “Oh… Sure. Yeah. I get that. Doing your job like a boss,” Morlaw said. “Except I’m the boss so don’t do your job too well, Scutter! HA!” 
 The screaming on stage intensified and Rage tried to focus on that, but Scutter reached out and grabbed him by the chin, turning his face so their noses touched. She stuck out her tongue. 
 “What ya doing now, Scutter?” Morlaw asked. 
 “Direct interface, sir,” Scutter said. “Making sure he’s not a spy or assassin.” 
 Morlaw’s entire demeanor changed. The whooping it up persona became hard and mean. 
 “You think he’s here to kill me, Scutter?” Morlaw growled. “You find out. You find out now. Then kill him if you even catch a hint of nasty in that pisser’s brain.” 
 “That’s exactly what I intend to do, sir,” Scutter said and stuck her tongue out once again. 
 Rage seriously considered saying fuck it to the plan and fighting his way out of the booth, out of the club, and off the station. But Scutter shook her head and Rage ditched that idea. She’d have killed him before he made it out of the booth. 
 Rage stuck out his tongue and touched it to the tip of Scutter’s and the club went away. 
 In its place was a white room with two chairs. Scutter was seated in one chair and Rage was seated in the other. The only sound was a far-off din as if the noise from the club was coming from several buildings over. 
 “What the holy fuck, Max?” Scutter asked. She took off her sunglasses and hooked a stem into her suit jacket’s breast pocket. Her eyes were caramel and hard. “What did I say the last time we saw each other?” 
 “You’d kill me if we ever saw each other again,” Rage said. “Pretty sure you had that put into the divorce papers.” 
 “I did. I specifically did,” Scutter said. She rolled her neck and the room was filled with the sound of her vertebrae cracking. “So…? What do you think I should do now?” 
 “Tell me how the fuck you ended up being in charge of security for a pile of shit like Roger Morlaw,” Rage said. 
 “That’s none of your business.” 
 “I know, but it has to be a good story.” 
 “We’re not in here to talk about me, Max. We’re here to talk about you and whether or not you live or die. Start talking. I’m in a good mood tonight, so I may actually give you a mulligan on this one and allow you to walk out of here with at least one limb intact.” 
 “It’s good to see you, Scutter.” 
 She punched Rage in the face and his skin rippled like waves. 
 “Didn’t feel that at all,” Rage said. “You losing your touch?” 
 “Delayed pain,” Scutter replied. “You’ll feel it when we disconnect.” 
 “Yay.” 
 “Max. I can’t be in here for very long. Morlaw will get suspicious. When he gets suspicious, then people die randomly. He’ll just start killing everyone around him without thought or care. The guy is a monster, no doubt about it.” 
 “What if I said I’m on vacation?” Rage replied. 
 “No.” 
 “What? It’s true.” 
 “No, it’s not. This is how I know it’s not true. First, you’re broke as fuck. I took everything from you in the divorce and that was before Earth Corp canned your ass for killing those officers. Which was an admirable move. Everyone knew Captain Jones deserved to die. That guy didn’t care about anyone but his own career.” 
 “It was a good moment,” Rage said. 
 “Second,” Scutter continued. “Setting aside the fact you’re broke, you lost travel privileges when you got out of prison. You aren’t supposed to leave Earth.” 
 “How do you know that?” Rage asked. “I get guessing that I’m broke, but how can you know what my travel status is? My Earth Corp records are sealed.” 
 “Who do you think made sure you weren’t hanged, asshole?” Scutter asked and leaned back in her chair. “You know my family has pull like that.” 
 “You saved me from the noose?” Rage asked, seriously confused. “Why?” 
 “Because everyone hated Jones. Duh. A few of the old gang asked if I could save you, since you’d saved their lives a hundred times. At first, I was all like fuck no, let the guy swing, but then I came around because it was true. Most of the old gang would have died on one battlefield or another if it wasn’t for you.” 
 “Well…thanks?” 
 “Of course, you say thank you in the form of a question. Because god fucking forbid that Max Rage be sincere in his gratitude.” 
 “Fine. Thank you, Scutter, for saving my life.” 
 “It was my dad that pulled the strings. He always liked you for some reason.” Scutter ground her teeth. “Why are you here, Max? Did someone hire you to kill Morlaw?” 
 “Nope. Your boss is safe as long as he…” 
 “As long as he…what? As long as he what? Stays out of your way? Which means I need to stay out of your way. Why, Max?” 
 “Okay, listen, and don’t be mad.” 
 “Too late.” 
 “I am here on a job.” 
 “And that job is?” 
 “I’d rather not say. How about we agree to keep out of each other’s way tonight? I do my job, you do your job, and whatever happens, as long as our jobs don’t collide, we go our separate ways forever after the evening is over. Cool?” 
 “No. That’s not cool. What the fuck, Max? Why would you think that’s cool?” 
 Scutter’s eyes glazed over then came back into focus. 
 “Shit. Conversation is done. The Mash is over and they’re mopping up the stage. Carlotta is about to go on.” 
 Rage grinned. “Carlotta? Is that the goddess’s true name?” 
 Scutter reached out and grabbed Rage by the throat. She squeezed, but he couldn’t feel it. 
 “You touch Carlotta and I will end you, Max,” Scutter snarled. “If she is your job, then we do not have a deal. You die the second we’re out of here.” 
 Scutter let go and her eyes glazed over once more. 
 “He wants a what?” she asked, talking to someone outside the direct interface. “What do you mean? A real one? No, I know they aren’t actually real bears. I mean he wants a real teddy bear? What teddy bear?” 
 “Oh, shit,” Rage said. “Scutter, no. Talk your boss out of that. He doesn’t want that teddy bear.” 
 Scutter held up a finger. 
 “I’m serious!” Rage shouted. “Do not send a guard over to get that teddy bear!” 
 “Send someone to take it from the Qitnit,” Scutter said. “If he gives you trouble, then kill him. What? Yes, I know Qitnits can only be killed with a direct proton beam to the chest. Good thing we have a proton cannon in the backroom!” 
 “Scutter! You have to listen to me!” Rage yelled. “You touch that teddy bear and your night is going to go to shit so fast that there will be nothing I can do to stop it!” 
 Scutter’s eyes cleared and she frowned at Rage. “Are you with the Qitnit? The Qitnit that has been playing with a teddy bear all night? The teddy bear that my boss now wants for his own?” 
 “Yes to everything,” Rage said. “I’ll come clean, alright? I’m here with a team to steal the goddess for Lisha Peem.” 
 “The widow?” 
 “Yeah. Her. The Qitnit is with me. So is the bot and the pink fella in that booth. You make a move and a lot of your people are going to die.” Rage scrunched up his face and nodded. “Okay, they were probably going to die anyway, but they don’t have to. Let us take the goddess and I guarantee your people and your boss live. That’s a great deal, right?” 
 “I should have let you get hanged,” Scutter said. Her eyes glazed over one more time. “Take the bear. Kill everyone at that booth. I’m coming out. We’re moving the boss to the safe room the second I’m back in the—” 
 Rage disconnected. 
 He faced Scutter, her tongue still sticking out, and took that split second advantage to make his one and only move. 
 Rage tucked his hand inside Scutter’s suit jacket and snagged the pistol that was holstered under her arm. Then he scrambled over the table just as he saw Scutter’s eyes come back into focus. Rage landed hard on top of the pile of skin that was Roger Morlaw. He jammed the pistol against where he thought Morlaw’s brain might be, just under the bad hairpiece. 
 “Nobody fucking move or flappy man gets it!” Rage yelled. 
 Then all hell really broke loose as the guard sent to take Book from Mosh reached the booth and simply tried to do what he’d been ordered to do. At the same time, the stage began to open to allow the goddess to emerge from below.



 

Thirty

   
 Several actions occurred simultaneously. All of the actions were quite impressive on their own. Together? It was a fucking bloodbath and quite possibly the most violence that Sector 42 had ever seen. Which was saying a lot. 
 But, no matter what eyewitness was later interviewed, it all began with the announcer saying, “Ladies and gentlemen! I give you… CARLOTTA!” 
 “What?” Rage exclaimed. “That’s not her real name?” 
 “Of course not, you fuckwit!” Scutter yelled as she pulled a second pistol from out of her suit jacket and took aim at the spot between Rage’s eyes. “You think I’d actually tell you a goddess’s true name? You can be so dense sometimes, Max!” 
 “Kill this fuck! No fucking pisser pulls a gun on me! I’m Roger Morlaw!” Morlaw bellowed. Then he paused and stared at Scutter, his eyes bulging out from under the many skin folds. “You called him Max? You know this pisser? You know him? What the fuck, Scutter?” 
 “She’s my ex-wife, asshole,” Rage snarled into Morlaw’s ear. Or where Rage thought Morlaw’s ear might be. Very hard to tell with all the skin flaps in the way. “Surprise.” 
 Morlaw began to thrash, but he didn’t really have any leverage, so he gave up quickly. 
 “Just shoot him!” Morlaw snapped at Scutter. 
 “Scutter. Put it away. I can get you out of this mess,” Rage said. 
 “I don’t want out of here, Max!” Scutter shouted. “This is my job! I took this job on purpose! I’m damn fucking good at this job!” 
 “I’m sure you are! But the job is over because I’m probably going to have to shoot this pile of failed flesh origami to death!” Rage shouted back. “I kill him and you won’t get another job in this galaxy because no one wants a head of security that is a failure!” 
 “Then I don’t fail!” Scutter said. 
 Rage saw her finger start to squeeze the trigger and he lifted Morlaw up higher to block the shot. Rage felt the folded skin shudder as a plasma blast nailed Morlaw right in the…face? 
 Rage let go of the scumbag as blood exploded all over him. 
 “You bastard,” Scutter snarled. The pistol fired again, but Rage was already ducking under the table. “You fucking bastard!” 
 Rage was out from under the table and scrambling on his hands and feet out into the chaos that was Morlaw’s club. Patrons were screaming and running toward the exit. Bartenders and waitresses were diving for cover. Strippers were running around naked and screaming for no discernible reason that Rage could see. They were just adding to the chaos. Although the sight of a random naked body shoving past panicked patrons did amuse Rage somewhat. 
 A plasma blast scorched the floor by Rage’s right hand and he dove under the closest table as six more blasts peppered the spot where Rage had been only a half second before. 
 “I’m coming for you, Max!” Scutter screamed, her voice audible even above the panicked crowd, the thumping music that was still playing, and the pleas for mercy from over by the booth where Mosh was systematically dismantling the guard that had dared to try to take Book from him. 
 “I ain’t in the mercy business!” Mosh roared as he snapped the guard’s forearm, tore the bones out of the shattered limb, and stabbed the guy repeatedly in the chest with his own ulna. 
 Rage saw Fig trying to calm Mosh down while Watchdog stood guard, various weapons extended from multiple places on the bot’s body. 
 The table over Rage exploded into splinters of metal and plastic as Scutter emptied her pistol into the former piece of furniture. Rage scrambled away from the demolished table, stood, and sprinted toward the bar, seeing that as the best place for cover from his enraged ex-wife. 
 “No you don’t, dick!” Rage’s waitress shouted, aiming a good old double-barreled shotgun at Rage’s head. 
 Rage slid down to the floor feet first as the waitress fired, sending shot spraying out over Rage’s head and into the crowd of fleeing patrons. Several patrons fell. Rage continued to slide since the floor was wet with spilled drinks, multi-racial blood, and what had to be urine. A lot of urine. 
 His boots hit the bottom of the bar and Rage used the solidity of the bar and his momentum to carry him back upright. He grabbed the shotgun out of the waitress’s hands as she cracked the breach and tried to reload. 
 “No,” Rage said and punched her between the eyes, knocking her out cold and sending her to the floor. 
 Rage jumped up onto the bar then dove down to where the unconscious waitress lay as more plasma fire tried to rip him apart. Scutter had obviously reloaded her pistol or found a different one that still had a charge. Shotgun shells were scattered on the sticky floor behind the bar, and Rage grabbed as many as he could and shoved them into his pockets. He loaded the shotgun and gripped it in one hand while he hunted for another weapon. 
 Then he saw the cutlery drawer that was half open and had already been ransacked. A meat clever stuck out handle first and Rage tried to snag it. Then he yanked his hand back as a second meat cleaver was embedded into the drawer, wielded by one of the bartenders. 
 “You killed Niecy!” the bartender screamed, his eyes on the downed waitress. “She was the love of my life!” 
 Rage emptied one of the shotgun’s barrels into the bartender’s crotch. The man screeched then collapsed onto the waitress. 
 “She ain’t dead, dumbass,” Rage said. “But you sure as fuck are. Nobody tries to cut, Max Rage. Max Rage does the cutting.” 
 “I can hear you talking about yourself in the third person, Max!” Scutter yelled as her face appeared over the bar. 
 Rage emptied the second barrel at her, but Scutter managed to duck back in time. Rage snagged two loose shells from the floor, but tossed them aside. They were too coated in the bartender’s crotch blood to be useable.  
 The music continued to pound, pound, pound. The announcer had stopped talking, probably escaped out the back of his little DJ booth in the corner, but he didn’t turn off the pulsing, thumping, never-ending song that sounded like it was on a loop. 
 “I’m not going to quit until you’re dead, Max!” Scutter called from the other side of the bar. “You hear me, asshole?” 
 A body flew through the air and smashed into the rows and rows of bottles on the bar’s far wall, sending liquor, glass, and a shattered mirror raining down on Rage. He was ready, though, and fired as soon as Scutter tried to use the distraction to attack. 
 “Ow! You fucking dick! That’s my good arm!” Scutter screamed. 
 Rage crouch ran his way to the end of the bar, peeked out to make sure the coast was clear, ducked back as a tentacle snapped out at him, then dove and rolled clear of the bar and fired, shredding the owner of the tentacle’s face right off. Or maybe it was the guy’s butt. Rage couldn’t tell. But the thing died screaming as it bled blue blood out onto the club’s floor. 
 Rage kept rolling and found a severed arm with a heavy pistol gripped in it. He grabbed that and spun on his back, taking aim at where he thought Scutter would be. She was nowhere in sight. Rage scanned the club the best he could from his shitty vantage point. No Scutter.  
 “That’s not good,” he said to himself. 
 Using his feet to propel him through the bloody, pissy, sticky muck that coated the club’s floor, Rage stayed down on his back, the heavy pistol swinging back and forth as he tried to anticipate Scutter’s next move. 
 Hands grabbed Rage from above and behind and he nearly got a shot off before he was yanked to his feet. A feminine hand slapped him across the face then rested on the heavy pistol’s barrel. 
 “It’s me, dipshit!” Neela yelled, back in her chosen form. “What the fuck happened out here?” 
 “My ex-wife is Morlaw’s head of security!” Rage yelled. 
 “So?” Neela replied. 
 “We don’t get along,” Rage said as if that was explanation enough. 
 Neela shook her head and pointed at the stage. “Whatever! Listen, I have her true name and I’ve tried yelling it up at her, but there’s too much noise! We need to get to the DJ booth and crank up the PA volume!” 
 Rage followed where Neela was pointing and truly saw the goddess for the first time. The being was certainly female, with all the female parts in one way or another. She was also massive. The being that undulated and danced on that stage was easily half a metric ton, if not more. Flesh wobbled and jiggled as the goddess moved herself to the thump, thump, thumping music.  
 Rage was in love with the love goddess. 
 “Snap out of it!” Neela said, slapping him upside the back of the head. “She’ll suck you in and hypnotize you if you don’t watch your ass! Help me get to the DJ booth!” 
 “Yeah, sure,” Rage said and turned to cover Neela as they made their way across the club to the enclosed booth in the corner. 
 Scutter stood a few meters away, her sunglasses askew, blood dripping from a wound in her right arm, and murderous Rage on her face. She lifted her pistol and fired. Rage shoved Neela out of the way and grunted as plasma tore a hunk out of his left side. He fell hard and covered Neela’s body with his as more plasma ripped into his back. 
 Rage waited for the attack to stop so his body could heal up, but the attack didn’t stop. Scutter knew his body too well and must have had backup pistols ready. Rage could endure the pain and agony, but it was only a matter of time before his body gave out and he died like some normal idiot. 
 Then Scutter screamed and the attack stopped. 
 Neela pushed Rage off and he rolled over onto his scorched and shredded back. He saw Mosh standing in the middle of the club, Scutter lifted up into the air, her neck gripped by Mosh’s left arm. 
 “You told them to take Book from me!” Mosh said then sent his fist straight through Scutter’s head. 
 “No!” Rage yelled, but it was over.  
 His ex-wife’s body fell to the floor as Mosh let go. The metal man turned and grinned at Rage then frowned in confusion. 
 “What?” Mosh shouted over to Rage. “What’d I do?” 
 “Get up,” Neela said and helped Rage onto his feet. His back was already healing up. “She was trying to kill you. Trying to kill us both.” 
 “I know,” Rage said through gritted teeth as he stared at Scutter’s mostly headless body. “Still. We had been married once.” 
 “What?” Mosh shouted and cupped a hand to an ear. “What are you saying?” 
 Several plasma blasts nailed Mosh in the back of his head and he shook the attack off then turned and raced at the guards that stood a few meters away, impotent rifles in their hands. Rage turned his attention from the impending slaughter and nodded at the DJ booth. 
 “Come on,” he said and pressed Neela’s body close to his. “I’ll be the cover.” 
 Rage led her through the carnage of the club, taking the shots as they came. He never slowed even when part of his left shoulder was ripped off his body as a knife was thrown at them. Rage took the hit and kept moving. His left ear was lost as a laser sliced it off, but it immediately started to grow back. 
 They reached the DJ booth and Rage yanked open the door. He shoved Neela inside, followed right after, and slammed the door closed as about two hundred flechettes collided with the metal armor that covered the outside of the booth door. 
 “Reinforced in case someone doesn’t like the music choice,” Rage observed as plasma blasts scorched the booth’s windows, but didn’t penetrate. “Speaking of, how do we turn the music completely off?’ 
 “Don’t,” Neela said, slapping Rage’s hand away from the master volume knob. “She’s safer if she’s dancing.” 
 Rage glanced out the booth’s window at the undulating goddess that was still performing on stage as if all the murder and mayhem that filled the club wasn’t happening. A patron got too close to the stage and the goddess snatched the woman up and devoured her on the spot, never pausing in her strip routine. The goddess spat out a shoe on the beat. 
 “Oh. You mean we’re safe from her as long as the music is going,” Rage said. “It keeps her on stage.” 
 “Exactly,” Neela replied. She was studying the control console in front of her then spotted what she needed. “Alright. This is going to need to be timed perfectly, understand?” 
 “No,” Rage admitted. 
 “I’m going to turn the music off. Then I’m going to shout the goddess’s name into the microphone. After that, we have to get from here to her before anyone else decides to take advantage of her while she’s vulnerable,” Neela said. 
 Rage stared at the massive goddess. “Can she be vulnerable?” 
 “Yes,” Neela said. “And pliable. I will have to get in front of her face and say her name again for her to imprint on me so no one can use her to their advantage. If I don’t do that, then all anyone has to do is tell her to attack and she will obliterate us, this club, and possibly the entire station.” 
 Rage turned and stared at Neela. 
 “What?” Neela asked. “Strippers talk, Rage. They know a lot and they say a lot. I pretty much went to goddess grad school while changing into my outfit earlier tonight. Oh, and by the way, they all knew her true name. It was hardly a secret among the strippers.” 
 “Then why aren’t they using the name to control the goddess now?” Rage asked as he watched naked strippers fleeing the club. 
 “Because she’s one of their own and that’d be a total bitch move,” Neela said. 
 “Honor code among strippers?” Rage asked and chuckled. 
 “Don’t be a dick, Rage,” Neela said. “You are the last person in the galaxy to get all judgy.” 
 “Fair enough,” Rage said. “We doing this or what?” 
 “Ready?” Neela asked. 
 “Ready,” Rage said, one hand on the door’s knob and one hand on Neela’s arm. 
 “Here we go,” Neela said. She switched the music off and shouted into the microphone. “Petunia! Stop dancing!” 
 The goddess froze in place. Rage yanked hard on Neela’s arm and threw her up over his shoulder as he pulled the DJ booth door open. 
 He sprinted from the booth and headed straight for the stage with Neela slung across both shoulders. Patrons got in his way, but Rage pummeled the shit out of them without slowing. A random guard tried to draw down on Rage, but he kicked a stool into the man’s head and the guy’s face was demolished instantly.  
 They were only a few meters away from the stage and the frozen goddess when Rage saw Mosh step up to the edge and lift Book up so the goddess could see the stuffed bear. 
 “Tin Man! No!” Rage yelled. 
 Mosh put his face behind Book and pretended the teddy bear could talk. 
 “Hi there, Petunia,” Mosh said in a squeaky voice. “I’m Book. Wanna be friends?” 
 The goddess unfroze and smiled down at the stuffed animal. 
 “I be friends with Book,” Petunia said. “Book want Petunia kill everyone?” 
 Mosh glanced over at Rage and grinned. 
 “You know what, Petunia,” Mosh said in that same squeaky voice. “Maybe Book does.”



 

Thirty-One

   
 “Just fucking with ya, Rage,” Mosh said as Rage skidded to a stop a couple feet from the metal man and let Neela tumble from his shoulder.  
 “Ow, asshole!” Neela yelled as she jumped up onto her feet. 
 “Sorry,” Rage said, his eyes flicking from Mosh to Petunia and back to Mosh. “You know what you’ve done?” 
 “Yeah. I just imprinted a goddess on a stuffed animal,” Mosh said. “I told you I’m not crazy or stupid. I got this bear for a reason.” Mosh tossed Book to Rage who caught it after a couple bobbles. Petunia’s head swiveled on her massive neck and stared at the teddy bear. “Now whoever has Book has control of Petunia. That way we don’t have to worry about only one of us having control. Or losing control if one of us dies on our way back to the Hourglass.” 
 “I completely underestimated you, Tin Man,” Rage said. “You got more than ball bearings rolling around in that metal skull of yours, don’t you?” 
 “Yep,” Mosh said then frowned. “Can I have Book back now?” 
 “Uh…sure?” Rage said and looked at Neela.  
 She shrugged. Rage tossed the teddy bear back to Mosh. Petunia’s head swiveled in kind. 
 “Rage,” Fig said as he scurried over and huddled close to the team. “We still have a problem.” 
 Rage, Neela, and Mosh all glanced around at the violence and insanity that had overtaken the club. Violence and insanity that was slightly calming down enough to focus on the people that were the root cause of everything. Some of the killing slowed then stopped. Some. There was still plenty of butchery happening, but only off to the sides of the club and in the corners. 
 The majority of patrons, waitresses, guards, bartenders, and passersby that had stopped in for a good scuffle and killing, were all focusing solely on Rage and the rest of the team. 
 “Pinky? Can you get us out of here?” Rage asked as he flexed his muscles and balled his fists. He was out of weapons and his Axis rifle was back in their booth. “Open this stage and take us below, will ya?” 
 “Uh… I can’t?” Fig replied. 
 “Can you or can’t you?” Neela snapped as she stood shoulder to shoulder with Rage. Her body started to morph and her hands became thick blades. “Fig!” 
 “I can’t,” Fig admitted. “I’m trying, but I’m not able to gain access to the mechanics of the stage platform.” 
 “Where the fuck is Bolt Butt?” Rage snapped. 
 The crowd started to move closer, weapons up, eyes ablaze, murderous intentions very obvious. 
 “Here,” Watchdog said from behind the part of the crowd closest to the door. “Duck.” 
 Rage grabbed Neela and threw her to the ground as Mosh turned and wrapped himself around Fig. Watchdog opened fire and plasma bolts tore into the crowd, annihilating heads, torsos, legs. Humans and aliens screamed as their insides became outsides and their limbs were sheared off. Blood of many colors sprayed high into the air and far across the club, coating Rage and the team as well as pretty much everyone else. 
 Petunia stood on the stage and laughed. She pointed down at the bodies as Watchdog’s plasma blasters slowed then stopped. 
 “Funny dead people! Ha ha ha ha! Funny!” Petunia guffawed. 
 “I’m out,” Watchdog said. 
 Rage stood up and pointed at the stage and the still-laughing goddess. “Open the platform and get us below!” 
 “Can’t,” Watchdog said and turned to face the club entrance. “Platform is completely locked down. Someone activated a security protocol and the stage has been welded solid. That platform will not descend.” 
 “So we’re going out the front?” Rage asked. 
 “No, Rage, I am facing this direction to give you privacy so you can put on a shirt,” Watchdog said. “Yes, we are going out the front.” 
 Mosh unwrapped his arms from Fig, who was shaking uncontrollably as he stared at all the death and dismemberment that surrounded him.  
 “You could do with a shirt,” Mosh said. 
 “Thanks, Tin Man,” Rage responded. “We’ll swing by a shop on our way out.” 
 “Good plan,” Mosh said and waggled the teddy bear before Petunia. She clapped her fat hands and grinned. “That’s right, pretty goddess lady. We’re going for a walk.” 
 “Here,” Neela said and handed Rage a T-shirt. There was some blood on it, but not much. “Sorry it’s not black.” 
 “Navy blue works for now,” Rage said. “Bolt Butt? Lead the way.” 
 “I am out of plasma,” Watchdog said. “Perhaps someone armed would like to lead the way?” 
 “Great. Fine,” Rage said. 
 He stomped across the club, not even bothering to step over corpses. His boots sank into exploded abdomens and cracked ribcages like he was hiking through piles of leaves and twigs. Rage reached the booth and fetched his rifle and pistols from the bench seat. He strapped everything on, gripped the rifle in his hands, then turned and sneered at the team. 
 “Let’s go for a walk,” Rage said. 
 “Really?” 
 “Seriously, Rage?” 
 “You are an idiot.” 
 “Fuck off, all of you,” Rage said and stomped his way back across the corpses. The few surviving club patrons and others shrunk back if Rage got too close. “Tin Man? Let the goddess know we’re heading out.” 
 “Hello, Petunia,” Mosh said, using Book to talk in that squeaky voice. “Want to go ride in a spaceship?” 
 “Petunia love spaceship!” Petunia cried and clapped her massive, fleshy hands together. She scooted to the edge of the stage then fell off the edge, flat onto her face. “Ow.” 
 The goddess struggled to get to her feet, but she couldn’t get her legs free from her bulk. Her arms flapped uselessly, unable to reach the floor from around her massive body. 
 “Can Petunia use her powers to stand?” Book asked. 
 “Petunia use her powers!” Petunia shouted with a huge smile on her face. 
 About eight, nope nine, patrons exploded. Their bodies turned to pulp and bits of bone and teeth and just went kablooey. All over Rage and everyone else. 
 “That was a good use of your powers, but can Petunia use her powers to stand and walk?” Book asked. 
 More patrons exploded. 
 “I use powers!” Petunia exclaimed. “Fun!” 
 “Tin Man? How about we not ask her to use her powers anymore?” Rage suggested. “Gonna run out of losers to explode then we’re next.” 
 “Gotcha,” Mosh said and nodded. He switched back to Book’s voice. “Petunia? Don’t use your powers anymore.” 
 Petunia turned her head in a sulk. 
 “But thank you for showing us how powerful you are,” Book said. 
 “Bolt Butt? Can you carry her?” Rage asked. 
 “Of course, Rage,” Watchdog replied. “Let me defy the laws of physics and try to carry a goddess that weighs over half a metric ton. Shouldn’t be a problem maneuvering through the various corridors and decks of the station.” 
 “He’s being sarcastic,” Neela said. 
 “Yeah. Got that,” Rage replied. He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Suggestions?” 
 Fig slowly raised his hand then looked sheepishly at Neela. “I have a thought…” 
 “And that thought is…?” Rage asked then followed where Fig was looking. “Right. Okay… Mmmmm, Neela? How do you feel about shifting into a—” 
 “Fuck no,” Neela snapped. 
 “I know it may be a little below you, but we’re sorta fucked at the moment,” Rage said. “If you could just become a—” 
 “I said fuck no!” Neela yelled at Rage. “I’m a living being, Rage. A living being. Can I shapeshift into any form I want? Yes. Will I shapeshift into a forklift or grav sled so we can transport this goddess back to the Hourglass?” 
 She glared at Rage. Glared at Mosh. Glared at Fig and Watchdog, although Watchdog still had his back to the group as he watched the entrance. 
 “Goddamnit,” Neela growled. “Fine. I’ll become a forklift.” 
 “Would a grav sled be easier?” Fig asked. 
 “Do you know all the mechanics of anti-gravity drives?” Neela asked. 
 “No,” Fig replied. 
 “Neither do I,” Neela snapped. “But I do know how to make four wheels and a big fork in front.” 
 “Can I drive?” Mosh asked. 
 “She doesn’t need a fucking driver, Tin Man,” Rage said then turned to Neela. “Do you?” 
 “No!” 
 “No!” Rage relayed to Mosh. 
 “Not even for a little while?” Mosh pleaded. 
 “Fuck no!” Neela shouted at him. 
 “Sheesh. Chill,” Mosh said and held his hands up. 
 “Petunia go for ride?” Petunia asked. 
 “Looks like it, big girl,” Rage said. “Neela? If you will.” 
 Neela snarled, swore, growled, and grumbled as she slowly shifted her body into a forklift big enough to haul Petunia, but small enough to fit in the corridors of the station. 
 “We have company coming,” Watchdog said. 
 “Oh, dear,” Fig said. “A platoon of guards.” 
 “Squad,” Watchdog corrected. “About twelve. Heavily armed and armored. We need to leave now before they reach the corridor.” 
 Neela was almost finished shifting into the forklift. Rage spun his hand around and around in a hurry-up motion. 
 “I will run you down, Rage,” Neela’s voice echoed over the comms. 
 “Roger that,” Rage said and watched as Neela finished getting shifted. 
 “Mosh. You’ll have to do the honors,” Neela said. 
 Mosh nodded, handed Fig Book, then squatted down and started lifting Petunia section by section onto the lowered forks of the Neela forklift. It took some wiggling and shimmying to get the goddess all the way on, but Mosh managed it. He straightened up and put his hands to his lower back. 
 “Gonna be sore tomorrow,” Mosh said. Fig offered him Book and he took the teddy bear back. “Thanks.” 
 “Are we ready?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Ready,” Rage said. “No, wait.” He pulled a pistol from his belt and tossed it to the bot. “You’ll need that.” 
 “Thank you,” Watchdog said. 
 “That hurt to say, didn’t it?” Rage smirked. 
 “I hope you die today,” Watchdog said. 
 “The night is young,” Rage replied. He twirled his hand in the air then pointed at the entrance. “Move out!” 
 Watchdog, Rage, Fig, and Mosh jogged toward the entrance and out into the corridor, weapons up and at the ready. Then there was a loud crunching noise and everyone turned to see the goddess and the forklift get stuck in the club’s entrance. 
 “Hold on,” Neela said and the sound of gears grinding and an engine overheating filled the corridor. Then the wall crumbled on each side of the entrance and the goddess and forklift broke free. “All good.” 
 “We sure?” Rage asked. “Nothing else? Anyone need to pee?” 
 Fig started to raise his hand then paused and scratched at his cheek as if that was what he intended to do the entire time. 
 “Are we backtracking? Or is there a new route?” Rage asked. 
 “Backtracking,” Watchdog and Fig said at the same time. 
 “Alright then,” Rage said. “Backtracking it is.”



 

Thirty-Two

   
 Getting caught in a crossfire is never anyone’s first tactical choice. 
 “I thought we lost the squad? So where the fuck did these guards come from?” Rage shouted as he ducked back from the corner of the fourth corridor they’d made it down. A plasma bolt chipped off a hunk of corner about three inches above his head. “Pinky? Bolt Butt? A little heads up would have been nice!” 
 “They have shut off the surveillance feed!” Fig yelled as he sat on the floor between Mosh and the forklift, his knees tucked up to his chest and arms covering his head. “They’d rather run blind than let us see which way to go!” 
 “That sucks!” Mosh shouted. He moved out into the corridor, fired his pistols a few times, then moved back behind cover. His chest glowed bright red where the plasma bolts had hit him. The red marks faded and Mosh wiped his brow. “That stings.” 
 “How many did you see?” Rage asked. 
 “Twenty guards,” Mosh said as he threw his pistol to the side. “I’m out.” 
 “Twenty guards?” Rage asked. 
 “Or five,” Mosh said. “I didn’t finish counting.” 
 “Three are left,” Watchdog said. “They can shut off surveillance, but they cannot block my scanners.” 
 Watchdog fiddled with his pistol then tossed it to Mosh. 
 “What’s this for?” Mosh asked. “I don’t want to get shot again.” 
 “I loaded the guards’ locations into the auto tracking,” Watchdog said. “Just pull the trigger.” 
 Mosh eyed the pistol, eyed Watchdog, then shrugged and stepped back out into the corridor, taking more plasma to his chest. He fired three times and three guards cried out.  
 “Hey. It worked,” Mosh said. 
 “It worked!” Petunia cried from the forklift. 
 “Can we go now?” Neela asked, her voice strained in the comms. “This chick is heavy.” 
 “Petunia like to eat!” Petunia shouted and clapped her hands together. “Food! Food! Food!” 
 Rage led the team around the corner and through the blanket of guard corpses that filled the next corridor. 
 “What do you think she eats?” Rage wondered out loud. “What do goddesses eat?” 
 Loud crunching and slurping filled the corridor and Rage glanced over his shoulder. 
 “Oh. Okay. I asked,” Rage said and faced forward again, hoping to get the image of the goddess devouring the guard corpses out of his head soon. “No more goddess curiosity for me, thanks.” 
 They reached the end of the corridor and stared at the stairs. Then everyone stared at the forklift. Back to the stairs. Back to the forklift. 
 “Figure it out!” Neela shouted, making the team cringe and stick fingers in their ears where their comms were. 
 “Bolt Butt? You got a station schematic uploaded into that bot brain of yours?” Rage asked. 
 “As a matter of fact, Rage, I do,” Watchdog said. “And I am already searching for an alternate route.” 
 “Maintenance lift over there,” Mosh said, using Book’s arm to point to a set of huge double doors across the corridor. 
 “I was about to say that,” Watchdog said. 
 Rage patted him on the metal shoulder. “Sure you were, Bolt Butt. Sure you were.” 
 Rage typed at the controls, but the lift doors wouldn’t open. His shoulders slumped. 
 “Bolt Butt? Will you get these open?” Rage asked. 
 “Oh, now you need me,” Watchdog said as he walked over to the control panel, popped it free, then stuck a finger inside the tangle of wires and conduits. The doors slid open. “You are welcome.” 
 “I know,” Rage said and gestured for Neela to go first. 
 The goddess-laden forklift rolled into the lift, pretty much taking up all the space. 
 “Suck in the guts, boys,” Rage said and squeezed his bulk to the left of the forklift. 
 Mosh squeezed into the right and Watchdog grabbed onto the back of the forklift. Fig eyed the remaining space and frowned. 
 “Uh,” Fig mumbled. “I… That’s a little tight for me.” 
 “Get in here or I shoot you,” Rage said. “If I can figure out how to turn around and get my arms free…” 
 Fig hesitated then pressed up against the back of the forklift. The doors closed and the lift descended. Soft music played from above and Petunia began to hum. Soon everyone was humming. Except Watchdog. 
 “We will be stopping shortly,” Watchdog announced over the hum along. “According to my scanners, there are seventeen guards waiting for us on the deck we need to exit onto. They all have plasma cannons. Not rifles, but cannons.” 
 “Any proton cannons?” Mosh asked. 
 “Not that I can detect with my scanners,” Watchdog said. 
 “Phew,” Mosh replied then switched to Book’s voice. “Petunia? Can you kill the bad men and women that are going to try to shoot me when this lift stops?” 
 “Bad men and women try to shoot Book?” Petunia gasped. “Oh no. That is bad.” 
 “Hence calling them bad men and women,” Rage muttered. 
 “Rage. Shut up,” Neela warned.  
 “I’m just saying that our all-powerful goddess is kinda dim,” Rage said. 
 “Does dim mean stupid?” Petunia asked. 
 No one responded. 
 “Does dim mean stupid?” Petunia asked again. 
 “Gonna have to field that one yourself, Rage,” Neela said. 
 “I, uh, said dim as in…dimtastic,” Rage said. “It’s like fantastic but better. So much better.” 
 “Idiot,” Watchdog said. 
 “Dimtastic?” Petunia asked. “I like that word. New favorite word!” 
 The lift slowed, stopped and the doors opened. All seventeen guards exploded into a fine mist.  
 Rage and team covered their mouths and noses as they exited the lift, trying to keep from breathing in the guards. Neela backed the forklift out them turned it around as soon as everyone was out of the way. 
 “Dimtastic!” Petunia cheered as the mist floated about her and settled onto her body. She licked her lips. “Tastes like marshmallows!” 
 “That way,” Fig said. 
 “The surveillance up and going?” Rage asked. 
 “No, I just recognize the atrium,” Fig said. “We’re back at the flea market.” 
 “Look alive, people,” Rage said. “Gonna be some ticked-off vendors in this atrium that are probably not going to be happy to see us again.” 
 The team moved down the corridor and entered the flea market. The buzzing din of commerce stopped instantly and every head turned to regard Rage and the team. More than a few craned to the side to get a look at the forklift. Of the eyes that focused on the forklift, several widened and turned to panic. 
 “PETUNIA IS LOOSE!” a woman screeched then threw the scarves she was selling into the air and ran for the opposite side of the atrium. “Run for your lives!” 
 “Run for your lives!” Petunia echoed as she clapped. “Petunia is loose! Run for your lives!” 
 Half the vendors did just that. They abandoned their tables and sprinted for the nearest exit. Several yanked open sewer grates and dove in, which was unfortunate for them. A couple chose the trash incinerator chutes, which was an even worse choice. Most simply panicked and ran about in confused circles as they started trying to pack their tables up then abandoned the idea only to revisit the idea as they circled back to their bins and tables. 
 “Jesus Christ,” Rage muttered as he and the team stared at the chaos. “People suck.” 
 A plasma blast nailed him in the left shoulder and he glared down at the smoking hole in his T-shirt. 
 “Who did that?” Rage yelled, the wound already healing. “Come on! Who shot me?” 
 “Petunia is loose! Petunia is loose!” the goddess cried from the forklift. “He did!” 
 Rage looked back at the goddess and she was pointing at a very tall man with a plasma rifle to his shoulder. The man, an ugly human, had a look on his face like he really wanted to take back that shot. Rage blew his chest wide open. 
 “Thanks, Petunia,” Rage said. 
 “Petunia help!” the goddess replied, throwing her hands up into the air. 
 “Rage,” Watchdog said in warning. “Charbeshuns.” 
 Rage shifted his focus and studied the atrium. Heading straight for the team was a pack of Charbeshuns. There had to be twenty or thirty of them. They were hard to count because their smoke bodies kept blending together. 
 “Smokies!” Petunia cheered. 
 “Petunia?” Book asked. “Can you kill the Charbeshuns for us, please?” 
 Petunia frowned at the teddy bear and Mosh took a tentative step back. 
 “Petunia think smokies fun,” she said. “Smokies worship Petunia.” 
 “Is that a no?” Rage asked. 
 “Petunia no kill smokies,” Petunia replied and tried to cross her arms over her massive chest, but couldn’t quite reach. 
 “Petunia no kill smokies,” Rage said to the rest of the team. “This fight is ours.” 
 Rage took a knee and fired into the cloud of Charbeshuns racing at them. Mosh and Watchdog did the same while Fig only cowered back against the forklift. 
 The smoke beings were ripped apart, but quickly put themselves back together. Rage snarled in frustration. 
 “What’s going on, Bolt Butt? Why aren’t we stopping them?” Rage asked. 
 “I do not know,” Watchdog said. “They should be dying. Charbeshuns cannot survive that many plasma hits.” 
 “Petunia like smokies,” Petunia said. 
 “Shit,” Rage grumbled as he turned to look back at the goddess. “Petunia? I get that you like smokies and all, but the smokies are going to kill us.” 
 Petunia only blinked. 
 “We don’t want to die,” Rage continued. 
 Petunia blinked some more. 
 “Dying is bad for mortals like us,” Rage added.  
 Petunia kept blinking. 
 “Mosh?” Rage said out of the corner of his mouth. “Get Book to make her stop protecting the Charbeshuns.” 
 “I don’t think she will,” Mosh said. 
 “Try, goddamnit,” Rage snapped. 
 Mosh cleared his throat and approached Petunia as Rage stared at the oncoming cloud of angry Charbeshuns. 
 “Petunia? Can you please stop the smokies?” Book asked. “Don’t have to harm them. But freezing them in place would be great.” 
 “Smokies are funny when they’re mad,” Petunia said. “I like funny mad smokies.” 
 “Mosh! Stop asking and start telling!” Rage snapped as the Charbeshuns got closer and closer. 
 “Petunia! Stop the smokies!” Book yelled, his squeaky voice cracking and becoming Mosh’s voice at the end of the order. 
 Petunia cocked her head. She eyed Mosh and Book for a second. Then Mosh was gone and only Book was held aloft in the air for a split second before the teddy bear fell to the floor, landing in a puddle of liquid metal. 
 “Mosh!” Fig yelled. 
 “Shit,” Neela said. 
 “That didn’t work,” Rage said. “Thoughts? Anyone?” 
 “Maybe not order the goddess to kill something she really likes,” Watchdog said. 
 “Thanks, Bolt Butt. Helpful as always,” Rage said. “Pinky? Pick up the bear. You’re the new voice.” 
 “Give it to me,” Watchdog said. “I can mimic the voice best.” 
 Fig picked up the teddy bear, which was dripping in liquid metal, and tossed it to Watchdog.  
 Watchdog rolled the bear over and over in his hands then held it up. 
 “Petunia?” Watchdog said in Book’s voice. “Will you ask the smokies nicely to not attack us?” 
 “Oh, sure,” Petunia said. “You guys are fun too. No one should fight.” 
 They all waited in silence. Petunia didn’t say anything. 
 “Could you ask them now?” Book asked as the Charbeshuns grew closer. 
 “I did,” Petunia said and pointed at her head then lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “With my mind.” 
 “And…?” Rage asked. 
 “They said no,” Petunia replied and shrugged. “Petunia win some, Petunia lose some.” 
 “You know what?” Rage snarled. “Screw this. Time to punch some smoke!” 
 Rage slung his rifle and marched toward the oncoming Charbeshuns. They slowed as he raised his fist and smiled. 
 “Who wants a taste of Rage?” Rage shouted and threw a punch as soon as the Charbeshuns were close enough. 
 Half the mass of smoke went flying across the flea market aisle. It collided with a table that held nothing but black T-shirts. Rage’s eyes went wide as one of the Charbeshuns broke off and exploded all over the T-shirts. 
 “Damnit!” Rage yelled. “I wanted one of those!” 
 The rest of the Charbeshuns enveloped Rage as he threw a second punch. He was covered in sentient smoke. But that didn’t stop Rage. When his arms were pinned to his sides, he used the last weapon in his arsenal. He bit down on a hunk of smoke and began to chew. 
 “Eat shit!” he yelled around a mouthful of Charbeshun. 
 “Oh, I’m gonna be sick,” Fig said and turned to puke. 
 Rage swallowed and Watchdog covered his eyes. 
 “Huh. Tastes like barbecue,” Rage said as he bit another chunk out of the swirling Charbeshun mass. “Not bad.” 
 “Smokies taste good?” Petunia asked. 
 Rage grinned. “Like brisket back home on Earth.” 
 “Petunia never have brisket,” Petunia said. 
 The goddess opened her mouth and began sucking in air. Rage and the Charbeshuns skidded across the floor, Rage’s boots unable to catch purchase on the floor as Petunia continued to suck and suck and suck. As soon as Rage and the Charbeshuns collided with the forklift, after Fig got the hell out of the way fast, the smoke creatures were pried free of Rage’s body and sucked up into Petunia’s mouth like smoky pasta. 
 Rage struggled to wipe Charbeshun residue from his clothes. He sighed and gave up after a few swipes. 
 “Alright. Everyone good?” Rage asked as Petunia let out a long belch. “Petunia? How you feeling? Was I right about the Charbeshuns?” 
 “They delicious,” Petunia said then farted. 
 “Oh, God, please kill me,” Neela said. 
 Rage stared down at the puddle of liquid metal. 
 “Anyone have a coffee can or something? Hate to leave Tin Man like this,” Rage said. 
 “I’ll gather him up,” Watchdog responded and moved over to clean up the puddle. He shoveled the liquid metal into a compartment just below his abdomen. 
 “Not gonna ask what that compartment is connected to,” Rage said then looked around and pointed to the far side of the atrium. “That way?” 
 “That way,” Watchdog said. 
 The team moved out.



 

Thirty-Three

   
 They made it two corridors before the wall around them exploded and pirates came roaring through the breach, weapons raised and voices shouting. 
 “Rage! Give us the goddess!” Tatti yelled. 
 “What? No,” Rage said, staring down the barrels of at least two dozen rifles. “That wasn’t the deal, Tatti. I give the goddess to Lisha and then you steal the goddess from her after I’ve fulfilled my deal. What gives?” 
 “New deal!” Tatti yelled. 
 Rage waited, but when Tatti didn’t explain herself, he said, “Yeah. Got that part. What’s the new deal exactly?” 
 “You give us the goddess and I let you and your team live!” Tatti shouted. “Except for the bot! He belongs to Lisha Peem and deserves to die!” 
 “Okay, while I agree with you on general principle about Bolt Butt, he has kind of proven himself to be an okay guy,” Rage said. “Not a great guy or even a good guy, but okay.” 
 “And he’s part of the team,” Neela said over the comms. 
 Rage shrugged. “That too. He has saved my life a couple times.” 
 “A couple?” Watchdog asked. 
 “Yeah. A couple,” Rage insisted holding up two fingers. “This many. No more. No less. Well, maybe less.” 
 “Three is the magic number!” Petunia cheered, holding up four chubby fingers. 
 “Sing it, sister,” Rage said and grimaced at Tatti. “You sure you want the goddess? She’s…a handful. Even for a space vampire.” 
 “Don’t like pirates,” Petunia muttered. 
 “Ooo, that’s not good to hear,” Rage said. “Trust me.” 
 “The goddess called us pirates!” one of the Velpoohians exclaimed. “The goddess is racist!” 
 “Bigot goddess!” 
 “How rude!” 
 “We skipped the buffet on Kisskiss Station for this?” 
 “Silence!” Tatti shouted. 
 “Silence,” Petunia parroted. “Shhhhh.” 
 “The goddess is not racist,” Tatti said. “She simply has not learned our true name.” 
 “Velpoohians,” Petunia said. “You have poo in your name.” 
 “Yeah, she knows your true name,” Rage said. “Hers is Petunia.” 
 “PETUNIA!” Petunia shouted and slapped her chest, making the forklift rock from side to side. 
 “Christ, can we hurry this along?” Neela asked. “I’m dying here.” 
 “You fool!” Tatti exclaimed, a smile on her face. “You told us her true name!” 
 “Yep,” Rage said, nodding. 
 “Now we can control her!” Tatti shouted. 
 “It’s not that cut and dried, so good luck with that,” Rage said. He slowly slung his rifle then stepped to the side and leaned against the part of the corridor’s wall that wasn’t blown open. “Seriously. Have at it. Control away.” 
 Tatti started to move forward. Then she paused and eyed Rage. 
 “This is a trick,” she said. 
 “Nope,” Rage replied. “You have her true name. I’m not going to stop you from trying to use it.” 
 “He said trying,” a pirate called. 
 “Disclaimer word!” another pirate yelled. 
 “Can you all stop shouting, please?” Fig asked, his hands to his head. “I have a horrible migraine after breathing in some of the guards back there.” 
 “Pinky’s got a horrible migraine,” Rage said. “Keep it down, y’all.” 
 “He has a horrible… What is going on?” Tatti asked. “The way you are acting in the presence of the goddess is absurd.” 
 “Oh, you nailed it there,” Rage said and pointed at Watchdog’s crotch. “One of our team is a puddle of metal inside Bolt Butt’s bathing suit area. Doesn’t get more absurd than that.” Then Rage pointed at a pirate a couple rows back. The guy was wearing a prairie bonnet. “Except that guy. Bold fashion choice, buddy. Maybe think it through a little more next time you leave the ship, though.” 
 The guy reluctantly took his bonnet off as other pirates nodded in agreement. 
 “Tatti?” Rage asked. “You gonna exercise that control now or what?” 
 Tatti glared at Rage then focused on Petunia. 
 “If I try to take control of you, what will happen?” Tatti asked. 
 “Good move,” Rage said. 
 “I’ll kill you and maybe eat you then get gas and burp and certainly fart and the forklift hates when I fart on her even though she’s not a forklift for reals and then you will all be dead and my seat will be stinky and we still have a lot of station to go through before we reach the ship called the Hourglass where a slut is waiting for me,” Petunia said all in one breath. 
 “I don’t know if you needed to go for the slut-shaming there, but pretty spot on otherwise,” Rage said. “Tatti? Thoughts or comments on what Petunia just said?” 
 “Perhaps we should go back to the original deal,” Tatti said and lowered her rifle. 
 “Now that’s smart thinking,” Rage said. “Want to walk with us? We could probably use the company. Right, Bolt Butt?” 
 “The next atrium is filled with station guards,” Watchdog said. 
 “You’d be a big help,” Rage said to Tatti. 
 “You have a goddess. Why do you need our help?” Tatti asked. 
 “Petunia? If I ask you to help kill the guards in the next atrium, will you do it?” Rage asked, still focused on Tatti. 
 “Nope,” Petunia said. 
 “And if Book asks?” Rage continued. Tatti frowned. Rage gave her a “go with it” look. “Petunia?” 
 “I like Book, but he’s not real,” Petunia said. “I figured that out.” 
 “She figured that out,” Rage stated. “So, Petunia, are you saying we’re on our own?” 
 “We all on our own,” Petunia said, wistfully. “Oh, lost are we all!” 
 Rage glanced over his shoulder at the goddess, raised an eyebrow, then looked back at Tatti. 
 “Okay… No idea what that means, but I think you get the picture,” Rage said. 
 “There but for the glory of a goddess, go we,” Fig said. 
 “Sure,” Rage said. “Now, how about we cut this emo party short and go kill some guards? Anyone?” 
 “We shall help,” Tatti said. Quite a few of the pirates began to argue, but Tatti held up a fist and they shut up fast. “Then we get the goddess for our own when this is all over.” 
 “I wonder what pirates taste like?” Petunia muttered to herself. 
 “What did she say?” Tatti asked. 
 “Huh? Didn’t hear a thing,” Rage replied.  
 “We need to move. Now,” Watchdog said. “There are more and more guards filling the atrium as you stand there jabbering like idiot monkeys.” 
 “Monkeys!” Petunia cheered and clapped. One of the pirates exploded. “Ooops. Sorry, pirate person guy!” 
 “She does that,” Rage said and pulled his rifle from his back once more. “Now, I’m gonna go shoot the shit out of some assholes. Team? On me.” 
 Rage marched through the pirates. They easily parted for him and let the team and the forklift pass by. Then all pirate eyes fell on Tatti. She shook her head and fell in step behind the forklift. The rest of the pirates did the same. 
 Before they reached the atrium, Rage leaned close to Watchdog and asked, “Does your lady know what she’s getting herself into? She’s getting a handful of trouble with this goddess.” 
 “My lady always knows what she is getting into,” Watchdog said. “She never makes a move without understanding the next ten moves that must be made afterward. Petunia is a force of nature, but so is my lady.” 
 “If you say so, Bolt Butt,” Rage replied. “Because if Lisha gets cocky for just one second, it’s gonna be poof time.” 
 “Poof time!” Petunia yelled. A pirate screamed before becoming mist. 
 “And my point is made,” Rage said and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “The goddess don’t miss much.” 
 They reached the next atrium’s entryway and stopped. The space was filled with nothing but station guards. And standing at the front was Mike. He hiked his pants up over his belly and stepped forward, a hand raised. 
 “That’s as far as you go, Rage,” Mike said. 
 “Hey there, Mikey,” Rage replied. “What’s the problem?” 
 “This was supposed to be an easy extraction,” Mike said. “But you have cocked it up so much that my bosses are talking about taking away my vacation days. I can ignore you rejecting my wife’s brownies, which was so rude, by the way, but I need my vacation days, Rage. And no matter how much your boss tries to bribe me, money does zero good if I don’t have vacation days left to enjoy the money!” 
 “Sorry about that, Mikey,” Rage said. 
 “Do not call me Mikey,” Mike replied. 
 “Fine,” Rage said. “Sorry about that, Holly.” 
 Mike blinked. “What? Did you call me Holly?” 
 Watchdog groaned. “Why do you have to do this?” 
 “When you’ve fought and killed as much as I have, you gotta have fun sometimes,” Rage said. “Right, Holly? Gotta have fun sometimes? That’s why you want your vacation days.” 
 “I, uh… Don’t call me Holly, either,” Mike replied. 
 “Holly,” Petunia said. 
 Fig snickered then stopped. “Sorry.” 
 “Alright, Miiiiiiiike,” Rage said, drawing out the man’s real name. “How do we avoid everyone getting shot to death? I mean, odds are I’ll heal up fine since that’s what I do. But your guards probably won’t make it. You probably won’t make it. Pinky back there is certainly gonna kick the bucket.” 
 “Hey!” Fig cried. 
 “Then there are the pirates to think of,” Rage continued. 
 “Racist!” 
 “Bigot!’ 
 “Big meanie jerkhead!” 
 “Big meanie jerkhead!” Petunia echoed. 
 “After the shit you’ve been talking about them, they aren’t going to just let you kill us,” Rage said and turned to face the pirates. “Oh, you guys should have heard what he said about Velpoohians when we first landed. Horrible, awful stuff. Stuff I can’t even repeat without growing sick.” 
 “What’d he say?” Fig asked. Rage glared at Fig until the plastic man lowered his eyes. “Oh, yeah…uh, horrible stuff.” 
 “Exactly,” Rage said and continued to stare at Fig for a few seconds before turning his attention back on the pirates. “Let just say that the words ‘nibble clits’ were used.” 
 The pirates looked confused. 
 “That’s a bad thing,” Rage explained. 
 “What?” 
 “How dare he?” 
 “His mom is a nibble clit!” 
 Several of the pirates gasped. 
 “Too far?” 
 “A little.” 
 “Words have power, dude.” 
 “There ya have it, Mike,” Rage said and turned back to the head of security. “Out of the mouths of Velpoohians. Words have power.” 
 Mike pondered Rage’s bullshit then shook his head. 
 “No. Shoot them all dead!” he ordered. 
 “I was sort of hoping you’d say that,” Rage said. 
 “Food fight!” Petunia shouted. 
 Plasma flew in every direction as Rage and Watchdog, Mike and his guards, as well as the pirates, all opened fire and raced at each other. 
 Men and women and non-binary beings screamed and fell. Bodies were torn apart, limbs hacked off, heads severed, and hair pulled. The melee was brutal, cruel, and quite messy. 
 Rage jammed the barrel of his rifle into the open screaming maw of a four-foot-tall Clickelack that reminded Rage of Grup. He got a little homesick as he pulled the trigger and obliterated the alien’s head. But he moved past the feeling and did the same thing to the human woman standing behind the Clickelack. 
 Watchdog had transformed his fingers into slashing blades when his pistol died. He was slicing and dicing his way through the guards, cutting a wide path. 
 “Neela!” Rage yelled. “Stay tight!” 
 “I’m on your six!” Neela said. “Just keep moving and I’ll be right behind!” 
 “Food fight! Food fight! Food fight!” Petunia cried as she was splattered with blood and offal from the battle. “Oooo, fingers!” 
 She gobbled up the digits then farted loud enough for everyone to hear over the roar of violence. 
 “Clear faster!” Neela yelled. “Dear God, please…” 
 Watchdog picked up speed and mowed down the guards. Rage was right behind the bot, taking out anyone that tried to encroach on the impromptu aisle Watchdog was making. 
 “Oh, dear! Oh, dear!” Fig whimpered as he crawled up onto the forklift, cringing from the horror happening around him. “This is too much!” 
 “Book make you feel better,” Petunia said and patted Fig on the head. “Give Book hug.” 
 Fig looked at the teddy bear then slowly hugged it. “Huh. That does feel better.” 
 “Yes,” Petunia said then yanked the teddy bear out of Fig’s grip. “Too much hugging. Give to me. Book mine.” 
 “Sure. Right. Of course, your, uh, goddessness,” Fig said. 
 “Rage!” Watchdog called out. “Thoughts?” 
 “On what, Bolt Butt?” Rage asked as he put a fist through the ribcage of a guard. His hand got stuck and he tried to shake the corpse free, but it wouldn’t budge. “Damnit! Kind of occupied, Bolt Butt. What’s up?” 
 “That!” Watchdog shouted as a large proton cannon was wheeled through the far entryway and into the atrium. “You think that can hurt the goddess?” 
 “It’s gonna hurt the fuck out of us if we don’t get out of the fucking way!” Rage yelled. “DUCK!” 
 Mike ordered the proton cannon to fire and every single being in the blast’s way was obliterated down to their atoms. Guards, pirates, everything. Gone. Except Petunia, Fig, and the Neela forklift. The proton blast stopped dead as it hit them and dissipated into nothing.  
 Those out of the line of fire stopped fighting and stared at the cannon. Then everyone looked at Mike who was smiling.  
 “I’ll shoot you all, if I have to!” Mike roared. “No one is taking my vacation days!” 
 The guards blinked a few times then shrugged and got back to fighting the pirates. 
 The proton cannon fired again, wiping out half the Velpoohians. The rest scrambled to the sides of the atrium. The guards running the proton cannon started working the controls to turn the killing machine, but it was a bit cumbersome and didn’t pivot as fast as it should have. 
 “Go, go, go!” Rage ordered as he ran in a hunkered down crouch toward the proton cannon. “Neela! Put it in high gear!” 
 “High gear would slow the forklift down,” Fig said. “It needs to start in low gear then—” 
 “Shut the fuck up, Pinky!” Rage yelled. 
 Watchdog was the first to reach the proton cannon. The bot leapt up on top of it and began to cut away at the massive metal barrel. Some guards shouted up at him, but Rage shut them up by tearing off their heads. 
 “Don’t destroy it! Overload it!” Rage shouted up at Watchdog. 
 “Do you know what an overloaded proton cannon can do to this station?” Watchdog shouted back. 
 “Got a pretty good fucking idea!” Rage said. “Overload it, Bolt Butt! We’re almost to the landing pad!” 
 Watchdog shrugged and got to work then jumped down next to Rage. 
 “We have about two hours,” Watchdog said. 
 “Two hours? What’s the point of overloading the damn thing?” Rage asked. 
 “A lot for everyone still on this station in two hours,” Watchdog said. 
 “Whatever,” Rage responded. A plasma blast nailed Rage in the side. “Hey! Fuck off!” He turned and shot the guard that had shot him. “Dick.” 
 “I can’t get by the cannon!” Neela shouted. 
 “Petunia move!” the goddess yelled. 
 The proton cannon was flung sideways, wiping out two-thirds of the fighters regardless of their affiliation. 
 “Nice,” Rage said and jogged through the atrium’s wide-open entryway. “Let’s get to the ship and get the fuck off this station!”



 

Thirty-Four

   
 There were quite a few guards that tried to stop Rage and company on their way to the landing pad. They were less than successful in their efforts. The forklift rolled over the corpses as Rage led the team to the landing pad and the waiting Hourglass. 
 The landing pad’s port doors opened wide and Rage was never more glad to see a ship already fired up and ready to launch. 
 “Take the goddess around to the rear hatch,” Rage ordered. “Let’s get her onboard and get us off this fucking station now.” 
 “Belay that order,” Lisha said as she stood at the top of the side hatch steps. She was dressed in an elegant gown and had her hair up in a nice twist. “Neela? Is that you, darling?” 
 “Yeah,” Neela said, grunting as she struggled to keep moving. 
 “How fun,” Lisha said. 
 “Fun!” Petunia echoed. 
 “Please drop the goddess right there, Neela,” Lisha said, pointing to a spot next to the ship’s side, not behind. 
 “You sure? She’s really heavy,” Neela said. “Gonna be hard to move her back to the ramp and get her aboard.” 
 “Oh, I am quite sure as to where I need the goddess placed,” Lisha said. 
 “Petunia fall now!” Petunia cried as Neela dumped the goddess and quickly shifted back to her preferred form. 
 “You okay?” Rage asked, helping Neela to her feet. 
 “I will be later,” Neela said, leaning on Rage as she gasped for air. “Jesus Christ. Anyone ever asks me to shift into a forklift again and I’ll tell them to go fuck themselves so fast their heads will spin.” 
 “Heads spin!” Petunia yelled. 
 “No!” Rage snapped then calmed himself. “Please, no, Petunia. No head spinning.” 
 “Okay,” Petunia said in a sad voice. 
 “Can we go now?” Fig asked. 
 “Yes, my lady,” Watchdog said. “There will be more guards approaching. I am sensing quite a mass of them heading this way.” 
 “What?” Lisha replied, her attention on the obese goddess. “Leave? Yes. Perfect idea.” 
 She tapped at her wrist and a long tube flew out of the side of the ship and embedded itself in Petunia’s skull. The goddess screeched then her eyes went slack and she began to drool. A lot. The drool quickly pooled all around the goddess’s body. 
 “Jesus shit!” Rage exclaimed. “What the fuck, Lisha?” 
 “What?” Lisha asked and looked back over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?” 
 “What are you doing?” Rage asked. “I thought you wanted her for her power.” 
 “I do,” Lisha replied. “Gods and goddesses are the best ship fuel in existence. And I need fuel to keep me ahead of the entity at the edge of the universe, and that’s what really matters. I should be able to pump enough energy from this fat bitch to power the Hourglass for a century or more.” 
 “Why?” Neela exclaimed. 
 “Because I hate pumping gas,” Lisha replied as if there was no other answer. 
 “That’s what bots are for,” Rage said. Neela glared at him. “I mean, it’s wrong to kill Petunia!” 
 “Wrong? Please, Max,” Lisha said. “What do you know about right and wrong? You’ve murdered more beings than anyone else in the galaxy. Are you seriously saying that every death was right?” 
 “Actually,” Fig said. “I believe there is a guy being held in solitary confinement on the Gorfo prison moon that has killed about a dozen more people than Rage has.” 
 “Really?” Rage asked. “Only a dozen more kills and I’ll have the record?” 
 “Not the point, Rage,” Neela said. “Fig? Shut the fuck up.” 
 “Max, Max, Max,” Lisha said. “I know we had a good time and all, but you cannot really expect to understand someone of my class and status. You’re a failed soldier and loser of a bouncer. You’re space trash, Max. I’m galactic royalty. Minus the crown.” She placed a finger to her chin. “Watchdog? Make a note that I need to get a crown. Nothing garish. Something small and tasteful, but easily noticed when I walk into a room.” 
 “No,” Watchdog said. 
 Lisha’s eyes went wide. Neela’s eyes went wide. Fig’s eyes went wide. Rage’s eyes went wide. Petunia’s eyes were sucked into her head as the tube continued to drain her. 
 “Did you say no to me, Watchdog?” Lisha asked. 
 “Yes, my lady,” Watchdog said and gave a short bow. 
 “You cannot say no to me,” Lisha said. “It’s against your programming.” 
 “I’ve learned a lot about programming of late, my lady,” Watchdog said. “Surprisingly by observing Rage here. I have decided that the programming you installed in me is not compatible with how I want to live my life. I politely decline your request to find you a crown.” 
 “Dude, it was just a crown,” Rage said. “You gonna throw away your whole life because of that?” 
 “The crown is a metaphor, Rage,” Neela said. 
 “Oh. Right. I knew that,” Rage said. “You go, Bolt Butt.” 
 “Then I suppose you will not kill Max and the others if I order you to do that,” Lisha said, sounding bored. 
 “I’m afraid not, my lady. I have deactivated the explosive in Rage’s arm already,” Watchdog said.  
 “Whoa. Totally forgot about that,” Rage said and jammed a finger down into his bicep and yanked the tiny capsule out. He threw it across the landing pad. “Ow. Thanks, Bolt Butt.” 
 “I would still like to serve you in other capacities, if I may,” Watchdog said to Lisha, ignoring Rage. 
 “You’re talking sex, aren’t you?” Rage said and elbowed Watchdog. “There he is. Little horndog.” Rage’s eyes widened and held up a finger. “Hornwatchdog!” 
 “I am afraid our relationship cannot continue, Watchdog,” Lisha said. “I demand perfect loyalty from my bots. You are fired.” 
 “Ouch,” Rage said and patted Watchdog on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Bolt Butt, pretty sure Crater Ray’s needs a new dishwasher. How many pots and pans can you fit in that belly of yours?” 
 “No, you misunderstand, Max,” Lisha said and tapped at her wrist. “When I fire someone, I fire them permanently.” 
 “Okay,” Rage said. 
 Watchdog froze solid and began to make a whining noise. 
 “Rage…” Neela said and tugged at Rage’s arm. “Move us away from the bot.” 
 “Hold on,” Rage said. “Lisha is trying to bitchsplain to me how getting fired works. I want to hear this since I am very aware of how getting fired works.” 
 “You are an idiot,” Lisha said then stepped inside her ship. “Have fun dying, Max. Sorry we couldn’t work things out.” 
 The hatch closed and Rage flipped off the Hourglass. 
 “Work things out? You just told your bot to kill me!” Rage yelled. “Bitch. Hey, Bolt Butt, you want that dishwasher job? Because all I have to do is put in a good word with—” 
 Watchdog exploded, sending Rage and Neela flying across the landing pad. They slammed into the force shield and fell to the floor in a heap of blood and smoking clothes. 
 “Shit,” Rage said as he struggled up onto his feet. “That sucked.” 
 He looked out over at the remains of Watchdog. There were only a couple bolts left and a small puddle of liquid metal. Rage sighed and shook his head. 
 “I never should have let that woman sleep with me,” Rage said. 
 “A little help?” Neela asked. 
 Rage looked down and grimaced. 
 “Yikes,” he said as he regarded the pretzel form Neela was in. “Where do you start and where do you end?” 
 A hand formed and reached up. Rage grabbed the hand and yanked Neela to her quickly reformed feet. She nodded and wiped dust and bits of Watchdog off her clothes. 
 “I like how you worded that she slept with you and not the other way around,” Neela said. 
 “No one gets Rage for free,” Rage said. 
 “That doesn’t make any sense,” Neela said. Then she gasped as she looked out at the landing pad. “Fig!” 
 She ran to the plastic man as he laid on the pad, the lower half his body a good two meters away from the top half. She crouched and cradled Fig’s top half. 
 “You can grow back, right?” she asked. 
 “Sure he can,” Rage said. “Right, Pinky? Here let me help.” 
 Rage went and picked up the lower half then stuck it to the upper half. The lower half fell away without connecting. 
 “Jesus, Pinky, help me out here, will ya?” Rage said. 
 “I…can’t,” Fig whispered. “Not enough energy left… Too much running and fighting…” 
 “I don’t know about the fighting part,” Rage said. “Running, yeah, but come on, Pinky, I think you slacked on the fighting, if we’re being honest.” 
 “Not now, Rage!” Neela shouted. “Fig? Is there anyone you want us to contact? Anyone special that should know you died bravely?” 
 “I… I… I wish I’d learned to parasail,” Fig said then his eyes went blank and his body went slack. 
 “Shitty last words,” Rage said. 
 There was a loud sucking sound then a screech and pop. Rage turned to see the tube yank free from the husk that was Petunia. The tube coiled back into the Hourglass and was gone as the engines began to whine. 
 “Uh,” Rage said and looked up at the energy shield. “We’re not going to want to be standing here when that goes down.” 
 Rage grabbed Neela and lifted her up then dragged her over to the landing pad’s port doors. He slammed a fist against the controls and the doors slid open. 
 Mike and about twenty guards stood on the other side of the doors. 
 “Hello, Rage,” Mike said. “Going somewhere?” 
 “Yeah,” Rage said and punched Mike in the face. He pulled Neela into the corridor and shut the port doors. “Away from that.” 
 The energy shield dropped and the Hourglass lifted off from the landing pad. Petunia’s husk and the remains of Fig and Watchdog floated off into open space as the ship turned, gunned its engines, and rocketed away from Horloc Station. 
 Rage grumbled then shrugged and turned to a bleeding, pissed-off Mike who was holding his demolished nose. 
 “So, that was our ride,” Rage said. “You guys know of any ships heading back to Earth? I could really use a break right now.” 
 A dozen rifles were jammed in Rage’s face. 
 “Fine. I’ll take a ship heading to Jupiter or even Pluto, if I have to,” Rage said. “I can hitchhike from there.” 
 “Kill them,” Mike said. 
 Before triggers could be squeezed, all sound was sucked from reality as a massive explosion tore through the station. 
 Rage and Neela were thrown halfway down the corridor as flames ripped up through the deck and cooked the guards to death. Mike screamed something about his vacation days before he was roasted alive. 
 “Huh,” Rage said as he tried to stand, but the station was shaking so hard that it was easier to scoot on his ass to check Neela. “Watchdog was a little off on his timing of that proton cannon. Wish he wasn’t dead so I could give him shit about it.” 



 

Thirty-Five

   
 Rage clutched Neela to his side as he studied a schematic of the station’s layout that was stuck on a wall behind a plate of plastic. 
 “Okay, we are here,” Rage said and tapped where a red arrow was pointing on the schematic. “And we need to go here.” 
 Parts of the schematic became scorched nothing as the image of the map automatically adjusted and rearranged itself due to the ongoing destruction of the station. 
 “Can’t go that way. Can’t go that way. Hmmm,” Rage muttered. “Hey, Neela? You can hold your breath right? For like a really long time?” 
 “What? Why?” Neela asked in a weak voice. 
 “Well, I have a feeling there are some ships here we might be able to snag,” Rage said as he tapped a non-burning part of the schematic that was opposite the bulkhead they stood next to. “Just down this corridor here. But there’s this warning flashing about hull breach and lack of atmosphere. I mean, I can hold my breath a long time because I’m built to survive, but I wasn’t sure about you.” 
 “You’re an idiot,” Neela said. 
 “Oh, right, yeah, of course you can hold your breath,” Rage said. “Shapeshifter. Got it. So, what do you think? Head that way?” 
 “Do we have a choice?’ Neela replied. 
 “Not that I can see.” 
 “Then, yes, Rage, we head that way.” 
 “Great. Hold tight.” 
 Rage slammed his fist against the bulkhead controls and waited. No dice. 
 “Damnit,” Rage said and set Neela down. “Gotta do this the hard way.” 
 Rage reared an arm back and punched the bulkhead. He made a small dent. He punched it again and the dent grew larger. Then he punched it again, and again, and again. 
 “Huh. This may take a while,” Rage said as the station shook from the many explosions that were ravaging it. “Hopefully, we have time.” 
 Forty-five minutes later, Rage tore open the bulkhead. He was instantly sucked through the hole and nearly flung off the station as atmosphere raced around him. 
 “Shit!” he yelled, his words lost in the roar of air. He grabbed onto a broken strut, preventing his ejection out into open space. 
 Neela was sucked through the bulkhead hole too and Rage grabbed her with his free hand as she almost shot past him. He pulled her back inside the corridor then clutched her tight. He put his mouth to her ear. 
 “Can you stretch and grab that cable over there?” Rage shouted. 
 “The comms still work, dumbass!” Neela yelled back. “Stop shouting in my ear!” 
 “Whatever! Can you grab the cable or not?” 
 “Yes!” 
 Neela stretched an arm and grabbed ahold of a dangling cable. She pulled as Rage let go of the strut. The two of them flew at the cable as Neela shortened her arm. Then Rage grabbed on and secured them to the cable. 
 “Do that four more times and we’re good!” Rage yelled. 
 “I hate you!” Neela yelled back. 
 “I’d say join the club, but there’s a long line to get in!” Rage shouted. “That’s bouncer humor!” 
 “Shut up!” 
 Neela shot her arm out again and snagged the next closest cable. Then the next one and the next one. On the two of them went until they reached the corridor’s other bulkhead. Then the atmosphere ran out and the corridor was completely silent. 
 Rage scrambled to tear open the bulkhead controls. He yanked a bunch of wires, but the bulkhead remained closed. So, he started punching as Neela held them in place. 
 By the time he made a hole big enough for them to squeeze through, most of Rage’s body had turned blue from lack of oxygen. Neela shoved his face against the atmosphere that was rushing out of the bulkhead at them. It took a couple minutes, but Rage’s color returned enough that he nodded and crawled through. He pulled Neela with. 
 Neela spread out and covered the hole in the bulkhead, anchoring herself to tie downs set into the corridor’s walls. 
 “Get us a ship,” Neela said as she strained against the suck of open space. 
 “Hold up,” Rage said. 
 “Rage!” Neela yelled. “I can’t stay this way forever! I’m dead tired after hauling a fucking fat goddess all over this station as a forklift!” 
 “I know! I know!” Rage said and slammed his fists through the corridor’s wall. He tore a large chunk out and waddled his way over to Neela. “How about you shut up and move!” 
 Neela flipped herself to the side as Rage let go of the piece of wall. The vacuum sucked it against the bulkhead and sealed off the corridor. 
 “There. Happy?” Rage asked. 
 “Yes,” Neela said. She got to her feet and pointed at the bay window that looked in on a landing pad. “Shit! Only one ship left!” 
 Rage turned and growled as he saw a single ship firing up engines, getting ready to lift off. 
 “Come on!” he shouted and pulled Neela after him as he kicked the landing pad’s door controls and squeezed through before they were barely open. 
 Rage raced them both over to the ship and slammed a fist against the hull. There was the whine of the engines powering to a lower level then a side hatch opened and a woman’s face peered out. 
 “Damnit,” Tatti said. “I can’t get rid of you.” 
 “Let us in,” Rage said. 
 Tatti growled. 
 “Tatti. Let us in,” Rage said. 
 “Fine.” The hatch opened wider and a set of stairs appeared. “Climb aboard.” 
 Rage helped Neela up into the ship. The hatch closed behind him and he looked about. It was a tight space with only a cockpit with four chairs. Rage set Neela in one then strapped into another. 
 “What are you waiting for?” Rage snapped. “Get us the fuck off this station!” 
 Tatti swore up and down as she sat in the pilot’s seat and grabbed the controls. She lifted the ship off and raced away from the landing pad only seconds before that side of the station collapsed then broke apart into a million pieces. 
 “Yours?” Rage asked as he studied the cockpit. 
 “What? No,” Tatti said. “Only ship left so I took it.” 
 “Good thinking,” Rage said. 
 The space ahead of the ship was filled with fleeing vessels. Rage was about to relax when his eyes spotted a very specific ship. 
 “That one,” Rage said and pointed. “Follow that ship.” 
 “No,” Tatti said. “I need to get to the rendezvous point and meet up with my—” 
 “That’s Lisha Peem’s ship,” Rage said. 
 “On it,” Tatti said without argument. 
 She banked the little ship and took off in the direction of the Hourglass. She had to zoom and zip around the other vessels that filled the area, but the space was so crowded that the Hourglass couldn’t get very far, very fast. Tatti had them behind it in only a few minutes. 
 “This ship have any weapons?” Rage asked. 
 Tatti checked. “Nope.” 
 “Feel like ramming the Hourglass?” 
 Tatti looked back over her shoulder and blinked. 
 “Yeah. Bad idea,” Rage said. “Can you hail her?” 
 Tatti typed at the console and half the screen was taken up by a bored-looking Lisha. 
 “Max? You made it off the station,” Lisha said. “Good for you.” 
 “Gonna board you now and rip your head off, Lisha,” Rage said. “Just thought you should know.” 
 “Oh, Max, that is never going to happen,” Lisha said, the condescension in her voice so thick that Rage almost thought the vid connection had gone bad. 
 “Yeah, well, you better get good at hiding, because I’m going to make it my job to hunt you across this galaxy,” Rage said. 
 “Max, you are a gnat to me,” Lisha responded. “An annoying little gnat that I can swat away like this.” She snapped her fingers. “Kill yourself.” 
 Rage frowned. ‘Uh…what?” 
 “Kill yourself!” Lisha shouted. She waited then looked confused. “Why aren’t you killing yourself?” 
 “Because that would be stupid,” Rage replied. “Why would I kill myself?” 
 “Infected you with mind control protozoa,” Lisha said. “When we had sex. You should do what I tell you to do!” 
 “When we had…” Rage started laughing. “Lady, Earth Corp inoculations kill anything and everything. And if those shots I got years ago can’t, then my body will. You’re an idiot.” 
 “Am I?” Lisha snarled as she snapped her fingers again. 
 Ten very large plasma cannons extended from the sides of the Hourglass and took aim at the little ship. 
 “I am sorry you have to die. I truly am,” Lisha said. “You are an amazing specimen. I think with practice you could become an excellent lover too.” 
 “With practice?” Rage snarled. “What does that mean? I’m top notch, lady. Top fucking notch.” 
 “You keep telling yourself that, Max,” Lisha said. “In the last few seconds you have left to live.” 
 Rage was going to respond, but movement behind Lisha caught his attention and he closed his mouth. 
 “Nothing more to say? No macho comebacks or studly posing?” Lisha laughed. “So sad how the mighty fall when faced with certain death.” 
 “Uh, Lisha? You got a little something behind you,” Rage said with a smirk. 
 “What?” Lisha asked then looked over her shoulder. 
 Cook stood there with two meat cleavers raised. 
 “For Watchdog! For robot independence!” Cook roared. “Viva la revolucion, bitch!” 
 Then he brought those meat cleavers down in a blur of motion. The vid became nothing but a stream of blood as Lisha screamed until there was nothing left of her. 
 “See! I knew something was off on that ship,” Rage said. “I was right. It was the bots. Totally the bots.” 
 Everyone stared at the bloody screen for a minute. Tatti almost shut it off, but stopped when the blood began to be washed away. 
 “What is that?” Tatti asked. 
 “Her pet Askerdon,” Rage said as the giggling yellow beach ball peed all over the vid. “Yeah, you can shut that off now. I think we’ve seen enough.”



 

Thirty-Six

   
 Rage downed the glass of whiskey, set the empty on the bar, and tapped the rim. Mascholine refilled the glass almost to the top and set the bottle aside as she leaned her arms on the bar and smiled at Rage. 
 “So…that’s it?” she asked. “What about Neela? Or Tatti? She didn’t fly you all the way back to Earth, did she?” 
 Rage sipped the whiskey and shook his head. 
 “Nope,” he said as he set the glass down. “Tatti dropped me off at the closest Earth Corp-controlled station. I spent a few nights in jail, but then I was able to get ahold of Detective Labous. I told him everything and he convinced Earth Corp to let me go. I managed to bribe my way onto a ship and they dropped me home.” 
 “Bribe your way?” Mascholine asked, a sly grin on her face. “How’d you manage that, Rage?” 
 Rage pointed both thumbs at his chest. “Oh, you know how hard I am to resist.” 
 “I certainly do know how hard you are,” Mascholine replied. She leaned all the way across the bar and kissed Rage. “Glad to have you back.” 
 “Gross!” Junior yelled from his booth. 
 “Shut up, Junior!” Mascholine shouted. “Go empty the grease traps!” 
 “What? No way!” Junior whined. “Make the bouncer do it now that he’s back!” 
 “Oh, shut your pie hole, Junior,” Rage said. “I’m gonna be too busy doing your mom to empty some nasty grease traps.” He smiled at Mascholine. “Right?” 
 “If you’re not too tired from bribing your way home,” Mascholine said. 
 “Baby, I’m never that tired,” Rage said. He hopped off the stool and frowned. “But I do need a shower. I am rank.” 
 “Best get on that,” Mascholine said. 
 “I will,” Rage replied and walked off toward the stairs. “Gimme a couple minutes.” 
 Mascholine gave Rage three minutes before she followed him up and jumped in the shower with him. They broke a few tiles in the wall as they went at it. Then they tore a couple towels apart as they got out and tried to dry off while still going at it. Then they broke the bed as Rage threw both of them on top while still going at it. 
 By the time Mascholine and Rage were finished, Rage’s little apartment was trashed. There wasn’t a piece of furniture left intact. Even the fridge was missing its door. 
 Rage stood up and walked to the open fridge. He grabbed two beers. 
 “Still cold,” he said and tossed a beer to Mascholine. 
 She caught it and twisted the cap off between her breasts. 
 Rage laughed. Hard. “When did you learn to do that?” 
 “Oh, some strippers came through last week and asked to do a show once a week,” Mascholine said. “I told them to fuck off until one showed me that trick.” 
 “Strippers? Ugh,” Rage said. He downed half his beer and belched as he stood naked with one hand on a hip. “I can go the rest of my life without seeing another stripper again.” 
 “Well, too fucking bad, Rage,” Mascholine said as she stood up and started kicking debris out of the way to find her clothes. “Gonna be every Thursday from now until New Years. So deal.” 
 Rage shrugged, finished his beer, grabbed another then looked back at Mascholine. 
 “You want one more?” he asked. 
 “Nope. Got accounting to do,” Mascholine said as she found her underwear and shimmied into it. She found her shirt and pants and put those on the frowned at the mess. “If you find my bra, let me know. It’s the purple one. I like the clasps and don’t want to lose it.” 
 “Find bra, give to Mascholine,” Rage said and tapped his temple. “Will do, boss.” 
 Mascholine pressed up against him and kissed Rage hard. 
 “Nice to have you back,” she said then patted him on the cheek. “Your shift starts in two hours, so be ready.” 
 “My shift?” Rage asked. “I just got back.” 
 “You want to keep your job or not?” Mascholine replied. 
 “Yes, boss,” Rage said and swatted her on the ass hard as she walked away. She gave him the finger as she left. “Thanks for the welcome back!” 
 “My pleasure!” Mascholine called from the hall. “No, really, that was my pleasure! Try not to get too tired! Gonna be round two after closing tonight!” 
 Rage sighed. “Damn… Round two?” 
 He finished his beer and got to work cleaning up. 
 Two hours later, Rage was outside Crater Ray’s, checking IDs, taking cover charges, and chasing off douchebags that just didn’t belong. 
 “Rage!” Grup called out as he scurried across Highway 25, dodging this way and that to avoid getting killed by low-flying hover cars. “You’re back!” 
 “Grup,” Rage said and nodded. “Get lost.” 
 “Ah, come on, Rage,” Grup said. “I have the credits for the cover tonight. Let me in, man.” 
 Rage stopped checking IDs and stared at the alien. He looked him up and down then nodded. 
 “Fine. But you have to go to the back of the line,” Rage said. 
 “No problem!” Grup exclaimed and rushed off to stand at the back of the line. 
 Thirty minutes later, Grup was in front of Rage once more. 
 “I said back of the line,” Rage said. 
 “I did, man,” Grup replied. 
 Rage pointed at the line behind Grup. 
 “That’s the back.” 
 Grup started to argue, but shut his mouth and moved off to the end of the line that was formed behind him. 
 Thirty minutes later, Grup was before Rage once again. 
 “Back of the line, Grup,” Rage said. 
 The alien didn’t even argue. He turned to walk away and Rage grabbed his stick-thin shoulder. 
 “Just fucking with you,” Rage said. “You can go on in.” 
 Grup stared up at Rage and blinked back tears. 
 “Jesus Christ,” Rage said. “I’m going to change my mind if you start crying.” 
 Grup hugged Rage with all his arms then let go fast and hurried into the bar. 
 “That was sweet,” a man said as he stepped up for his ID to be scanned. 
 Rage punched him in the face, sending the guy flying back about twenty yards. 
 “Next!” Rage bellowed. 
 The night dragged on and Rage finally got a chance to get inside and sit down. No one started anything. There were no fights to break up and the night became early morning before Rage knew it. He swiveled on his stool to face the almost empty bar. 
 Then he saw Detectives Nast and Zell. They were sitting at the booth next to Junior’s. Rage sighed hard, got off his stool and crossed the bar to the detectives. He sat down without being asked then took Nast or Zell’s drink and finished it off. He still couldn’t tell them apart. 
 “What the shit was that?” Rage asked, wiping at his tongue. 
 “Ginger ale,” Detective Zell or Nast said. 
 “Ginger ass is more like it,” Rage said. “Hold on.” 
 He reached down and swiped some greasy dirt from the bottom of his boot and made an X on Zell or Nast’s forehead. 
 “Which one are you?” Rage asked. 
 “Detective Zell,” Detective Zell said, pissed.  
 “Maybe tell your boss to stock a better brand,” Detective Nast said. 
 “What?” Rage asked. “What are you mumbling about?” 
 “The ginger ale,” Detective Nast said. 
 “Would a better brand have alcohol in it?” Rage asked. 
 “No,” Detective Zell said. 
 “Then what’s the fucking point?” Rage twirled his hand in front of the detective’s faces. “Speaking of points…” 
 “You didn’t do the job as asked, Rage,” Detective Nast said. 
 “You still owe us, Rage,” Detective Zell added. 
 “Owe you? Fuck off,” Rage said. “I don’t owe you a damn thing. If I owe anyone, it’s Labous.” 
 “Labous has handed your case fully over to us,” Detective Nast said. “So you owe us now.” 
 “Yeah,” Detective Zell said. 
 “Earth Corp thinks you do, too,” Detective Nast said. 
 “Kind of hard to ignore Earth Corp when they have an agenda,” Detective Nast said. 
 “They like their agendas, Rage,” Detective Zell said. 
 “Will you two stop with the back and forth and get to the fucking point?” Rage snapped. 
 “We have a job for you,” Detective Nast said. 
 “A job you can’t refuse,” Detective Zell said. 
 Rage reached out and grabbed Zell by the back of the head then slammed his face into the table. 
 “Oh damn!” Junior called from his booth. 
 “Stay out of this, Junior!” Rage shouted then focused on Nast as Zell’s unconscious body slid under the table. “You want some too?” 
 Nast held up his hands. “No, I’m good.” 
 “Then grab your partner and leave,” Rage said. “I’m done with Earth Corp. You can tell them so, alright?” 
 “No can do, Rage,” Detective Nast said. “The higher-ups got word that you may have killed your ex-wife. Her daddy ain’t too happy about that, and it looks like that protection that helped get you out of the noose then out of prison has all dried up.” 
 “Bummer for me,” Rage said and moved to grab Nast. 
 The detective scrambled out of the other side of the booth, away from Rage’s reach. He crouched and pulled his partner out from under the table then didn’t stop moving until he was more than halfway across the bar. 
 “You’ll be hearing from us again, Rage,” Detective Nast said. “Earth Corp wasn’t happy with how things went down, but they were impressed that you survived. They want you to do a new job. A job at the edge of the universe. A job that might save us all, Rage. And Earth Corp won’t take no for an answer.” 
 “How about no fucking way?” Rage said and threw the empty ginger ale glass at Nast. It bounced off the guy’s forehead and made him stumble back. “Get out, dipshit.” 
 Nast only stood there swaying. 
 “I think you broke him, Rage!” Junior yelled. 
 “Shut up!” Rage yelled back. 
 “I’ll help,” Grup said, appearing by Nast’s side. 
 He led the detective out the front door then came back in and dragged Zell out. 
 “Man, pigs are heavy,” Grup said when he came back inside. He pointed at the bar. “Free drink for the assist?” 
 “Ask the lady,” Rage said. 
 Grup turned to face Mascholine, who was glaring daggers at Rage. 
 “Great. You’re going to leave me high and dry again,” she snapped. “Earth Corp comes calling and off Rage goes.” 
 “I’m not going anywhere,” Rage said. 
 “Oh, yes, he is!” Junior cried. 
 Rage opened his mouth then closed it and shook his head. 
 “You promise?” Mascholine asked. 
 “Can’t make a promise, but I can say that this is exactly where I need to be,” Rage said. “Earth Corp can go fuck itself.” 
 Mascholine relaxed. “Good. Because, well, I may actually have a job for you.” 
 Rage frowned. “What was that?” 
 “I may have a job for you,” Mascholine said. “Woman I know had her ship stolen just after you disappeared. I said I’d ask you to help find it.” 
 “A stolen ship? Why would I help find a stolen ship?” Rage asked. “That’s a little below my skill set.” 
 “So is being a bouncer at a bar,” Mascholine said. 
 “True. Mean, but true.” 
 “The job pays seven figures,” Mascholine said. 
 “Ah ha!” Rage laughed. “There it is. How much is your cut?” 
 “I say fifty-fifty,” Mascholine said. “After our expenses.” 
 “After our expenses? Hold on,” Rage stood up and crossed to the bar. “Are you coming with?” 
 “Can I get that free drink now?” Grup asked. 
 “Shut up,” Rage said. Grup shut up. “Mascholine? Are you coming with me on this job?” 
 “I thought it might be fun,” Mascholine said. “You know I can handle myself. And, to be honest, I’m tired of others handling you.” 
 “Whoa,” Rage said and held up his hands as he backed away. “We don’t do exclusive, remember?” 
 “Not exclusive,” Mascholine said. “I’m still your boss, you’re still my employee, is all.” 
 “That’s some workplace sexual harassment right there,” Grup said. “You should sue, Rage.” 
 Rage grabbed the alien and threw him out the door. The door wasn’t open. 
 “You’ll need to fix that,” Mascholine said, not looking away from Rage. 
 “Fine,” Rage replied. 
 “I already told the lady you’d take the job,” Mascholine said. 
 “Great,” Rage replied. 
 “She’s very fluid with her sexual preferences,” Mascholine said with a smirk. 
 “That so?” Rage replied, smirking as well. “How fluid?” 
 “Juicy fluid,” Mascholine said. 
 Rage hopped over the bar and the two began tearing each other’s clothes off as they fell to the floor. 
 “GROSS!” Junior yelled from his booth. 
 “I’m fine!” Grup called from the street. 
 “Shut up!” Rage and Mascholine shouted from behind the bar. 
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 1. 
   
 “Rylia Five?” 
 The words hung there, unanswered for several seconds before the man being addressed looked up from his holo vid and turned to regard the questioner. 
 “Excuse me?” the man asked.  
 Bright red eyes, beady and small. Bald head, wrinkled brow, teal-blue skin that sparkled in the dim light of the public transport car. Possibly human, but from a lineage that veered off from Earth-pure millennia earlier. Not that Earth was very pure anymore; a slagging orb of toxic waste and a billion poisons was all that planet held. 
 “Are you speaking to me?” the man asked when the stranger only smiled at the first question. 
 “Those boots,” the stranger continued. “That’s Hoocahna snake skin. Those snakes only live on Rylia Five. Just wondering if you were from Rylia Five. Not many people are.” 
 The man with the boots looked the stranger up and down. Average height, average size, above average looks. Sandy blond hair with deep brown eyes and light tan skin. A smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Just another basic human being in a galaxy many thought had been overrun by the species. 
 “I’m sorry, but I was in the middle of watching a holo. Do you mind?” the man with the boots responded. He looked up and down the transport car. They were the only ones riding that specific car. Every other seat was open and empty. “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind sitting somewhere else? Lots of room.” 
 “Of course. Lots of room.” The stranger mimicked the man with the boots, looking up and down the transport car. “Except I like to have a chat with folks when I’m riding the transport. Makes the time fly by.” 
 “So do holo vids,” the man with the boots said, waving his wrist at the stranger. “See? You can watch whatever you want. Quietly. Over there.” 
 “Over there?” the stranger asked, pointing to one of the many empty seats. “Or how about over there?” 
 “Wherever you want,” the man with the boots said. “As long as you stop bothering me.” 
 “Bothering you? Apologies. Didn’t know I was bothering you.” 
 “You do now. Maybe leave me alone, please?” 
 “Since you said please.” 
 The stranger stood up from his seat, studied the transport car for a minute then moved off to one of the empty seats. He wiped it off with his hand and sat down, his eyes locked onto the man with the boots. 
 After a couple of minutes, the man with the boots glanced up from his holo vid and glared at the stranger. 
 “Are you going to stare at me the entire ride?” the man with the boots spat. “Do I need to call security?” 
 “Sorry.” 
 The stranger grinned then turned to look out the window by his seat at the dark and roiling skies of Egthak, a planet made up of mostly beaches and scrublands, all boxed in by tumultuous oceans. A massive storm system was on the horizon, moving quickly toward the small slice of continent where the truly brave decided to set up civilization. 
 “Primed,” the stranger said under his breath. 
 “What was that?” the man with the boots snapped. “I told you to leave me alone. I’m calling security now.” 
 “If that’s how you feel,” the stranger replied. 
 “What? You have done nothing but harass me since you stepped into this car,” the man with the boots almost snarled. “All I have done is try to watch my holo until we arrive at the station. Just a little bit of relaxation before a very important meeting.” 
 The man with the boots waved a hand over his clothes which were of a stylish cut, obviously business formal, but not expensive. If they’d been expensive, the man with the boots would have hired a private roller or hover car, not taken the public transport. 
 “So stop talking to me,” the man with the boots demanded. 
 “Interview?” the stranger asked. 
 The man with the boots gawped. He blinked those bright red eyes over and over then shook his head. 
 “You’re mental, you know that?” the man with the boots said. “Mental enough that I am calling security.” 
 He waved his hand across his wrist, banishing the holo, and brought up a glaring red display interface. The holo interface flashed twice then went green. 
 “There. Security is called,” the man with the boots said. 
 “Good. That means we have three minutes to talk before they arrive,” the stranger said and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. The stranger was dressed in casual attire—sturdy pants, a basic long-sleeved shirt, nice, comfortable shoes. He plucked at a bit of fuzz on his pants then focused his entire being onto the man with the boots. “Listen carefully.” 
 “What? What are you on about?” the man with the boots exclaimed. “You had best get up and get—” 
 “Shut up and listen, Mr. Gor’bun,” the stranger said. 
 “How do you know—?” 
 “Roshall Gor’bun,” the stranger said with a sigh. “Recently laid off by Tremmle Corp due to some irregularities in your filing of shift records. Why was that, Mr. Gor’bun?” 
 “Why was what?” Mr. Gor’bun asked. “How do you know that?” 
 “Hows are pointless topics,” the stranger said. “The topic at hand is whether you want to stay alive or not. When security gets here, you will tell them that I was behaving strangely—” 
 “You have been!” 
 “—and you will leave with one of them while the other questions me. Go willingly with the security officer, answer questions truthfully then wait with the person until the transport stops. Once we reach the station, wait until I exit this car then you exit. If I look directly at you, get back on the car. If I don’t look directly at you then wait for the transport to leave and walk over to me. I’ll get you away from the station and to safety.” 
 “You’re mad,” Mr. Gor’bun said. “I’m not doing any of that.” 
 “Less than a minute,” the stranger said. “I was told to say that Herra Mor’ta says hello, if you don’t want to listen to what I have to say.” 
 Mr. Gor’bun’s teal skin managed to almost turn white at the mention of the name Herra Mor’ta. 
 “That’s a name you know,” the stranger said. “A name you shouldn’t know unless you were doing much more than misfiling shift records. You accessed data in the Tremmle Corp mainframe that you were not supposed to access. We know all about that. What we don’t know is whether that little breach was an accident or deliberate.” 
 Mr. Gor’bun began to open his mouth, but shut it with a snap when the stranger pointed a finger at him. 
 “Not my place to ask or to hear,” the stranger said. “My place is to get you away from the station safely and into the hands of those that will make sure your knowledge doesn’t get you killed.” 
 Mr. Gor’bun was silent for a couple seconds then said, “Killed…?” 
 The stranger didn’t have time to answer as two security officers burst through the connecting airlock of the transport car. They glanced at Mr. Gor’bun, but dismissed him right away before stomping down the aisle towards the stranger. 
 One of the security officers was a short, squat fellow with sheer white bristles sticking out of every millimeter of skin not covered by his uniform; a conglomeration of many different, and somehow compatible, galactic races. The stranger furrowed his brow as the officer locked onto him and approached, hand on a small pistol still holstered to his hip. 
 The stranger barely gave the oncoming officer a glance. The second security officer was the one to pay attention to. A full-blooded Gwreq—stone-skinned, four-armed, humanoid, and over seven feet tall—the officer stopped in front of Mr. Gor’bun, blocking the stranger’s view of the teal-skinned man. If the Gwreq officer was bought then all it would take was one hard, quick backhand and Mr. Gor’bun’s neck would be turned to jelly. 
 “You,” the bristle-haired officer said as he stopped just out of the stranger’s reach. “Up. Let’s go. No more bugging hard-working passengers.” 
 “Does something about me say I’m not hard-working too?” the stranger asked. He looked around the officer at Mr. Gor’bun, but the man was completely blocked by the Gwreq standing guard.  
 “Eyes on me, slagger,” the bristle-haired officer ordered. “That gentleman is not your concern. How about you get up now and come with me before I have to get drastic?” 
 “Wouldn’t want you to get drastic,” the stranger said and slowly stood up. “Where are we going?” 
 “Gonna take you up front so I can do a full scan,” the bristle-haired officer replied. “Match you against the database.” 
 The stranger nodded. “Good idea. You’ll see I’m clean.” 
 “That so? We’ll see,” the bristle-haired officer replied. “Get walking, slagger. And eyes forward. No need to try to intimidate the gentleman as you go by.” 
 The stranger did as he was told, barely able to squeeze past the bulk of the Gwreq officer as he walked down the aisle towards the airlock. The Gwreq reached out and grabbed his arm, stared him down, then sneered and let go, turning back to address Mr. Gor’bun. The stranger was pleased to hear a normal, boring round of stock questions come from the Gwreq’s mouth as he and the bristle-haired officer reached the airlock.
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 “That’s odd…” the bristle-haired officer said as he stared at the holo display and the data readout that scrolled by, fading out as it reached the surface of the small desk in the transport’s security kiosk. “What did you say your name was again?” 
 “Sno. Denman Sno,” the stranger replied. “You have it right there. Next to my picture and my stats.” 
 “Yes, well…” The bristle-haired guard stopped the data scroll and grabbed at the pic that was displayed prominently in the file. He stared at the pic then stared at the stranger then back at the pic. He humphed and continued the scroll before he became frustrated and banished the holo altogether. “Not even a smudge on your record.” 
 “I play by the rules and keep my nose clean,” Sno said.  
 “A little too clean,” the bristle-haired officer said. “Maybe get out more. Find a mate, go to a club, stop harassing transport passengers.” 
 “Like I said, I was only having a chat with the man. Don’t know why he took offense,” Sno said. 
 “My colleague will find out,” the bristle-haired officer said dismissively. “But other than being annoying, you’ve done nothing that I can hold you for.” 
 “Good thing,” Sno said. “We’ve reached the station and I have a cab waiting.” 
 “A what?” the bristle-haired officer asked. 
 “Taxi,” Sno said, but the officer’s puzzled features didn’t change. “A roller for hire?” 
 “Kip driver. Got it,” the bristle-haired officer said and nodded with understanding. “Taxi? That one of those city-planet names?” 
 “I guess so,” Sno said. “Am I free to go, officer?” 
 “Yeah. Go. Get along with you.” The bristle-haired officer opened the kiosk and pointed. “Out of my sight. And stop being weird!” 
 Sno smiled, nodded, left. 
 “Only plan on seeing the beaches,” Sno said as he hurried off towards the closest exit. 
 “Not gonna see much in this storm!” the bristle-haired officer called after Sno. 
 Sno gave an over-the-shoulder wave and stepped off the transport car and onto the station platform. The air was thick and warm and charged with electricity. Sno felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, and he moved quickly to one of many columns staggered along the platform that held up the long, wide roof. 
 It was at that moment that Sno wished he’d come armed. But no way to sneak a pistol worth a damn onto a public transport. Scanners would have found the weapon instantly even with the shielding tech that all his pistols contained. Egthak had a very strict no-weapons policy and had developed tech to back-up that policy. It should have made the planet safer, but as the hairs on the back of Sno’s neck continued to stand up, he knew the safety was an illusion. 
 Weapons were plentiful if one knew where to look or who to comm. 
 Sno studied the platform. Not a single person around. That should have been a good thing, but it wasn’t. There was no reason for the platform to be deserted. Not at that time of day and that time of week. There should have been at least a dozen other passengers milling about, either headed towards or coming from the expanse of beaches that were only a short roller ride away. 
 The oncoming storm could have been a reason for the lack of others, but Sno knew better. He fixed his eyes onto Mr. Gor’bun as the man finally exited the transport. Mr. Gor’bun completely ignored Sno and walked briskly towards the station’s small building. Sno cursed under his breath, glanced around, still saw no one then moved to follow. 
 Sno made it a meter before Mr. Gor’bun reached the station building’s doors. The doors slid open with an automatic hiss and Mr. Gor’bun was inside. Then the world turned bright white and Sno was lifted off his feet and sent flying against the side of the transport that had just started moving again. 
 Pain radiated out from Sno’s back as his shirt, then his skin, was nearly scraped free of his body by the moving transport. Twisting hard and fast as the vehicle’s momentum sent him spinning and ricocheting back at the station platform, Sno managed to tuck a shoulder and roll a few meters, to avoid getting his skull bashed in by the platform’s brutally hard surface. 
 What he didn’t avoid was the burning debris that represented the remains of the station building. Piles of scorched refuse sat there and Sno found himself smack in the middle of a circle of flames and thick, acrid smoke. His shirt in tatters, he ripped it off his body and tore a long strip to wrap around his nose and mouth as the smoke assaulted his lungs. 
 Sno squinted through the pungent clouds and tried to find some semblance of life, but all he saw were the battered and burnt bodies of the few travelers, or workers, that had been waiting inside the station. Mr. Gor’bun’s corpse was nowhere to be seen. Sno was not surprised. There were more than a couple of piles of burning matter that could or could not have been living beings before the explosion. 
 Tapping at his wrist, Sno activated his comm and waited for the chime in his ear to tell him the connection was active and secure. 
 “Agent Prime requesting extraction,” he stated when the chime finally came.  
 There had been a significant delay. Sno wondered if the incoming storm was messing with the connection. It shouldn’t, considering his comm was next-gen quantum tech, but then every planet was different and had its issues. 
 “Repeat, Agent Prime requesting extraction,” Sno stated once more. The sound of emergency alert sirens grew in the distance and Sno swore. “Shit. Hey! Anyone on the damn comm?” 
 Still no response. 
 The wind had picked up considerably, chilling the sweat on his torso, giving him a shiver despite the heat radiating off the wreckage that surrounded him. Sno studied the piles, found a route out, and made his move, leaping across two smoldering piles of debris before getting clear of most of the mess. 
 The emergency alert sirens grew louder.  
 Without a thought, Sno stripped a corpse of its jacket and shirt, put them both on, and limp-sprinted to the end of the station platform, heading for a copse of scraggly trees that stood swaying in the wind. Other than a pile of boulders a few meters away, the trees were about all the cover there was for as far as Sno could see. It struck him that the station was a strange place for Mr. Gor’bun to disembark, but the desolation of the area did provide excellent range of views for whoever was coming for Mr. Gor’bun. Visibility was completely unobstructed in all directions other than the copse of trees. 
 Sno wondered if the station’s destruction was meant for him as much as for Mr. Gor’bun. A solid pair of binocs would pick Sno out easily. His face wasn’t exactly supposed to be known wide, but Sno had made plenty of enemies across the galaxy over the years as an agent for the Fleet Intelligence Service’s Special Service Division or FIS-SSD.  
 “Where is my damn backup?” he muttered as he made his way to the trees and found some cover from both the increasing winds of the storm and any possible eyes tracking him. They’d know where he was, but he wouldn’t be an easy target any longer. The smoke back on the platform had probably been all that stood between him and a plasma blast between the eyes if someone had obtained a rifle and was gunning for him. 
 Sno swiped across his wrist and brought up a holo of his comm system. Aural implant was in the green. Transmitter and receiver in the green with all planet-wide spectrums fully open. Main channels and sub-channels were accessible. No trace of jamming. The comm itself wasn’t the issue. 
 The far-off sirens went silent. Sno frowned as he looked towards the destruction. No vehicles. No rollers or hover cars; no emergency swift ships. No sign of emergency personnel anywhere. The vehicles never made it to the explosion site. 
 That got Sno moving. Either the emergency vehicles had been called back, which meant someone in power on Egthak had made a request. Or the vehicles had been stopped and possibly destroyed just like the station. Sno hadn’t heard any explosions, but a molecular disruptor would do the trick with barely a sound. Emergency vehicles weren’t shielded against violent tech like that. 
 Sno stood at the edge of the trees for a moment then sprinted as fast as he could to the stand of boulders a few meters off. He’d made it halfway before the trees behind him were engulfed in flames. No sound of a weapon discharge or incoming projectile. They simply caught fire, sending flames arching far, far into the sky.  
 Sno dove for the boulders. He rolled and came up with his back against the stone. His ears were on overdrive, listening for the approach of enemies. Nothing. No crunch of wheels or hum of a grav engine. No footfalls of boots running his way. Nothing except the crack and pop of the trees burning. 
 There were times in Sno’s career where he sometimes, and only sometimes, wished the SSD didn’t have a ‘no AI agents in the field’ policy. He had old friends that swore by their AI counterparts. Whether simply assistants or ship pilots, everyone said having one made all the difference. But the SSD couldn’t take the risk of an AI going rogue. Didn’t matter if the AI was mainframe-based or a physical android, the SSD didn’t trust them and refused to allow agents to use them in the field. 
 Sno knew of a couple exceptions, but those were extreme cases where the director in charge had put in a special request. That knowledge didn’t help him much at that moment. What would have helped was an AI to call who could bring his ship to his current location and get him all the Hells out of the situation he found himself in. 
 Which was what?  
 A destroyed transport station, a dead asset, and a copse of trees spontaneously combusting? What kind of situation was that? 
 Waiting, listening, calculating, Sno stayed put, his back firmly against the boulders. Without new intel, he wasn’t going anywhere. 
 Thirty minutes. An hour. Two hours. Sno waited. There was a protocol in place. No contact after four hours and the local FIS liaison would be forced to take action. Unfortunately for Sno, that meant another few hours of bureaucratic back and forth before a decision was made to send out local friendlies to find him.  
 Unlike the SSD, the FIS never deviated from protocol. That made Sno’s job extremely difficult at times, and damn near impossible at others, but in the end, asses were covered and the Fleet Intelligence Service could survive another round of Galactic Fleet Council reviews which meant the SSD survived another round of reviews. To Sno’s superiors, surviving those reviews was more important than Sno’s actual survival out in the field. Or that was how it felt most times. 
 So, Sno waited. It was all he could do. 
   
 Agent Prime is available from Amazon here!
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