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1.
 
Ebony-skinned, Boss Teegg blended into the shadowed corner of his spa room with ease. He sat there, naked, his expansive belly hanging down onto the tops of his thighs, his pitch-black lips glistening wet with anticipation. He licked those lips with a long, narrow tongue that was as dark as his skin, if not darker.
His eyes watched the three Nemorians cavort in the water tank, their nymph-like bodies so young and supple. Their green skin shone with jeweled radiance, lighting up with sexual energy as they laughed and played with each other, oblivious to the man that stared intently at them.
Boss Teegg licked his lips again and was about to stand up to join the alien women he had paid a handsome price for, but his privacy was interrupted by a knock on the spa room door.
The Nemorian women were too busy laughing and splashing to notice, and for a moment, engrossed with that deliciously visual play, so was Boss Teegg, but the knock came again, stronger, more insistent, and there was no way to ignore it.
He rubbed the tops of his thighs several times as he got his anger at the interruption under control. His people knew better, so it must be incredibly important. It had better be. If not, then Boss Teegg planned on having a rather severe conversation with the person on the other side of the spa door. 
His hand reached for the wall and slid open a small panel. He withdrew the Kepler knife without a sound and held it behind his back. It was a black market weapon, banned on the planet where he kept his stronghold, but he didn’t care.
Nothing happened on Ligston without his say so.
“What?” Boss Teegg barked.
The three Nemorians paused in their sexually charged water play to glance over at the shadowed corner. Boss Teegg stood up and they shrank back slightly, each placing a hand on each other’s’ shoulders for comfort and support. It was a natural, subconscious reaction when faced with an incredibly obese, eight-foot-tall man suddenly peeling himself away from the shadows.
The knocking continued.
“What?!” Boss Teegg barked again. “Open!”
The door slid open and a man almost as tall as Boss Teegg, but nowhere near as heavy, stumbled into the spa room, a meter cubed box weighing his arms down. Boss Teegg’s lips pulled back in rage and disgust at the interruption, and the Kepler knife would have been put to use, but the look on the man’s face made Boss Teegg hesitate.
“Vnluk?” Boss Teegg asked. “You had better have a good reason for this.”
Vnluk, one of Boss Teegg’s most trusted bodyguards and enforcers, nodded rapidly as sweat poured down his forehead and into his terrified eyes.
“What the Seven Satans is in the box?” Boss Teegg asked. “What the hell is going on?”
“Set it down by the water tank,” a voice ordered from the doorway. “Nice and easy, then back your ass up against the wall. Over there. Slow. Smooth. Got it?”
Vnluk looked over his shoulder at the source of the voice and nodded. He quickly complied with all the orders he was given, looking as if arguing was the farthest thing from his mind.
Boss Teegg pulled the Kepler knife out from behind his back, the blade glowing orange, ready to slice through flesh like it was tissue paper. He waved it around then pointed it directly at the doorway.
“I’m not going to even count to three,” Boss Teegg said. “Show yourself now or die. Two choices. That’s it.”
“Put it away, Teegg,” a man said as he stepped all the way into the spa room. “You’re gonna get hurt.”
Over six feet tall, square-jawed and broad-shouldered, the man looked like he could have played any of a dozen of popular galactic professional sports in his youth. But his youth was long gone. Late thirties, scarred skin, ropy muscles, and eyes that were cold as ice, the man had obviously found a new sport in life, one that involved a good deal of violence.
“Roak,” Boss Teegg said then laughed. “Wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.”
The huge man glanced over at Vnluk then back at Roak. 
“Wasn’t expecting to see you at all, in fact,” he continued. “I told you my men would make the payment. No need for us to meet face to face.”
“That’s what you told me,” Roak said. 
Roak folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the wall. He was dressed in light armor, the kind that was as flexible as cloth, but strong as the hardest metal in the galaxy. It looked like it hadn’t been washed or upgraded in decades. His arms were crossed over a blast-scarred section of the armor that drew almost all of the eyes in the room right to it, minds instantly wondering how a man could survive such a blast and still be standing there before them.
Except for Boss Teegg. His eyes ignored the blasted armor and stayed focused intently on Roak’s scarred face.
“What do you want, Roak?” Boss Teegg asked. He tilted his head slightly, giving the impression he was looking past Roak without actually looking away from the man. “Where are the rest of my men?”
“Most are alive,” Roak said and shrugged. “And most of those will probably live. Some won’t. The ones that refused to pay me don’t even get a choice. They didn’t make it.”
“He didn’t complete the job,” Vnluk said, his voice loud and panicked. “I told him that, but he wouldn’t listen.”
“I completed the job,” Roak said and pointed his chin at the meter-cubed metal box that sat near the water tank. The three Nemorian whores shrank back from it as if it would contaminate them despite there being ten inches of plastiglass and hundreds of gallons of water between them and it. Roak smiled briefly then nodded. “Proof of completion is right there.”
“That’s Bicun Maz?” Boss Teegg asked. “You put his body in there?”
“What’s left of it,” Roak said. “The bounty was dead or alive. Dead was the only way. That shouldn’t have been a problem. Your men made it one.”
“No!” Vnluk snapped. “Maz being dead ain’t the problem. That ain’t Maz. That’s the problem!”
“DNA sequencing matches,” Roak said. “Open it, Teegg. Authentication is solid. Have your techs check it out.”
“Open it,” Boss Teegg snarled at Vnluk. “Now!”
The bodyguard rushed over to the box, a look of complete defeat on his face. He pressed a palm to the brushed metal side and waited as gases escaped from hidden ports and the top slowly rose, revealing a plastiglass tank filled with a rosy brown liquid.
“Eight Million Gods,” Boss Teegg hissed. “What did you do to him?”
“Nothing,” Roak said. “Except scoop him up and put him in there. He was dead and liquefied when I found him. Probably had been for at least three months. Feel lucky, Teegg, that you can’t smell him. Wasn’t pleasant.”
Boss Teegg didn’t answer right away. His eyes studied the plastiglass and its contents, his brows knitted together in intense thought.
“That can’t be Maz,” he finally said. “Dead for months? No. You have the wrong box of gunk.”
“I said that too,” Vnluk said then shut his mouth as Boss Teegg glared at him.
“Bicun Maz was last seen on Egthak three weeks ago,” Boss Teegg stated. “You failed, Roak. It’s surprising, considering your reputation, but it happens to everyone at some point in their lives.”
“Not to me,” Roak replied. His voice was so confident that Boss Teegg almost began to nod in agreement. Roak smiled. “That’s Bicun Maz. The person your people saw on Egthak was not Maz. That was a Jirk. Maz died months ago and the Jirk stole his skin. Rough way to go.” Roak nodded at the plastiglass tank of gunk. “Really rough.”
Boss Teegg began to chuckle. He pointed the Kepler knife at Roak and shook his head as he did so. 
“You,” he hissed as he laughed. “You’re clever. Everyone said you were clever. I never take what others say for granted. But you’ve proven them right. You are clever.” The knife was pointed at the remains of Bicun Maz. “You want me to pay for that body even though that’s technically not the bounty you were hired for.”
“You’re wrong there, Teegg,” Roak said. “Technically, that’s exactly the bounty I was hired for. Bring you Bicun Maz. That’s Bicun Maz. It’s not my fault that the actual target you want is a Jirk walking around inside Maz’s skin. If you want me to find that guy or gal, then that’s a whole other bounty. I’ll take it on as soon as you pay me for this one.”
“I ain’t paying you for that tank of shit,” Boss Teegg said, still laughing. “Oh, Roak, there is no way in all the Hells that you are getting paid for that. You do your job and find the Jirk that’s causing me so much trouble and then you’ll see your credits.”
“Chits,” Roak said. “Hard currency. No credits. Chits. I’ll take them now and be on my way, since it sounds like you don’t want to hire me for the next job.”
“You didn’t complete the first one!” Boss Teegg roared, the laughing suddenly done. “You ain’t getting nothing until you do what I hired you to do!”
Roak only stood there against the wall, his cold, cold eyes locked onto Boss Teegg’s. 
The ebony giant growled low then waved a hand over his left wrist. A holographic display came up and several faces appeared within it, eyes hard and ready.
“Everyone,” Boss Teegg snarled. “Send everyone to me. Now.”
“You’re making a mistake, Teegg,” Roak said. “Pay me what you owe me and this doesn’t have to go bad for you.”
“Bad for me?” Boss Teegg shouted. “Bad for me?! You are insane, Roak! Insane!”
Roak raised an eyebrow in response. That was all.
“My guards will tear you a new one!” Boss Teegg yelled. “They’ll create orifices in your body that should only exist on a Neffernian! And when they’re done doing that, I’ll make sure every single one of those new orifices is violated in the most horrendous way! You hear me, Roak? You are going to die with less dignity than terpigs get at the slaughterhouse!”
“Just pay me, Teegg,” Roak sighed.
Boss Teegg’s body shook with uncontrolled rage. Literally, uncontrolled. The Kepler knife nearly came loose from his grip as he continued to shake. Roak sighed again.
“You’re wasting my time,” Roak said. “Hire me to find the Jirk that’s been troubling your operation. Or don’t. Whatever you decide, you still have to pay me what you owe me.”
Boss Teegg spluttered, angry spittle flying from his lips. 
The scene would have continued that way indefinitely with Roak staring and Boss Teegg shaking if a small army of muscle from various galactic species and races hadn’t come crashing through the doorway and into the room.
Roak drew his knife and slit the throats of the first six toughs that came at him before the rest even knew which way to look. With the corpses of their comrades creating a massive amount of multi-colored blood on the spa room floor, the small army skidded to a halt and turned to face Roak who was still leaning against the wall, his blade casually aimed at them.
“I can’t kill you all, but I will kill most of you,” Roak said. “Leave.”
None moved. Roak shrugged.
Then they moved as one. He slashed out, his arm never pausing. 
Roak was good with the blade he always kept strapped to his thigh. Very good. Of the small army that raced into the spa room, eight were left by the time Roak was taken down. Those eight made sure their comrades’ deaths did not go unavenged.
Roak managed to stay conscious for about fifteen minutes before the blows to his head sent him sliding quickly into oblivion.
 



 
2.
 
Oblivion hurt.
No way around that.
Roak pulled himself up from the darkness, through the agony that had overtaken his head and most of his body, and lay still upon the floor as he listened to his fate being decided.
“Mort’ane says this guy had pull in the galaxy,” one voice said. It was a slithering hiss. Roak guessed from a Slinghasp, one of the reptilian races.
“Nah, he was just some asshole,” a second voice replied. “He had certain skills people paid for, but he can be replaced.”
“No way, man,” first voice said. “He’s connected.”
“Was. And not with any syndicate,” second voice responded. “He was a loner. I don’t know why you’re arguing. He’s dead.”
“Better be,” the first voice warned. “My guts is telling me this is all gonna go way wrong.”
“Shut up and help lift him into the bin,” the second voice snapped. “I got shit to do today.”
“Okay, okay, don’t get pissed,” the first voice said. “But when it all goes wrong, don’t come crying to me.”
“Not a problem,” the second voice said as Roak felt himself being lifted up from the ground by rough hands. “I ain’t gonna cry over some dead bounty hunter.”
It took all his willpower not to groan or cry out as broken parts of him grated against other broken parts. The rough hands tossed him up into the air, and he was in free fall for half a second before he slammed down into a pile of junk that made the broken parts of his body grate even harder. He hissed through cracked teeth and the two voices went dead silent.
“That was him,” first voice said.
“No way,” second voice laughed. “You see this guy? He’s dead, man. It was just death gas.”
“We should push the button now,” first voice said. “Make sure. Burn his body before he can wake up.”
“Oh, for fu–… He’s not gonna wake up. Anyway, we can’t push the button. The compound is on energy rations,” second voice said. “Whole planet is since the magnetic power generators went offline. We’ll be lucky to still be using lights next week if those engineers don’t get it fixed.”
“Crap, you’re right,” first voice said. “I guess we can leave him. Look at the fool. Even if he wakes up, he ain’t going nowhere. Not with those legs all busted up.”
“Not gonna wake up,” second voice said, exasperated. “But even if he does come back from the dead, what’s he gonna do? Nothing. Never seen an arm so shattered like that. And I once watched a gang of Gwreqs beat a man to death with their bare, rock fists.”
“Come on,” first voice said. “Let’s get a drink and wash the smell of this place out of our noses. I freaking hate the incinerator shed.”
“Getting a drink is the first smart thing you’ve said,” second voice said.
“Bite me,” first voice replied.
There was a long silence then the far-off sounds of an airlock seal braking, a door being slid open, rollers squeaking on a track, the door being shut, the airlock resealing. And locked. The electronic bleep echoed off the walls for a long while. Or it echoed off the insides of Roak’s head. He wasn’t sure.
The oblivion returned.
Roak had no idea how long he was out. The memory of the voices slithered back into his brain and he hung onto it.
The oblivion came for him once more, but Roak wasn’t having any of that. He forced his eyes open. Eye. His left one was swollen shut. No way it was opening anytime soon. Not without a sharp knife slicing the lid in half.
One eye open, one arm completely shattered, both legs at angles that they were not meant to be, and ribs that crinkled like tinfoil, was the state Roak was in as he forced his way up and out of the refuse incinerator bin. He cried the entire time behind clenched teeth.
The fall from the edge of the bin to the floor was less than four feet, but might as well have been a fifty-story drop. Oblivion would not be held back.
He awoke with a gasp as something nudged his right leg. Well, not so much nudged it as sunk its teeth into the skin and began to gnaw with great enthusiasm and obvious relish. Roak opened his eye and shifted slightly to see what was snacking on him.
Gump. An Eight Million Gods damn gump.
They weren’t usually meat eaters. Sure, they ate up any insect, regardless of species, as fast as they could, but he’d never known one to go for flesh. The thing must have been seriously hungry.
“Get,” Roak gasped. His lips felt ten times their normal size and the skin tore as he forced himself to utter that single word. He tasted blood quickly, but ignored it. “Go on. Get.”
The gump stopped eating his leg and stared up at him. It was emaciated. Probably a pet that was tossed into the incinerator bin when Boss Teegg got bored. It must have crawled its way out and found itself stuck in the shed just like Roak.
“Go away,” Roak grunted as he tried to shift his body so he could swat at the varmint with his good arm. Not that it was much better than the other one, but at least he could move it without risking oblivion. “Go!”
The gump growled low and sunk its teeth back into Roak’s leg.
“Bastard,” Roak growled in return. The gump paused, but didn’t let go. “Bastard!”
Roak was not as fast as he needed to be and caught gump teeth when he tried to slap the large rodent away. It was about half a meter long with wiry fur and a long snout filled with sharp teeth. Good eating if you caught one outside of rutting season. Way too gamey to be edible otherwise.
Hissing with the new pain, Roak pulled his bleeding hand up to his chest. He’d need to clean it. Gumps had nasty saliva. 
He couldn’t help but chuckle at that thought. He was worried about getting an infection from a gump bite when he was lying on a plasticrete floor in an incinerator shed just slightly half better than dead.
The gump went back for more leg, but Roak was done with that. 
The scream that he let loose would have shattered glass if there was any around to shatter. He kicked out with one of his demolished legs, the one with white bone clearly sticking out of the thigh, and embedded the end of his cracked femur into the right eye of the gump. The critter shook violently then went still, its weight pulling on Roak’s fractured bone.
He never heard his own second scream. Oblivion came back with a vengeance.
When he woke up, he could tell it was night out. The wind had picked up and was blowing hard, wailing against the shed’s thin walls. Night wind was part of the planetary cycle. Roak always made sure he knew the basics of each planet’s cycle before he stepped foot on it. Just in case. 
There was always a just in case.
He was on a planet called Ligston, one of the many jungle planets in the Gorf System. Most crime lords in the galaxy preferred to base on Monia’Ja, a planet of noxious gasses and hard, rocky continents, but that planet was no longer considered secure after a Galactic Fleet SpecOps team took out one of the strongholds there a while back.
Not that Boss Teegg cared anything about Monia’Ja. He’d been based on Ligston for decades. It had a mild climate, always within acceptable temperatures that most races considered livable, and afforded multiple locations to set up a protected compound. It also didn’t hurt that the air was made almost entirely of oxygen, so anyone thinking of sneaking around had better do it in a vehicle that was not powered by anything combustible. And they sure as hell had better not be carrying blasters or any type of laser weapons. Certainly not old-school projectile shooters.
That was why Roak had gone in with only his blade and not his Blorta 65 laser pistol. That weapon was sitting in its holster, strung over the back of the pilot’s seat on his ship. Which was sitting useless up in orbit. Orbital grav elevator was the only way to get down to the surface of the planet. And there was only one of those, watched and guarded carefully by the station authority. You know, to protect the business interests of the planet’s entrepreneurs, legitimate or otherwise.
Ligston was the perfect place for a crime boss to hide out on. Kept armed assaults to a minimum.
It was the oxygen that Roak thought about as he slowly, excruciatingly, dragged himself over to the airlock. He wasn’t one hundred percent human, although there was no way to know by looking at him, but he still couldn’t breathe such oxygen-rich air for too long. He could handle about thirty minutes before his body was overcome by oxygen toxicity. 
Been there, hated that.
That’s thirty minutes if he was in normal shape. Beaten to a pulp? Roak guessed he could do ten minutes before going into shock.
Maybe.
He reached the shed’s sliding door and saw the heavy rubber seal that was keeping him alive. It would have to be heavy rubber or the shed would go kaboom every time the trash was incinerated. That meant that to get the sliding door open it was going to take some strength and leverage. That seal was not going to be easy to break. Not in his shape.
He ignored the airlock for the moment. There was still the breathing issue.
He came close to frustration over that little issue then saw what was hanging on hooks right next to the door. Rebreathers. A few dozen, all in different configurations so they would fit as many races as possible. Rebreathers designed with Torkian moss inside so it cut the oxygen level in half. Hallelujah.
Except they were hanging a meter and a half off the ground. Well out of Roak’s reach.
Roak’s mind instantly went to one other thing well out of reach. His ship.
Even if he could manage to crawl out of the shed, make his way to the elevator port, find an elevator access hatch that wasn’t being guarded, get onto an empty grav car, he’d still be on security scanners for over an hour as the elevator ascended into space. 
Exposed. An easy target. Even with the arrangements he’d made to get on and off the planet’s surface, he’d be caught before the elevator hit the stratosphere. His arrangements specifically excluded access if he looked like he looked. Appearances had to be kept.
He growled low and forced himself to think it all through. His beatdown-addled mind struggled to come up with a solution. He needed time and materials in every scenario, something he did not have.
His frustration returned and grew into a white-hot ball of rage in the pit of his stomach. He was screwed.
Roak realized it and knew he needed to switch gears and come up with another way to survive. He had to hide until his body healed up enough to come up with a better plan. That not-quite-human percentage meant he healed faster than normal. All he needed was time. Which he didn’t have.
He slowly turned himself around, leaning his back against the wall next to the airlock door. The shed was small. Very small. All that it contained was the incinerator bin and a side container where the carbon cubes made up of the incinerator’s waste ash were stored until someone came to dump them.
He could hide in there. Carbon cubes were ejected into space. It was possible he could catch a ride into orbit in that bin, then once off planet, he could improvise and figure out how to get to his ship. It was possible. Not likely, but possible.
Despite how not likely it was, Roak knew it was his only option.
He began to struggle his way to the cube container.
He was halfway across the shed when the airlock beeped and opened behind him. There was a mask-covered gasp then a few quiet curse words.
Roak just didn’t have the energy to turn and look at the source of the curse words. He lay his head on the plasticrete floor and closed his eyes.
It had been a good life as far as dangerously violent and brutal lives went. He’d miss it.
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The violet eyes that stared in at him hadn’t blinked in eight minutes. Roak knew, he’d been counting the seconds. It was annoying as hell.
“Go away,” he grumbled at the owner of the eyes. 
He pounded his fist on the plastiglass lid to the med pod he’d been stuck in for the last week. Today was the day he was getting out, and he really didn’t want some little kid watching him stumble about as he struggled to get his balance back.
“Kid, I’ll snap your neck if you don’t get out of here now,” Roak snarled.
The kid shrugged, turned, and walked out of the small room the med pod was stored in, passing a woman in the doorway on the way out. Roak rolled his eyes when he saw the disapproving look on the woman’s face.
Deep indigo skin with the same violet eyes as the kid, the woman was an impossible-to- guess mix of galactic races. Humanoid in form, including all the female anatomy needed, the woman was tall, gracefully thin in the legs, muscled in the arms and torso, with wide, thick hips that almost completely filled the narrow doorway. She was dressed in a simple jumper with a small logo stitched above her left breast.
That logo had saved Roak’s life.
“You shout at my boy too much,” the woman said as she crossed the small space to the med pod. “I warn you about this. Do it again and I give you back to Boss Teegg.”
“Sorry,” Roak replied and settled his head back into the small pillow the med bay afforded. The scent of sweat poofed up around his head, but he ignored it. He’d smelled much worse. “He gets to me.”
“He gets to me too, but I don’t shout at him every five minutes,” the woman said. She was busy checking the readings on the med pod’s diagnostics screen, refusing to look Roak in the eyes. “You need another four days.”
“I don’t,” Roak replied. “I’m fine. I heal fast.”
She shrugged, a movement identical to the shrug her son had just given before leaving.
The med pod lid hissed then slowly opened, rising up into the ceiling as Roak stretched his arms high, a relieved grin on his face. The woman stepped back and watched as he sat up and took several deep breaths then swung his legs over the edge of the pod.
“You got some pants for me?” he asked as he eased his feet onto the ice-cold floor. “Shirt and socks would be good too.”
He locked eyes with the woman and waited. She broke the gaze and looked him up and down. He was completely naked, but Roak didn’t care. Let her look. His body was a roadmap of scars and ghosts of old wounds. Most folks only lasted a second or two before having to look away.
She didn’t.
She sighed finally and left the room, returning in seconds with a folded pile of clothing. She handed it to Roak and stepped back to lean against the wall as he got dressed.
The clothes were warm and smelled faintly floral. Comfortable. He had to cinch up the waist of the pants to get them to fit, the hiss of the band the only sound in the room, filling the silence that was heavy with disapproval.
Once clad, he stretched again and nodded at the woman.
“Thanks,” he said. “I appreciate it.”
“I’d appreciate it if you stayed four days longer,” the woman said. She pulled at the collar of her jumper, a movement Roak had watched her do subconsciously a thousand times over the last week, and stepped away from the wall. “You are weak as a baby nuft.”
“I heal fast,” Roak said. “Just point me in the direction of Boss Teegg’s compound and I’ll be out of your hair by nightfall.”
“Ass,” she said and left the room.
Roak followed. Slowly. His balance was not intact enough for him to hurry after her.
“Veha, stop,” Roak said, leaning a hand on the hallway’s wall after only taking half a dozen steps. His lungs felt like fire. “I’m sorry.”
Almost to the end of the hall, Veha stopped. She didn’t turn back around. Just stopped and waited.
“Thanks for saving my ass,” Roak said. “Thanks for finding the med pod and getting me back on my feet.”
“But…?” she replied.
“But, I have work to do,” Roak said. “Work you don’t want any part of.”
“Is that so?” Veha snarled as she turned and glared at him. “Where did I find you?”
“What?” he asked. “You know where–”
“Say it,” Veha snapped. “I want to hear you say it.”
Roak sighed. “In the incinerator shed.”
“Whose incinerator shed?” she pushed.
“Boss Teegg’s incinerator shed,” Roak replied. 
“Exactly,” she said. “You think I’m not already a part of this? You think whatever you have planned next is what will put me and Deha in danger?” She snorted and shook her head. “You’re an idiot.”
“You’ve made that clear every day I’ve been here,” Roak said. “Doesn’t change what I said. You don’t want any part of what I need to do.”
“Revenge,” she hissed, almost too quiet for Roak to hear. But he heard. “Men like you must always have revenge.”
“Not revenge,” Roak replied, his voice harder than he’d intended. 
Dealing with people, no matter the race, wasn’t his strong suit. Hunting them was. But not dealing with their emotions and psyches and all the baggage that came with both. He cleared his throat.
“It’s not revenge, Veha,” he continued. “It’s getting what I’m owed. Once I have that then I’m gone from here. I won’t bother you or Deha again.”
“Idiot,” she said as she turned and left the hallway, lost from sight with two strides of those graceful legs.
“Veha, wait!” he called after her. “There’s more! You have to listen to me!”
Roak really didn’t have time for this crap. He needed supplies and transportation back to Boss Teegg’s compound. A weapon would be good too, but he could make do without one. There’d be plenty of weapons in the compound. All he’d have to do is pluck one from the dead grip of one of Boss Teegg’s guards. 
Roak intended for there to be a lot of dead grips to pluck from.
He found Veha in the kitchen, busily shredding some leafy greens into a container.
“Food is in the fridge,” she said curtly. “I’m making my lunch then I have to go to work. Make yourself at home. Have a good life. Short as it will be.”
“Veha, stop,” Roak said. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
“Dramatic?” she shouted, shoving the greens away. They tumbled from the counter and spread across the plasticrete floor. “Dramatic? Are you kidding me? I found you half-dead in the incinerator shed, your body pulped, helpless because you got your ass handed to you by Boss Teegg’s guards for whatever reason, a reason you have not completely explained yet, and I’m the one being dramatic?”
She crossed the distance between them so fast that Roak didn’t have time to see the slap coming. His head rocked to the side, but he didn’t say a word in protest. He was damn impressed she got a slap in at all. Even weak, he should have been able to stop it.
“I’m a cleaner,” Veha continued. “I do a job that a bot should be doing. But no bots on Ligston.”
“Stray bot gets outside and things go boom,” Roak said.
“Yes. Don’t interrupt,” Veha agreed. “I clean Boss Teegg’s compound, which includes emptying the carbon cubes from the incinerator shed. My life, my job, my everything is about as boring as it gets on this planet. Then you show up. With your drama. Me being dramatic? Screw you.”
“You work for a crime boss, Veha, so don’t even–”
She slapped him again and went in for a third, but he caught her wrist before the palm could make contact. Roak was surprised again, but that time by the power in her arm. He was big, but a week in the med pod meant he probably wouldn’t be stopping her for long if she decided to fight hard. Not with that strength.
“Sorry,” he said quietly.
Some of the rage left her and Roak let go of her wrist when he felt the tension of violence in her muscles ease.
She sniffed with indignation and went about picking up the leafy greens from the floor.
“Veha, listen to me,” Roak said, “the man is a fat pig, but he’s not stupid.” Roak chuckled. “Stupid enough to mess with me, but not stupid enough to think I survived on my own. Once he realizes I’m alive, and he will realize it, he’ll know I had help.”
“So?” Veha said, tossing the greens into the disposal. “You’re going to kill him.”
“No, I’m going to get the chits I’m owed,” Roak said. “If I can do that without killing him then all the better. Better for my business if it’s known I let him live. I’m a bounty hunter, not an assassin. Bosses won’t hire me if they think they’ll die when things go wrong.”
Veha turned and stared at Roak, looking a lot like her son. She sputtered a couple of times before she said, “You’d leave him alive? He tried to have you killed. How is that good for business? Every boss in the galaxy will put a laser bolt between your eyes instead of paying you.”
“They wouldn’t be the first ones to try,” Roak said. “They won’t be the last. That’s my problem. I just want my chits and I’ll be on my way. When the syndicates hear about what he did to me, his business will dry up. No one will work for him or work with him. It’s the natural law of things. It always evens out in the end.”
“But if you don’t kill him then he’ll want to know why you’re alive,” Veha said. “He’ll send men to question everyone in town. He’ll send men to question me.”
“Probably,” Roak said. “That’s why I’m trying to talk to you. If you’d shut up and listen then maybe I can help you figure this out.”
Veha looked at the kitchen counter and the empty lunchbox that sat on top of it. She shoved the box off the counter and held her hands to her face.
“I should have let you die,” she whispered.
“Yeah, you probably should have,” Roak replied. “But you didn’t, so now you need to listen to me. You should pack up Deha and go stay somewhere else. As far away from here as possible. At least until you know what happens to me.”
“Leave? Have you lost your mind?” she growled. “This house is all I have. This and Deha.”
“Just until I get my payment and can come get you,” Roak said.
“What?” 
“I owe you for your help,” Roak said. “I’ll give you a cut of my payment and you can take those chits and get off this planet. Go somewhere else.”
“Where?” Veha snapped.
“I don’t know,” Roak replied and shrugged. “Wherever you want. Just not here anymore. I’ll give you enough to change your name and your IDs in the Grid. You’ll have plenty left over to settle down on some boring planet where crime bosses don’t set up shop.”
“You son of a bitch,” Veha said. “You could have told me all of this at any time. But you wait until you’re out of the med pod so I can’t turn you in. That’s it, isn’t it?”
Roak could have lied to save her feelings, but that wasn’t him. The truth was always safer than a lie, no matter how much it hurt.
“More or less,” Roak said. “First two days, I didn’t know if I’d live. Last few days, I kept waiting for you to turn me in anyway.”
“Idiot,” she hissed. Her eyes strayed to the handle of one of the kitchen knives sticking out of its recessed spot in the counter.
“Don’t,” Roak said. All trace of sympathy for the woman was gone. “Do not. I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Oh, my Eight Million Gods!” Veha shouted. “This is madness!”
Roak rubbed his face. Words weren’t his specialty. Hunting down marks for their bounties was. He had no idea what else there was to say to Veha. His being in her life screwed it all up for her and her son. But he hadn’t asked her to help him. That he was certain of. It was a weak excuse, but still true.
“I need to get my payment,” Roak said. “I can give you a cut and help you get off planet or you can stay here and more than likely die. Or worse.”
“Or worse? What would be worse?” Veha asked.
“They kill your son, leave you alive, then sell you into the sex trade,” Roak said. “You’re a beautiful woman. You’d fetch a good price on one of the resort planets. Barring that, Boss Teegg is known for his appetites. He could keep you for himself.”
“Then kill him!” Veha yelled.
“Only if I have to,” Roak replied. He was done. “I need to go.”
“How?” Veha asked. “You have no grav roller.”
“I’ll walk,” Roak said. “I can use a rebreather. It’s what? Half a click? It’ll be good for me to stretch my legs before I have to get to work.”
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Wearing a rebreather was uncomfortable enough, but add in the moisture that dripped from the leaves and branches that hung over the jungle road and the thing was downright insufferable. Moderate climate, Roak’s ass.
The jungle road was barely two lanes. Not that it needed to be much wider. None of the locals used vehicles; they all rode some local fauna that had six legs, was the size of a grav roller, and looked like it could carry ten tons without breaking a sweat.
People passed him by with suspicious eyes and not a single nod of acknowledgement. Roak was used to it. It was the same on any of the backwater, agro planets. Folks didn’t like what they didn’t know. Different was dangerous. In Roak’s case, they were right.
“Where ya coming from, stranger?” a voice of authority asked from behind Roak.
He stopped and turned slowly, hands out and away from his sides. He knew law when he heard it.
“Friend’s place,” Roak said as he studied the man that sat upon one of the animals. Halfer of some kind. Maybe part Jesperian, maybe part Cervile. The feline whiskers that stuck out from behind the rebreather pointed to Cervile, but that was all Roak could figure out. Ligston didn’t have its own race of people, so you just never knew. “Heading into town for supplies.”
“Supplies?” the lawman asked. The rebreather shifted up, telling Roak the man was smiling or smirking. “On just your feet? Without a pack?”
“I don’t need a lot,” Roak said. “And I like to walk.”
“Who ya staying with?” the lawman asked.
“Bepa Tooh,” Roak answered immediately. “I’m a friend of her son. From the War.”
The lawman’s demeanor changed instantly. Mentioning the War usually had pull on planets like Ligston. A lot of young men and women had been recruited to fight for the Galactic Fleet against the Skrang Alliance from planets like the one they were on. Easy pickings from the lower class. 
“Shame about that boy,” the lawman said. “He had a future. Probably could have been something.”
“Probably,” Roak said. “Damn GF.”
The lawman lifted his rebreather and spat onto the ground as he nodded. “Damn GF.”
They watched each other for a couple of seconds before the lawman tipped his chin at Roak.
“You want me to give you lift into town?” the lawman asked.
“I’d hate to trouble you,” Roak said.
“No trouble,” the lawman replied. “Always glad to help out someone that fought against the Skrang. I ain’t no fan of the GF, but we’d be a lot worse off if the Skrang had taken over the galaxy.”
“I hear that,” Roak said. “You sure?”
“Get on, son,” the lawman said.
Roak did, hopping up behind the lawman, and settling into an extra seat in the harness strapped to the riding animal.
“Where ya need to go first?” the lawman asked.
“Well, to be honest, sir, I was feeling a little thirsty,” Roak said. He laughed like he was embarrassed. “Maybe drop me off at a tavern?”
“Bepa Tooh does keep a dry house,” the lawman chuckled. “Sure thing, son. I’ll even buy the first round. It may be I was headed that direction myself.”
“How lucky for me,” Roak said. 
He didn’t feel too lucky. He’d rather the lawman was out of his presence as soon as possible. But maybe he could turn it around. 
The animal didn’t move much faster than Roak did on foot, but it felt good to be off his feet. Stretching his legs was a good idea. For the first five minutes of the walk. He still wasn’t up to par.
They arrived at the front of the tavern and the lawman hopped down to tie the animal up next to a water trough. He called out some pleasantries to a few of the locals that rode past him then motioned for Roak to follow.
The tavern’s airlock hissed loudly and all heads turned as Roak and the lawman stepped inside. Rebreathers came off and they hung them on the many empty hooks that lined the wall next to the airlock doors. With his face no longer covered, Roak confirmed that the lawman was most certainly part Cervile. He’d have to be careful. Cerviles had a nose for deception.
“Z? Set up a couple rounds for me and my new friend here,” the lawman announced, not even glancing at the multi-limbed creature that was behind the bar. “And is Ally here?”
“No, sir, Mr. Mott,” the bartender, Z, replied. “She stepped out for a minute. Back soon, though.”
“Good,” Mott said. “Have her come see me when she gets in, will ya?”
“I will,” Z replied. 
Mott gestured to an empty table in the far corner of the tavern and Roak walked that way. He sat down, his back to the wall so he could watch the airlock. Mott hesitated then smiled before he took the seat across from Roak.
“I usually sit with my ass protected too,” Mott said. “Old habits are hard to break.”
“You serve?” Roak asked.
Z, a Groshnel, one of the invertebrate races that had eight leg-arms and a body that needed a constant gulping of air to stay solid and full, came over and set down two glasses and a bottle of bright pink liquid. Mott didn’t even go for his wrist to transfer credits. Roak took note of that.
“Serve? Me? Nah,” Mott said as he poured drinks for both of them. “I’ve just been in the law enforcement business for a long time. Going on thirty years now. Last few here on Ligston.” He held up his glass. “Cheers.”
“Cheers,” Roak said.
They clinked glasses, but neither of them drank. Not until Mott laughed and downed his in one gulp. He refilled and nodded at Roak.
“I’m on the level. Nothing funny in your drink,” Mott said.
Roak sniffed and drank. It burned in the best possible way.
“Now, I told you my name, how about you tell me yours,” Mott said.
“No, you didn’t,” Roak said. “The bartender told me your name. You never did.”
Mott smiled and nodded, sipping his second drink slowly.
“What part of the Fleet did you serve in?” Mott asked. “Navy? Infantry? Marines?”
“Infantry,” Roak said. He was stepping into dangerous waters. Bepa Tooh was a neighbor of Veha’s, that’s how Roak knew to drop that name. Veha had mentioned a dead son that had served the GF. But she hadn’t mentioned how he’d served. Or how he’d died. “At first. I was, uh, moved around a few times.”
“Moved around, eh?” Mott said. “Good moved or bad moved?”
Roak shrugged.
“I’d say from those scars on your face it was bad moved,” Mott said. “Maybe all your fighting wasn’t against the Skrang. Maybe you’re one of those fellas that has anger control issues and lets his fists get him into trouble.”
“Maybe,” Roak said.
“We’ve all been there,” Mott said. “Lost my first couple of jobs as lawman because of my hot temper. I hope you’ve learned to control yours. I don’t need any trouble around here. Got plenty of that without some visitor stirring shit up.”
“No trouble here,” Roak said. He downed his drink then raised his eyebrows at the bottle. Mott nodded. Roak refilled his glass.
He was about to take a sip when a woman walked through the airlock. Veha was attractive, but the alien that came walking into the tavern was several leagues above that. She was a full-blooded Tcherian, a reptile race that were chameleon-like, able to change their skin to match their environment completely. They could even go invisible if fully naked. The thought of seeing the woman naked entered Roak’s mind right away, but he shoved it back, not wanting to get distracted from what he needed to do.
Mott followed Roak’s gaze then turned back with a smirk.
“You and half the population of this town,” Mott said. “Male and female.”
The woman walked over to the bar where Z made a point of giving her Mott’s message. Her eyes turned to Roak’s and Mott’s table.
“She coming over?” Mott asked.
“Yeah,” Roak said.
“Good,” Mott replied. “She bringing a glass?”
“No,” Roak said as the woman sauntered over, obviously putting some extra swing into her hips for Roak’s sake. She used her body to its advantage. Roak made note of that.
“No?” Mott asked and frowned. “Guess she’s not feeling hospitable today. Too bad for her.”
“Mott,” the woman said as she came to stop at the side of the table. “Strange guy. Z said you need to talk to me, Mott.”
“I sure do,” Mott said and stood up. “In private would be best.”
The woman didn’t move. She looked from Mott to Roak and back to Mott.
“Right. Where are my manners?” Mott said. “This here is my new friend, uh… Dammit. You still haven’t told me your name.”
“Bex,” Roak said. “Bex Klo.”
“Bex Klo?” the woman replied. “Really?”
“Really,” Roak said.
“Bex, this is Ally,” Mott said. “She is the owner of this establishment. I only need a quick word with her then I’ll be right back and we can talk about your time in the War.”
“Actually, I need to get going,” Roak said. “Thanks for the drink, but I better move on so I can get back to Bepa Tooh’s soon.”
“With supplies,” Mott said, a twinkle in his eye. “Of course. Good to meet you, son.”
He extended his hand and Roak shook it. Ally didn’t move a centimeter and Roak was forced to squeeze around her to get away from the table.
“Again, thanks for the drink,” Roak said.
“Anytime,” Mott replied.
Roak nodded to Z as he left the tavern, grabbing his rebreather before exiting out the airlock.
It didn’t take a genius to realize Mott was not on the up and up, and Ally was sick and tired of whatever business he had to discuss with her. Roak gave a quick glance over his shoulder and saw Mott steering her by the elbow to a set of stairs in the corner. Then the airlock closed and they were lost from sight.
 



 
5.
 
It wasn’t hard to gather a few extra chits.
A well-timed stumble, an embarrassed apology, a few steps later, Roak checks his hand and smiles at the few chits he was able to snag from the man’s pocket. 
Point to something high up on the wall of the mercantile, wait until the shopkeeper turns his back, stuff a brand new moisture scanner into his shirt, nod thanks to the shopkeeper as he’s still up on the ladder, turn and leave the mercantile.
Walk two streets over to the pawnbroker, sell the moisture scanner, pocket several more chits.
Roak repeated the first move four times and the second move twice. He could only do the pawnbroker scam twice since there were only two pawnbrokers in the town. If he’d repeated the first scam more than four times then someone would have called the lawman about a stumbling drunk bumping into people out on the streets. 
Moderation in everything, including larceny.
With a solid stack of chits in hand, Roak made his way to the military supply shop on the outskirts of town. Every town had one. The War had been too widespread across the galaxy for there not to be a wealth of military surplus just left to rot in jungles, deserts, airless vacuums, asteroid belts, and wherever else failed campaigns had fallen apart.
The airlock hissed and a warbling chime sounded behind the counter at the far end of the long, narrow building. Roak took a look around and realized he was standing in a modified shipping container. Good place to store military surplus. The building was designed to handle the rigors of space, so it should keep the extreme level of oxygen firmly outside where it belonged.
“Help you, sir?” a Skrang said as he came out from a back room.
Roak stopped in his tracks, his hand instantly going for the pistol that wasn’t on his hip. The Skrang smiled.
“I’m used to that reaction,” he said in that raspy, guttural voice that Skrang were known for. 
He was a tall one, as tall as Roak, and his scales looked like they hadn’t seen sun in a very long time. The Skrang was missing several fangs, that being obvious as he continued to smile as Roak slowly made his way to the counter.
“Long way from the home world, aren’t you?” Roak asked when he reached the counter.
“I certainly hope so,” the Skrang said. He glanced down. “I’m not exactly considered worthy of life by my people.”
Roak leaned forward and saw that the Skrang was missing both legs. Instead, he was locked into a rollerball that allowed him ease of movement. By the look of the rollerball, it was held together by aftermarket parts. That explained why the Skrang looked pale. If he went outside with that thing, all it would take is a short circuit and the lizard man would be one crispy critter.
“Which conflict?” Roak asked.
“Does it matter?” the Skrang replied.
“Suppose not,” Roak said.
“What can I help you with today?” the Skrang asked.
“I need a couple of blades,” Roak said. “Maybe a few other things, but I’m interested in the blades first.”
“You want to see the quality of my display merch before you ask for what I got in the back room, that it?” The Skrang laughed and waved a clawed hand before Roak could reply. “I understand. Guy like you can’t be too careful.”
“Guy like me?” Roak asked, stiffening.
“Stranger,” the Skrang answered. “Haven’t seen you around here before. I don’t get out much, but I do know the faces of every being that lives within six kilometers of town. Helps me spot trouble.”
“This town seems to worry a lot about trouble,” Roak said.
“You must have run into Lawman Mott,” the Skrang chuckled. “He sees all strangers as trouble. He buy you a drink at the tavern?”
“He poured me a couple,” Roak said. “Not sure if he bought them or not.”
The Skrang laughed long and hard, having to lean a hand on the counter to keep from doubling over. Roak let the Skrang laugh, waiting him out until he got his breathing back under control.
“Oh, Mott must have loved talking to you,” the Skrang finally said. “He sees strangers as a personal challenge.”
“Challenge?” Roak asked.
“A puzzle to be solved,” the Skrang said as he extended his hand. “Sha. Sha Tog.”
“Bex Klo,” Roak replied, sticking with the name he gave Mott. 
“Sure it is,” Sha chuckled. “Now, let’s see what we can rustle up in the way of knives. Exactly what do you need them for?”
“Cutting things,” Roak replied.
“Would these things be inanimate objects or perhaps a little more lively?” Sha asked.
“They could be lively,” Roak said. “I’m hoping to put a stop to that, if I need to.”
“Right. Okay,” Sha said as he rolled down to a display that made up the corner of the counter. “How good are you with a blade?”
“Better than most,” Roak replied.
“I’m sure you are,” Sha said. He slid the case opened and his claw hovered over a couple of choices. He finally settled on one and withdrew it, offering it on his palm to Roak. “Billion carbon blade. Folded more times than the bot that made it can count. Perfectly balanced. Grip-forming hilt. Have a try.”
Roak took the knife by its handle and the grip instantly morphed to fit perfectly in his hand. He held it for a few seconds, feeling its heft, then gave a quick jab in the air and a fast swipe. Sha didn’t even flinch at the movements.
“Nice,” Roak said and set it on the counter. “How much?”
“Eighty-five credits,” Sha replied.
“How about if I pay in chits?” Roak asked.
“Then I can make you a special deal of eighty-five chits,” Sha said and grinned. 
“Seventy,” Roak said.
“Ninety,” Sha countered.
Roak smiled.
“Eighty-five, it is,” Roak said.
“You drive a hard bargain,” Sha laughed. He watched as Roak withdrew his stack of chits. “While you count out my eighty-five, let me see what else I got for you. That one you’re buying is great for the hip. What you need now is a boot knife, am I right?”
“And some boots to go with it,” Roak said, setting eighty-five chits on the counter. He moved to take the knife, but Sha snatched it up first.
“You can have it when we conclude our business,” Sha said. “I’d hate for you to think you can get away with trying those better than most knife skills out on me as payment for whatever else it is you need.”
“Fair enough,” Roak said. “What do you have in the way of light body armor?”
“What are you looking for?” Sha asked, his attention on a row of small knives in the display case.
“I’d prefer Tillian quality,” Roak said.
“Wouldn’t we all,” Sha said as he pulled out a small knife and set it by the first one. “Don’t have anything of that quality. Closest I have is a cheap knock off I usually tell folks is Tillian. Not going to even try to pass it off as real to you.”
“I appreciate that,” Roak said.
“Still ain’t gonna be cheap, though,” Sha said. “I saw that stack you’re carrying. You ain’t got enough chits.”
“How do I fix that problem?” Roak asked.
“Get more chits,” Sha said.
“Not in the cards,” Roak replied.
“Then neither is that body armor,” Sha said. He placed his hands, palms down, on the counter and stared hard at Roak.
Roak sighed.
“What do you need me to do as trade for that body armor?” Roak asked.
“Trade? Now, isn’t that an interesting idea,” Sha said. “Let me see…”
“I’m on the clock, Sha,” Roak said. “Be straight with me and I’ll see what I can do.”
“Man in a hurry,” Sha said. “Being in a hurry can drive up prices, ya know.”
“I don’t doubt you’ve got a gas-powered slug chunker within arm’s reach back behind that counter,” Roak stated. “I would, if I were you. You might get one shot off. Maybe even hit me. But I’ve been shot with worse and still snapped the neck I was fixing to snap.”
“Well said,” Sha responded as he reached down and brought out the double-barreled slug chunker, its gas canister clunking loudly on the counter. “Instead of shooting you, how about I hire you?”
“Out with it,” Roak said. “But no killing.”
Sha raised his scaly eyebrows in surprise.
“Killing brings the law down too fast,” Roak said. “I need time to finish up what I need to finish up before getting off this damn planet.”
“Good thing I don’t need no one killed,” Sha said. “Just broken. Wait here.”
Sha rolled into the back room. Roak didn’t make a move towards the knives on the counter. Guy like Sha would be watching him in a personal holo feed every step of the way.
“I need you to deliver this package and a message with it,” Sha said when he came back out with a small box in his hands. “Name and address are on the package.”
“What’s the message you want me to tell the recipient?” Roak asked.
“It’s more a show than a tell,” Sha said. “You ask for this guy when you get to the address. He comes to the door, you hand him the package then snap his left arm right off. Bring me the arm and I’ll set you up with knives, boots, and body armor. I’ll even give you your eighty-five chits back.”
“Only if I bring you the arm,” Roak said.
“The left arm,” Sha insisted. “Right arm is no use to me.”
“Understood,” Roak said. “Is it possible I can get those boots now?”
“No,” Sha said.
“Didn’t think so,” Roak said. He took the package, read the name and address, then looked up at Sha, an eyebrow arched.
“Four blocks over, six blocks down,” Sha said. “Apartment bundle. Rough neighborhood, so watch yourself, Mr. Klo.”
“Please, call me Bex,” Roak said with a grin.
“Wow, I’m honored,” Sha said. “Hurry back now. I can’t hold your merch all day. Might be a customer that needs the exact same body armor, boots, and knives you do. I’m a good guy, but I gotta do business.”
“I’ll be back before you close,” Roak said. “Probably sooner.”
“If you’re back before lunch, I’ll throw in a second boot knife,” Sha said. 
Roak nodded, turned, and left the shop. He bounced the package in one hand as he affixed the rebreather to his mouth, then set off to find the apartment bundle. It was a detour he couldn’t really afford, but then the gear he needed he couldn’t afford either. Roak had thought about taking out the Skrang, but he wasn’t kidding about how killing brought the law down fast. He needed some breathing room to get to Boss Teegg. Having the law on his ass would end that breathing room.
Roak walked four blocks then turned the corner onto the street where the apartment bundle was supposed to be.
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A Ferg opened the door and Roak had to stifle a laugh. Fergs were a diminutive race, barely much taller than three feet, looking something like a cross between a praying mantis and a beaver. The one standing in the doorway was stark naked except for a pair of pink underwear, her eight nipples on display for anyone that walked down the hallway and was unlucky enough to look down.
“I’m looking for Xcel’fell,” Roak said as he waved the package at the female Ferg.
She tried to snatch for it, but Roak kept it well above her reach. She hissed and showed him some very long, very sharp front teeth then growled low and turned her head to shout, “Hey, asshead! You got a package!”
She looked back at Roak and casually scratched at her crotch then at the nipple third from the top on the left side of her chest. 
“He’ll be here in a sec,” she said. “You wanna come inside? Have a drink? I bet a tall guy like you is always thirsty.” She cocked a hip and the scratching of the nipple increased in pressure and speed.
“Not right now,” Roak said, not even trying to hide his disgust. “I’ll take a raincheck.”
“What?” a deep voice barked as a mangy-looking Urvein waddled to the doorway.
Being a bear-like race, the man was covered in thick fur. Mostly. He had several areas that looked like he’d been scratching the hair off obsessively. He shoved the Ferg out of the way and glared down at Roak.
“What?” he barked again. “Who the hell are you?”
Roak instantly knew what he was up against. Stim junkies. Not good.
An Urvein alone, even one as unhealthy looking as Xcel’fell, was a handful. One hopped up on stim? Sha gave him one bitch of a task. Roak had to quickly calculate if the gear he needed was worth the risk. It may have been preferable to kill the Skrang and deal with the law on his ass than tangle with a stim junkie as big as the one that stood before him.
Of course, if Roak couldn’t handle the Urvein standing there in nothing but hole-ridden boxers then how could he think about taking on Boss Teegg’s men? That was what he asked himself as he extended the package to the mangy asshead.
“This is for you,” Roak said. “Can I come inside?”
“I don’t know you,” Xcel’fell said. “Get lost. Take your stupid box with ya.”
“Come on, honey,” the Ferg called from inside the shadows of the apartment. “Let the man in. Maybe he wants to party.”
Xcel’fell growled low, did his own scratching, then stepped aside.
“Give me the box,” Xcel’fell grumbled as Roak walked past him and into the less than pleasant smelling apartment.
“In a second,” Roak said as he pulled the package out of the Urvein’s reach and moved quickly into the front room. 
A quick look around told Roak it was the only room, other than what he thought must be a bathroom behind the only other door in the room. The kitchen was shoved into a corner, counters folded up against the wall to make more space. The stink of the place was coming off the stained mattress stuck in the opposite corner. Roak tried not to gag.
“Well?” Xcel’fell snapped. “Is that for me or isn’t it?”
“It is,” Roak said.
His eyes roamed the room, looking for anything that could help him complete his task. He sure could have used one of Sha’s knives, but that wasn’t part of the deal. So he settled on the next best thing.
Roak tossed the package to Xcel’fell then moved closer to the Ferg woman. She liked the movement and took a couple of steps towards him. He forced himself not to flinch when her hand began to stroke his thigh.
“You ever been part of a Bilionna Threesome?” the Ferg asked.
“Not that I remember,” Roak said, his eyes locked onto the package as Xcel’fell opened it.
“Oh, you’d remember,” the Ferg said. “Trust me, baby, you’d remember.”
Xcel’fell let out a small gasp as he opened the package and stared at the contents inside.
“Sha,” he whispered as he plucked out a long, gold chain and held it up in front of his face.
On the end of the chain was an ear. An Urvein ear. That was when Roak noticed that Xcel’fell was missing his left one. It shouldn’t have been a detail that slipped his notice, but the Urvein was so ugly and mangy that he must have thought he was just looking at another bald patch.
“You’re gonna take that Skrang piece of shit a message for me,” Xcel’fell said as he tossed the box aside and shoved the chained ear out at Roak. “You’re gonna take the exact same message to him.”
“You want me to give him your other ear?” Roak asked.
The Urvein roared and lunged. Roak dodged to the side and snatched up the Ferg, landing a hard blow behind the woman’s left ear, knocking her senseless. She went limp in his arms and Roak lifted her higher as Xcel’fell slashed out with his thick claws. 
Blood splattered across the Urvein’s face and he stopped his attack, his face looking shocked and stricken at what he’d just done.
Roak didn’t waste that hesitation. He pulled back the Ferg’s lips, exposing those sharp, long teeth, and slammed the woman’s head into Xcel’fell’s shoulder. The teeth sunk through fur, flesh and muscle, going straight to the bone. Roak twisted and swiveled the unconscious Ferg and more blood spilled out into the apartment, but that time it was the Urvein’s.
Xcel’fell roared in pain and let the chain and ear go so he could slash out with that claw. Roak moved with the enraged Urvein and continued to saw, using the Ferg’s insanely sharp teeth as his cutting tool. 
He was more than halfway through when Xcel’fell finally was able to land a blow.
Roak went flying across the room, his chest feeling like he’d just been hit by a speed roller. He landed in a heap on the soiled mattress and began gagging from the smell that wafted up around him. He had to shove the thought of what he may have been lying in out of his mind so he could then shove his body up and off the mattress as Xcel’fell leapt at him. 
Roak rolled aside and the Urvein landed right where he’d just been. The Ferg was all the way across the room, coated in blood, two teeth snapped off and a couple others cracked and hanging loose. Roak hoped he’d cut through enough to not need the Ferg anymore. 
Before Xcel’fell could regroup, Roak jumped onto his back and grabbed the wounded arm by the furry wrist. He yanked up and back and felt the arm loosen from the socket. The Urvein screamed and thrashed, but Roak hung on, his knees planted into the stim junkie’s back muscles.
Another hard yank and twist and the arm tore free. Xcel’fell screeched in agony, throwing Roak off with a wild, full body buck. Roak tumbled across the floor and came to rest against the far wall. The way out was exactly between him and Xcel’fell.
Roak looked down at the arm he held in his grip. The Urvein’s pained eyes were looking at the same object. They moved at the same time.
Roak was up and on his feet before Xcel’fell. He sprinted towards the door, his ribs feeling like they did before Veha had put him in the med pod. He was gonna need some patching up before he could take on Boss Teegg, but he’d worry about that later. At that moment, he had a one-armed Urvein racing at him with nothing but murder on its mind.
Roak skidded into the wall of the short hallway that led to the front door. He ricocheted off that wall and into the opposite one, which saved his life as Xcel’fell’s remaining fist slammed through the spot where Roak’s head had just been. 
Roak lashed out with the severed arm and caught Xcel’fell across the face, tearing the creature’s cheek wide open with his own jagged upper arm bone. The Urvein howled and clapped his hand to the floppy skin that hung down. 
“My face!” he roared. “My beautiful face!”
Xcel’fell dropped to his knees and screamed over and over about his face as Roak reached the door.
“See ya,” Roak said as he raced outside and hurried down the hallway to the stairs.
Three floors later, he was in the dank, dirty lobby of the apartment bundle. He walked to the security desk that was manned by a snoring Leforian, grabbed his rebreather from the spot where he’d left it, slipped that on, and was out the airlock of the apartment bundle before he’d let more than three drops of Urvein blood splatter onto the soiled tile of the lobby floor.
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Sha Tog let Roak use his med pod that he kept in the back. It took two hours out of Roak’s schedule, but it was worth it to knit the ribs back together. Sha didn’t even haggle a price for the use of the med pod. Probably because of the look in Roak’s eye when he came walking back into the shop. The Eight Million Gods themselves would have been fools to argue with Roak at that moment.
The light body armor wasn’t a perfect fit, it wouldn’t hold up to heavy pistol fire, but it was enough to slow any blades from piercing Roak’s flesh. He tugged at the collar and pulled at the hem of the sleeves, frowning the whole time as Sha watched him with an amused look on his face.
“You want to know what that was all about?” Sha asked Roak. The Skrang held Xcel’fell’s arm in his hands and was swinging it back and forth as he watched Roak make several small adjustments to the armor. “I bet you’re dying to know.”
“Not really,” Roak said.
“You sure?” Sha asked.
“Not hard to figure out,” Roak said. “The Ferg used to be your woman.”
Sha looked shocked. “That skanky whore? Are you joking?”
Roak stopped his adjustments and glanced at Sha. “I’m wrong?”
“Way off, stranger,” Sha said. “I sold that Ferg to Xcel’fell. His credits bounced. I told him I’d take a hunk of his flesh instead. The stupid Urvein thought I was kidding. Now he knows I wasn’t.”
“And so does every low life that may think about welching on you in the future,” Roak said, instantly understanding. “Sorry.”
“For what?” Sha asked.
“For assuming you had a thing with that Ferg,” Roak said.
“I’d be dead of six million different diseases if I even looked too long at that piece of yuck,” Sha said. “Urveins have immune systems that rival anything in the universe. I was lucky Xcel’fell bought her off me.”
“This is as good as it gets,” Roak said as he tugged at his armor one more time before pointing at the knives on the counter. “You said I’d get a second boot knife.”
“I did,” Sha said. He fetched it and tossed it next to the others. “Good luck.”
“Thanks for the use of the med pod,” Roak said as he grabbed the knives, put the big one on his belt, and the two others in their respective spaces in his boots. “I appreciate it.”
“I’ll remember that,” Sha said. “Perhaps you will do me a favor someday in return, Bex.”
“Perhaps,” Roak replied, ignoring Sha’s obvious mocking of his fake name. “But, probably not. I’ll be needing to leave the planet as soon as possible once my business is concluded.”
“That so?” Sha asked. “And how do you plan to do that?”
“How do you mean?” Roak asked. “Space elevator, just like everyone else. I made arrangements.”
“Everyone like you does,” Sha said. Roak didn’t respond, simply stood there, his eyes on Sha. “The authorities on this planet are bought and paid for.”
“Well aware of that,” Roak said. “It’s not unusual. Like I said, I made arrangements.”
Sha held up a single finger. “Something tells me those arrangements were made before you got yourself into the trouble you’re in?”
“Who says I’m in trouble?” Roak said. He sighed. There was no point. “Let me guess. You have a way off the planet? How much?”
“Me? Nah,” Sha said. “I don’t deal in transportation.” He waved his arm around. “I deal in this.”
“But you know someone that does,” Roak said.
“Perhaps,” Sha said. “I tell you what, you go take care of your business then hurry back here afterwards and we’ll see what I can do for you.”
“How about you tell me who I need to deal with directly?” Roak said. “I don’t think you’ll want me coming back here after I take care of what I take care of. Might be a little hotter than you want.”
“Might be, might be,” Sha said, seriously thinking it over.
“I don’t have time for this, Sha,” Roak said. “You gonna give me the name or not?”
Sha tapped at his scaly lip with a clawed finger. He narrowed his lizard eyes at Roak then shook his head.
“Don’t know why I’m doing this,” he muttered. “Okay. You go see Ally over at the–”
“Tavern,” Roak said. “Yeah, I met her earlier. She can get me off planet without being noticed?”
“I don’t know how unnoticed you’ll go,” Sha said, “but she can get you off this planet and up to your ship. I assume you have a ship waiting for you in orbit on the station?”
“I might,” Roak said.
“Good,” Sha said. “You tell Ally I sent you and she’ll get you to that ship.”
“This another favor I owe?” Roak asked.
“Let’s just say that the previous favor has grown in size,” Sha said.
“Okay,” Roak said and nodded. “Let’s just say that.”
He tipped a finger to his brow and turned to leave.
“Oh, and Bex?” Sha called out.
“Yeah?” Roak replied.
“I don’t know you, you don’t know me, and you were never here,” Sha said.
“Goes without saying,” Roak replied.
“I’d still like to hear you say it,” Sha said.
“Sha who?” Roak said and grinned before pulling down his rebreather. The airlock hissed open and he stepped through.
The sun had begun to set, which was good since Roak obviously looked like he was going to cause some trouble. Most of the citizens of the town were dressed in simple garments made of simple cloth. Roak’s light body armor meant he stuck out like a sore thumb. 
He looked one way then the other to make sure he wasn’t being watched before jogging across the street and ducking into a narrow alleyway. He followed the alley to the back then hopped a short wall that separated the space from the next street over. No one was on that street except for a couple of old men sitting in rocking chairs on the porch of what Roak assumed was a barbershop. Neither of them had rebreathers on, but then neither of them were human. They each had six arms and long, segmented bodies. Roak had no idea what race they were, but the six arms thing had to be handy in their line of work.
Roak jogged in the opposite direction of the two aliens until he reached the end of the street and faced a wall of jungle. Trees everywhere, thick underbrush, heavy vines hanging down, the jungle made itself known, that was for sure. Roak figured the town must have had one helluva maintenance budget to keep the jungle at bay. All it would take was a couple of weeks of neglect and the trees and vines would be filling the streets.
It took him a few minutes to find his way, but he discovered a hidden path that wound through the trees. He quickly followed it, hoping the path would spit him out where he thought it would. After close to an hour of hiking, he was rewarded by the sight of Boss Teegg’s compound walls peeking through the trees. He didn’t come out exactly where he’d hoped, but he was close enough. 
Now it was a matter of waiting, watching, and picking the right time to strike.
Roak skirted the compound, his eyes on the wall at all times. He looked for ways in, but couldn’t find any. Before, he’d walked right up to the main gate and presented the cargo box. That got him inside the compound. Once inside, things hadn’t gone how he’d liked, but he’d made do and forced his way to Boss Teegg. The rest was painful history.
There was a service entrance in the back of the compound, but it was heavily guarded. No energy or combustion weapons could be used in the open air, so that meant security needed to be beefed up. And it was.
Roak stared at the four Gwreqs that stood outside the service entrance, two on each side, while a slimy-looking Ichterran, a race that breathed air and leaked water from the gill slits on its neck, checked credentials of the servants that came and went from the compound. With the heavy oxygen atmosphere, those gills were leaking water like crazy.
The Ichterran wasn’t a problem. Two hits to the gill slits and it’d be down and choking to death. The Gwreqs were the problem. Seven feet tall each, and five feet wide, at least, Gwreqs were not easy to deal with. Their skin was pure stone and they had enough strength in one hand to break Roak in two with a snap of their fingers. The knives he carried wouldn’t even nick their hides. He needed a better way in.
Staying to the shadows of the jungle, Roak backtracked until he was far enough away that he could cross the service entrance access road without being seen. He came out of the trees and bumped right into a small woman that looked like she’d been working for six days straight. Knowing the scum that Boss Teegg was, Roak didn’t doubt that there was a distinct possibility that she had.
“Sorry,” Roak said and skirted past the woman.
“You,” the woman said, her voice a muffled croak behind her rebreather. “You’re that man that Veha was helping.”
Roak turned quickly, his hand going to the knife on his hip.
“Relax, stranger,” the woman cackled. “I am no threat to you.”
“Then why say what you said?” Roak asked. “Why not let me pass by?”
“Veha is a good woman and she is trying to do good by her son,” the woman said. “Do not ruin any of that for her.”
“I don’t intend to,” Roak said.
“Men like you never intend to,” the woman said. “Yet, it happens time and time again. Be careful with her.”
“I will,” Roak said. “I owe her a life debt. I’ll make sure it is paid without destroying hers.”
“Very good,” the woman said and nodded. “Now, go and kill that son of a bitch. This planet needs him gone.”
Roak was about to tell the woman that he wasn’t there to kill Boss Teegg, only to get his chits, but he could tell she’d lay into him as much as Veha did.
“Listen, if you were me, how would you get into the compound without being detected?” Roak asked.
“You don’t,” the woman said. At that, she turned and continued walking down the access road. 
Roak watched her go until she was lost from view, the whole time trying to think of a way he could get into the compound. Maybe the woman was right and there wasn’t a way in without being detected. Or maybe she just didn’t want to get too involved. Involved enough to tell him off when it came to Veha, but not involved enough to give him a helping hand even though that meant it would eventually help Veha. 
Roak just did not get people, no matter the race.
He continued his inspection of the compound, circling it twice, until he realized that the front entrance was actually easier than dealing with the servant entrance in back. The guards in front were armed with heavy sabers, but were mostly average-sized races. Roak liked his odds against sabers than against four Gwreqs. His armor could deal with blades, but it couldn’t deal with getting crushed by stone hands.
Roak sat with his back against a massive tree, his body lost in the giant shadow it made, and waited until the daylight was completely gone. Once night had fallen, and the security lights went on, casting harsh glares and shadows in all directions, Roak stood up, stretched for a couple minutes, then walked out of the jungle and headed straight at the front gates.
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“Stop right there,” one of the sabered guards ordered as Roak walked up to the gates. “State your name and business.”
“Boss Teegg owes me chits,” Roak said. “I’ve come to collect.”
“Yeah, right,” the guard laughed. “Buzz off, dipshit.”
“Nope,” Roak said. He pointed at the small guardhouse where two others were sitting inside, rebreathers dangling from their necks, laughing over something on the holo vid that flickered in front of them. “Have your pals give a call to the house. You’ll see.”
It was a heavy risk, taking the direct approach, but since Roak didn’t have to worry about blasters or laser pistols being pulled and fired, he figured he could take the risk. Plus, he had a plan.
“Boss Teegg ain’t here,” the guard replied without even glancing at the guardhouse. “He’s off planet.”
“I don’t buy it,” Roak said and pulled his blade. 
The guards pulled their sabers and came at him. They didn’t hesitate for a second. That was exactly what Roak hoped they would do.
He ducked under the first swing, slicing open the guard’s thigh with a quick slash of his knife. The man screamed and fell, blood spurting everywhere as his femoral artery emptied his body of his precious life.
The second guard slowed and tried to hack down at Roak, but he rolled away from the attack and came up, his knife digging deep into the belly of a third guard. Roak was up on his feet and turning that guard around when the second guard regrouped for another attack, slashing blindly. The third guard took the saber through the neck and his head bobbed for a half-second before it came loose, dangling from a couple of tendons. 
The second guard screamed at what he’d done and threw up into his rebreather, instantly aspirating the vomit. He fell to his knees, his hands clutching at his throat as he slowly choked to death.
The fourth guard jabbed at Roak, gave a feint to the right, then slashed low and fast at Roak’s knees. He missed as Roak jumped over the slash and came at the guard with his knife flipped in a backwards grip. Two quick slices to the man’s rebreather and the guard was down, struggling to clasp the apparatus back to his face. He wasn’t going to die right then, he had several minutes before things got uncomfortable, but when a person is conditioned to fear something, that fear can be overwhelming.
Roak kicked him in the temple and the man was out.
The fifth and sixth guards froze. Fifth glanced at the guardhouse where one of the holo vid watchers was on the comm, probably calling for reinforcements. Sixth kept his eyes on Roak, his saber shaking in his hand.
“You want to let me in to see Boss Teegg now?” Roak asked. 
Neither of the guards replied. Fifth kept his eyes on the guardhouse while sixth kept his eyes on Roak. 
“I don’t have time for this,” Roak said and took a step towards the sixth guard. 
The man dropped his saber and ran. Roak wasn’t quite sure what to do about that. It was surprising, to say the least. It was that confusion that almost got him killed as the fifth guard decided it was time to engage. His saber swipe missed Roak’s face by a millimeter. 
Roak stumbled back, tripping over one of the fallen guards, and landed hard on his ass. The fifth guard pressed his attack and came at Roak fast, but Roak snagged a stray saber and brought it up in time to parry the blow that would have certainly taken his head off.
Roak slid his saber down the guard’s arm and gave it a quick flick, slicing the man’s wrist wide open. The guard screamed, dropped his saber, and clutched at his bleeding wrist. There was a lot of blood. 
Roak was back up before the man could do a thing about it. His saber drove deep into the guard’s belly. Roak left it there and walked over to the guardhouse. He pounded on the window with his fist and made the universal sign of “open the damn door.” The two guards inside shook their heads.
Roak sighed. He could hear men yelling and boots running. Oh, well, the gates were about to open anyway.
Roak found his knife nearby and sheathed it on his belt. He picked up another saber and stepped over to the right side of the gates where he wouldn’t be seen right away. The guards in the guardhouse saw what he was doing and started barking into the comm, but it was too late. The gates had started to slide open.
About ten men came through and all looked to their right. The opposite of where Roak was standing. It was almost comical. Roak felt sorry for the morons, but figured Boss Teegg got what he paid for. He should have paid better. But it was already established the man was a cheap son of a bitch. If he wasn’t, he would have paid Roak what he was owed and chalked it up to a business loss.
Roak slipped inside the open gates and was running halfway across the compound before Boss Teegg’s men realized they’d made a mistake and had looked in the wrong direction. He was at the front doors before they could scramble enough brainpower to think of pursuit. He was inside the house before that brainpower was transferred to their legs and they started running after him.
It really was sad.
Roak slammed the hilt of his saber against the door controls and they sparked and sputtered before dying and sending up a trickle of blue-black smoke. Roak cringed at the sparks, waiting for the air to combust around him, but an anti-fire protocol kicked in and killed any danger within a second.
The house was dark. It was quiet and had that feeling of emptiness that houses had when no one was inside. Roak wondered if it was some manufactured effect because surely there had to be someone in the huge house. Servants, cooks, more guards. Boss Teegg.
As Roak searched the house, his ear always listening for when the goon squad outside finally made it in, Roak began to believe his guts and realized there might not be anyone inside the house after all. The servants may have fled when the guardhouse called up to the main house. All of Boss Teegg’s hired goons could actually be outside.
And, maybe, the one guard hadn’t lied and Boss Teegg had actually left the compound. But why? There was no way for him to know Roak was coming for him. As far as Boss Teegg knew, Roak was dead, part of a carbon cube ejected into space.
Unless…
Unless someone figured out he was still alive and alerted Boss Teegg to that tiny detail. With Roak’s reputation in the underworld circles, fleeing was the smart move on Boss Teegg’s part. Except that Roak had no intention of killing Boss Teegg. He just wanted his chits. It was extremely frustrating that people just didn’t understand that. Roak was highly skilled at killing, but he wasn’t a killer. There were plenty of others in the galaxy that were, but he wasn’t one of them.
But he sure wanted to kill someone at that moment when he finished his search of the house. The son of a bitch was gone. No doubt. Boss Teegg’s room looked like he’d packed and left in a hurry. That told Roak that someone must have tipped him off.
But, who?
Veha? No, why would she? It would be too dangerous for her and for her son. But, who else knew?
No one. So it had to have been Veha.
Realization hit Roak like a metric ton of bricks. Veha did tell someone. But Roak doubted she did it voluntarily.
Stuck in his thought loop, Roak almost didn’t hear the approaching boots. Lots of boots. Heavy boots.
“Dammit,” Roak muttered as the mob of guards came bursting into Boss Teegg’s room. 
Roak held up his saber and gave the mob a wicked grin.
“You’ll all die,” Roak said. He suddenly recognized the lead guard. “Vnluk? I thought I already killed you.”
“Close, but not close enough,” Vnluk said as he pulled a blaster pistol from his hip. “Too bad for you.”
“That’s kind of a bad idea on this planet, don’t you think?” Roak asked, his eyes locked onto Vnluk’s. He’d learned years ago that you watch the eyes, not the weapon. Eyes never lie. “You pull that trigger and things could go boom.”
“Not inside,” Vnluk said. “This house is quadruple sealed from any breaches.”
“You guys cool with that?” Roak asked the rest of the mob. Some of them looked way less than cool with it. “He misses and this whole building turns to charcoal.”
“Hey, Vnluk, maybe we just take him with blades?” one of the guards asked.
“Maybe I shoot you in the face!” Vnluk shouted as he turned his head to look back over his shoulder at the guard. 
Roak moved.
He whipped the saber out and down. Vnluk screamed and pulled back a bleeding stump to his chest. His hand, with the blaster still gripped tight, lay on the floor, blood pooling about it. Roak didn’t waste time and slashed back at Vnluk, catching the man across the throat. More blood spurted and kept on spurting as the bodyguard fell to his knees.
Roak hooked the tip of the saber under the blaster and flicked it up into the air. Half the mob flinched. Just the sight of a blaster needled at their ingrained fear of causing a massive conflagration that no one could stop.
Catching the blaster in his other hand, and trying not to cringe at the severed hand that came with it, Roak waved the saber at the mob.
“I can still kill most of you with the blade,” Roak said. He managed to get the severed hand free and it plopped to floor, causing more than a couple of the guards to take a step back. “The ones I don’t cut down will get a blaster bolt through their guts. Bad way to go, if you ask me.”
No one moved. Except for Vnluk who was busy choking on his own blood as his body slowly slumped over and then went still.
“I’m here for my chits,” Roak said. “I didn’t even want to kill Boss Teegg. I just want my chits. If any of you could point me to his safe, that would be appreciated. No one has to die if you let me fetch my chits and get out of here. Boss Teegg is already gone, so who the hell are you protecting?”
Still, no one moved. All eyes went from Roak’s face to the saber to the blaster and back again in a dizzying cycle of observation. 
“Someone has to make the call here,” Roak said, nudging Vnluk’s corpse with the toe of his boot. “He sure as hell ain’t, so who’s stepping up?”
“We let you go and Boss Teegg finds out, we’re all dead,” a guard said.
“You come at me and you all die anyway,” Roak said. “I’m giving you a fighting chance. Stay and risk what Boss Teegg does to you when he returns.” Roak rolled his eyes. “If he returns. I am going to find him. It’s what I do.” He shrugged. “Or you can run fast as hell out of this system and hide your ass on some tavern planet like Xippeee. Get good and drunk and wait for the news that I’ve put Boss Teegg down and you’re free to live your life however you want.”
“You said you didn’t want to kill Boss Teegg,” one of the guards said.
“I don’t,” Roak replied. “But, let’s be realistic here, I’ll probably have to. He’s running scared. And scared fools like him get themselves killed. I mean, come on, the guy left his number one bodyguard behind.” Roak nudged Vnluk again. “That’s how scared he was. Couldn’t even wait for Vnluk to join him. Packed a bag and bailed with his tail between his legs. In my experience tracking fools down, that means he’s destined for an appointment with the Reaper.”
Some of the guards grunted in disbelief, but most nodded in agreement. The lowering of their blades proved Roak had hit the right nerve. Several members of the mob filtered out of the room, shaking their heads and sighing in frustration. Their careers as hired muscle just ended. They’d need to reinvent themselves if they ever wanted to be employed again.
Eight guards remained, all looking hard and determined. Roak grunted.
“Really?” he asked.
They came at him slowly, cautiously, eyes watching the blaster, waiting for him to pull the trigger. Roak, of course, did not pull the trigger. That was a total bluff. He had zero intention of becoming a crispy casualty. But he did use the blaster to his advantage.
He jabbed the pistol forward and the first four guards flinched, stumbling back into the second four. Roak slashed and stabbed quickly before retreating a few steps. Two men lay on the floor, their bellies wide open, while two others’ blades fell with a clatter as they grabbed at the fresh wounds that were pouring blood with great enthusiasm.
Roak raised an eyebrow and two of the guards not wounded turned and fled the room. The other two stared down at the eviscerated guards then at the ones still standing. Blood was everywhere, multi-colored, multi-raced splashes of death, pooling across the floor. The last two guards backed out of the room, blades still up, but lacking any hint of threat.
One of the wounded guards slumped to the ground, having lost too much blood to remain upright. The last one limped his way to freedom. Roak waited a couple of minutes then stepped over the dead and cautiously made his way out of Boss Teegg’s bedroom. 
No one was waiting for him.
He continued to search the house until he finally found Boss Teegg’s safe. It didn’t take much time to crack it, a skill Roak had picked up over the years. It also didn’t take much time to curse Boss Teegg’s name as Roak stared at the empty innards of the safe. He didn’t bother to shut the safe as he left the room and headed for the front of the house.
He walked down the hallway, into the foyer, and over to the front airlock. The controls hung down in a jumble of wires, but someone had rigged a simple switch. Roak slipped his rebreather on, slipped the blaster into his belt, and held the saber out in front of him as he flipped the switch.
The airlock door slid open and Roak took a step outside. Men and women milled about the compound grounds, but none of them paid him any attention. They were busy scrounging up supplies and readying themselves to flee the compound. The faster they were gone, the more of a lead they’d have if Boss Teegg decided to go looking for them. Roak highly doubted any of the men and women would ever be on Boss Teegg’s radar again, even if Roak left the man alive after fetching his chits.
Roak headed to the front gates and the road back to town.
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The thought of Veha nagged at Roak.
He had told the woman that he’d go back for her and Deha so they could get off the planet and away from any danger they may be in. But, if Roak’s assumption was correct, then danger had already found the woman and her son. If that was the case, then there was no point in going back to her house. In fact, it would be downright stupid to go back since odds were that someone would be there waiting for him to return.
If Veha had given up the information that he was going for Boss Teegg then she certainly would have given up the information that Roak was coming back for her and Deha. There was zero doubt about that in Roak’s mind.
Which was why he was puzzled to find his feet taking him in the direction of Veha’s house. He should have been walking to the tavern to find Ally so he could get a ride off the planet. Sha said the tavern owner was the woman to ask. Roak should go ask.
But he didn’t. He kept walking, skirting the town so he wouldn’t be spotted. Despite it being night, and the street lamps in the town weak and barely able to light up a meter below them, any stranger walking about would be spotted quickly. He stayed to the shadows and kept his eyes and ears open.
Roak began to think he’d make it without a problem, but the mocking cough and clearing of a throat stopped him in his tracks as he was only about three blocks from the far edge of town and the road to Veha’s place.
“Bex Klo,” Mott said as Roak turned to see him step out from a building’s shadowed doorway. “That is your name, right?”
“That’s my name,” Roak said.
“New look since we last talked,” Mott said, pointing at the saber and knife tucked into Roak’s belt. He hesitated then laughed when he saw the blaster. “Oh, yes, a very new look. You have any idea the penalty for carrying an energy weapon on Ligston?”
“I’m guessing it’s more than a slap on the wrist and less than death,” Roak said.
“You’d be close,” Mott said. “Except that death has been the verdict on more than one occasion.”
“Is this one of those occasions?” Roak asked.
“Probably not,” Mott said. “But that’s assuming you even live to go to trial.”
“Any particular reason why I wouldn’t?” Roak asked. “You’re the lawman around here. I’d think you’d want me to face a jury of my peers.”
“No juries on Ligston,” Mott said. “Too time consuming. Magistrate makes the call twice a week at the courthouse. But he’s backed up for months. I’d be doing him a favor by killing you in the street right now.”
“You’d be doing me a favor if you didn’t,” Roak said. The shuffling of boots told him that Mott wasn’t alone. “Deputies?”
“Not officially. The town can’t afford more than one representative of the law,” Mott said. “But, I can’t do the job all by myself so I sometimes hire good, upstanding citizens to help with the more difficult cases.”
“Such as me,” Roak said.
“Such as you,” Mott agreed. “Now, how about you make it less difficult and give me your name? It certainly isn’t Bex Klo. No Bex Klo listed in any database. Sure as hell weren’t no Bex Klo serving in the Galactic Fleet infantry during the War.”
“You’re surprised by the GF’s bad record keeping?” Roak asked.
“Cut the shit, stranger,” Mott snapped. “I spoke with sweet, old Ms. Tooh and she’s never heard of you. In fact, she knows all of the men and women that served with her son. They made a point of calling on her after the War. You weren’t one of them.”
“I couldn’t make it then,” Roak said.
“Are you really going to try to keep this up?” Mott asked. “It’s exhausting. You’re found out, stranger. Make this easy on me and I’ll make sure you don’t get launched naked into space.”
“Don’t know what to tell you other than my name is Bex Klo,” Roak said. “I may have lied about staying with Bepa Tooh, but can you blame me? This isn’t the most hospitable town when it comes to tourists.”
“Oh, it’s tourist now, is it?” Mott laughed. “Son, you just don’t quit! Ha! I admire that, I really do. Or I would if you weren’t being so damn insulting to my intelligence.”
“I don’t think you need my help there,” Roak said.
“Cocky son of a bitch,” Mott said. 
He nodded and Roak was barely able to turn his head before something heavy crashed into his temple. He crumpled into a pile of pain. His head felt like it was on fire then it became a slow burn of agony that worked its way down his neck and spine. Roak groaned and tried to get his hands and feet under him, but a swift kick to the ribs ended that plan.
“Stay down,” Mott hissed.
The lawman crouched close to Roak and grabbed him by the back of the neck. His fingers squeezed at two pressure points and the fire returned, lighting up Roak’s skull in a blazing inferno.
“Would a stupid man invite a stranger into Ally’s tavern for a drink just so he could get a DNA sample to run through the database?” Mott growled. “I don’t think a stupid man would. And since that’s exactly what I did, I feel fairly certain that makes me well above stupid. What do you think?”
“Even Bverns make right choices sometimes,” Roak said.
“You comparing me to one of those rat things?” Mott asked. He slammed Roak’s face into the ground, crushing the rebreather into his nose. Blood spurted and began pouring down onto Roak’s chin as Mott yanked his head back up. “I got you right where I want you and you still insult me? I think you may be the stupid one here.”
“Never said I wasn’t,” Roak said, snorting a good amount of blood up into his sinuses. He coughed and gagged for second. “How’d that DNA test work out for you?”
Mott snarled and shoved Roak away. He stood up as three men armed with heavy batons closed in on Roak.
“I’ll tell you how it worked out,” Mott said, nodding to the three men. They dragged Roak up onto his feet. “You don’t exist. Your DNA isn’t logged anywhere on the Grid. I even have access to some back channels and I couldn’t find you there. Now, how is that? Everyone leaves a trace.”
“Apparently not,” Roak said as he tried to stand on his own weight, but his head just wouldn’t let him. He hadn’t felt that bad in a long time. The pain was worse than when Veha had found him. “You guys got something for this headache? Hard to pay attention to your questions when my brain wants to escape my skull.”
“Oh, that? No, there’s nothing I could give you that will stop the pain,” Mott said. “You have to ride it out. Special chemical compound we use in those batons to take down perps. Can’t use energy weapons, but we can’t just rely on blades and clubs, now can we?”
Mott nodded and one of the men snatched the blaster from Roak’s hip and tossed it over to the lawman. Mott caught it easily and weighed it in his hand.
“Good quality,” Mott said. “I recognize the model. Boss Teegg had two crates of these brought in last year. Of course, he needed my help to get them through customs, but being as we are fast friends, I was more than willing to lend a hand.”
Roak forced himself to raise his head and look Mott in the eye.
“Yes, I gave Boss Teegg the heads up that you were coming for him,” Mott said.
“How’d you know?” Roak asked, already knowing the answer. “I could have been here for any number of reasons. No way you figured out what I was up to over one drink.”
“You are right there,” Mott said. “Good thing I ran into Bepa Tooh’s neighbor as I was leaving the old woman’s house. Veha had just gotten off work and was returning with that cute kid of hers. I’ve seen Veha around town. Beautiful woman. Always so calm and relaxed. That’s why when she jumped at the sight of me and her hands started to tremble, well, I knew something wasn’t quite right. When she hurried her son inside, that just confirmed my suspicions.”
“You son of a bitch,” Roak snarled. “What did you do to her?”
“Me? I didn’t lay a finger on her,” Mott said. “That wouldn’t be right. Lawman harming an ordinary citizen. I let my boys have a crack at her. Took, what, fifteen minutes before she spilled everything? Yes, I’d say fifteen minutes.”
“She better be alive,” Roak growled.
“Alive? Son, weren’t you listening? I just said it took fifteen minutes before she spilled everything,” Mott replied. “By everything, I mean everything. All the info on where you were going, plus all those pretty guts of hers. I was thinking they’d be as blue as her skin, but turns out they were red and pink. Looks like Veha was more human than I ever thought.”
“You’re a dead man, Mott,” Roak said.
“That so? I sure don’t feel dead,” Mott chuckled. “Now, there is one loose end we need to take care of. Deha. That cute boy of Veha’s. No one laid a finger on him. Not one hair on his head was touched. But that’s all gonna change unless you start telling me things I want to know.”
Mott’s fist flew out fast and sharp, rocking Roak’s head back.
“Understand what I’m saying to you, stranger?” Mott snapped. “We’re going to take a little trip back to Veha’s house where her son is waiting for us. I’m going to ask you some questions. You’re going to answer them. Every time I think you’re lying, that boy loses a piece of himself. Could be a finger, could be a toe, could be his little tiny manhood.”
“What if I’m not lying, but you don’t believe me?” Roak asked.
“Same result,” Mott said. “So I suggest you be very, very convincing.”
He snapped his fingers as he walked past Roak. The men whipped Roak around and began dragging him along, all headed for Veha’s house.
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The kid wasn’t even crying when Mott’s men threw Roak onto the floor in front of him. Deha sat bound to a kitchen chair, his eyes empty, his face blank.
“Eight Million Gods,” Roak muttered, hands tied behind his back. “The kid’s in shock, Mott. You start cutting on him and he’ll die in seconds.”
“That so?” Mott asked. 
He nodded and one of his men produced a very sharp combat knife. Mott took it and slashed Deha’s cheek. The boy whimpered as the blood flowed, but didn’t cry out. His eyes came a little more into focus, but not much.
“Looks to still be alive to me,” Mott said as he wiped the bloody blade on Roak’s shoulder then handed the knife back to his man. “Strong little bugger. I think he’ll last a lot longer than you think.”
Mott grabbed up a second kitchen chair and spun it around, sitting so his arms could rest on the back as he stared down at Roak.
“First question,” Mott said. “What’s your damn name?”
“Roak,” Roak said.
Mott waited then laughed. “Roak what?”
“Just Roak,” Roak replied.
“Just Roak? No one is just anything,” Mott said. He jerked his head at the boy. “Take an ear.”
“Hey!” Roak shouted as one of the men moved on Deha. “I’m telling you the truth! It’s just Roak!”
“Back in town, I told you to be very convincing,” Mott said. “Giving me a one name answer is not very convincing. Take the ear.”
Roak bellowed and roared, but the man didn’t even pause as he placed the blade to the back of Deha’s left ear. He glanced at Mott. The Lawman nodded and that was that. A quick swipe and the ear was off. Deha began to scream at the top of his lungs.
“Shut him up,” Mott ordered. The man with the bloody ear in his hand grabbed a towel from a hook by the oven and jammed it into the screaming boy’s mouth. Mott sighed. “That’s better.”
“You rotten piece of shit,” Roak snarled. “I’m going to hurt you so bad before you die.”
“That so?” Mott asked. “Huh. I have the exact same plan for you. Once I’m done hurting the kid. Now, being a man of the law, I’m a big believer in double jeopardy. The boy already lost an ear for your lie, so I’ll ask a different question, give you a chance to make up for what you’ve caused.”
“Pain you can’t even comprehend right now,” Roak continued. “Pain that can’t be registered on any scale. There isn’t a device in the universe that can measure what I’m going to do to you.”
“Ah, will you look at that, boys?” Mott laughed. “It’s a criminal with a heart of gold. How sweet.”
“Pain,” Roak hissed. “So much pain.”
“I get it, I get it,” Mott said, sounding bored. “Next question. Why were you after Boss Teegg?”
“Veha didn’t tell you?” Roak asked. He smiled. “Good for her.”
“She said he owed you chits,” Mott said. “But no one risks their life storming a compound on their own just for some chips.”
“I do,” Roak said. 
“But you were going to kill him too, right?” Mott asked.
“Not if I didn’t have to,” Roak said.
“Well, I’ll be,” Mott responded. He let out a low, slow whistle. “That’s what Veha said. Of course, I didn’t believe her. Who would? No one does that. Any self-respecting person would get the chits and kill Boss Teegg. That’s just normal behavior.”
“Not me,” Roak said.
“Why?” Mott asked. “Why just the chits and not the revenge?”
“It’s the principle of it all,” Roak said.
“Principle? What the hell does that mean?” Mott barked. “What principle? 
“He owed me the chits. He didn’t owe me his life,” Roak said. “I start taking more than I’m owed and it’s all over for me in this galaxy.”
“All over? What’s all over? Who the hell are you?” Mott shouted.
“Roak,” Roak replied with a big grin. The grin was met with a swift kick from one of the men’s boots. Roak fell over, his head slamming into the floor. “Ow.”
“Take the kid’s left thumb,” Mott said.
“What? Why? I answered your damn questions!” Roak shouted as he lay on the floor.
“Not to my satisfaction, you didn’t,” Mott said. He glared at the man with the knife. “The thumb! Now!”
The thumb came off. Deha’s eyes grew wide and came suddenly back into focus. They fell on Roak, but there was nothing the man could do. Blood seeped from the wound where Deha’s thumb had been just seconds before.
“You know what?” Mott said. “We should make sure the kid doesn’t bleed out. Someone heat up the stove.”
“You ass,” Roak snarled. “You’re getting off on this. I bet if you stand up, you’ll have a stiffy showing. Sick son of a bitch.”
“Don’t be disgusting,” Mott said. “I get no pleasure from any of this. It’s just my job to keep the town safe. You are obviously a threat, so I’m dealing with it the best way I can.”
“And Boss Teegg said he’d pay you a handsome sum if you took care of me for him,” Roak said. “That’s it. How much is he paying you?”
“Don’t know what you mean,” Mott said. “I’m a civil servant. I’m on salary. That and all the good I do is all the payment I need.”
His men chuckled. 
“Now, what should I ask next?” Mott mused. “Oh, wait, hold on. You ready?”
The man with the knife reappeared, the blade glowing red hot.
“This should be fun,” Mott said as the man placed the blade to the stump where Deha’s thumb had been.
Even through the kitchen towel, Deha’s screams were incredibly loud. There is a pitch only the very young can hit and Deha hit it. Mott winced and shook his head as Deha’s screams slowly died away.
“Damn. The kid can shriek,” Mott said, sticking a finger in one ear as he gave Roak a wink. “Might have to see if we can top that later. For now, the kid gets to rest.”
“You have family?” Roak asked.
Mott cocked his head. “Why do you ask? You gonna hurt them the way I’m hurting the kid here?”
“Just wondering where I should deliver what’s left of you when I get done,” Roak said. “I’d hate for your family to wonder what happened to you.”
“How kind,” Mott said. “But, unfortunately, I don’t have any family to speak of. Married to my work.”
“What you did for Boss Teegg must have been the affair,” Roak said. “Old guy like you, only figures you need something on the side to still feel relevant. But, just like all the young, sexy mistresses in the galaxy, I’m sure Boss Teegg was laughing at you behind your back. You serve a purpose, but don’t really have any importance to anyone anymore.”
That earned Roak another kick, but that time from Mott directly. The lawman was up and towering over Roak, rage on his face, his hands balled up at his sides. He drew Roak’s blaster and aimed it down at him.
“Say that again, asshole,” Mott snarled.
“Mott,” one of the men said. “Hey, put that thing away.”
“Shut your idiot trap!” Mott shouted, blaster still aimed at Roak. “This guy disrespects me one more time and I end him with this thing. Damn the oxygen everywhere. I’ll put a hole in his guts then one in his head as he begs for my mercy.”
“Not really gonna beg for mercy when you say you’re going to kill me anyway,” Roak replied. He was slightly proud he didn’t flinch when Mott’s finger squeezed down on the trigger.
“Kid’s trying to say something,” the man with the knife said.
Mott looked puzzled then turned his head towards the man.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“The kid,” the man with the knife repeated. “He’s trying to say something.”
“What?” Mott asked.
“I said, the kid is trying–”
“I know what you said!” Mott roared. “What the hell is the kid trying to say?”
“I don’t know,” the man with the knife replied and shrugged. “He’s got that towel in his mouth.”
“Then take it out!” Mott shouted. 
The man with the knife yanked the kitchen towel free and Deha spat and drooled for a second, his head hanging low, before he sucked in a deep breath, raised his head, and whispered something.
“What was that?” Mott asked.
The man with the knife leaned in close. His ear was gone before he could even flinch. Deha bit it right off then spat it at him. The man slashed with the knife and Deha’s right cheek came away, landing on the floor with a wet plop.
The man clutched at his head and screamed as blood poured from between his fingers. Deha’s screams trumped the man’s easily, but it was a close competition in agonized wails.
“For Eight Million Gods’ sake! SHUT UP!” Mott said as he whirled around and shot the man between the eyes.
The man’s head vaporized. One second there, next second not. A fine, pink mist was left in its wake. The mist settled to the floor as Deha continued to scream.
“You too!” Mott shouted as he pulled the trigger again.
But the shot went wide as Roak kicked out, his foot connecting with Mott’s knee. There was a snap as loud as the discharge from the blaster and Mott went down. Mott cried out, adding to the cacophony. 
Yet, it wasn’t Mott’s cry, or Deha’s screaming, that was the loudest noise in the house. A distinct whistling had begun to fill everyone’s ears.
Roak knew what it was. The men knew what it was. It took Mott a second to realize what it was. He threw the blaster aside and struggled up onto his feet, favoring his wrecked knee. 
“Kill the kid! Kill this Roak asshole,” Mott said. “Meet me back at the office when it’s done.”
“What you want us to do with the bodies?” one man asked.
“What the hell do you think I want you to do with the bodies?” Mott shouted and pointed at the spot in the kitchen where the outside wall had been breached. “Leave them here and make it look like an accident! One of you dimwits has to know how to short circuit a blaster! Do that and the place blows!”
Mott limped away and over to the front door. “Give me at least ten minutes before you set it up. I want to be back in town before things get hot. Need to be seen elsewhere.”
The men nodded as Mott glared down at Roak.
“You made a heap of trouble around here for no reason,” Mott said. “You know, if you were straight up with me back at the tavern, I bet we could have worked something out. Boss Teegg’s credits only buy so much loyalty.”
“We could cut a deal right now,” Roak said. “Let me go and I’ll give you a piece of what Boss Teegg owes me.”
“You have got to be joking,” Mott said as he slipped on his rebreather. 
He was shaking his head as he left the house, the airlock making a heavy clunking noise because of the breach in the house’s atmosphere. When the airlock was shut, Roak turned his attention on the hired muscle.
“Same goes for you,” Roak said. “Let me go and I’ll split part of my chits with you. Chits, not credits. Untraceable. No one needs to know.”
To their credit, the two men left actually looked like they were thinking about it. But the thoughts were lost quickly as the whistling in the breach grew louder.
One of the men pulled a knife and walked over to Deha.
“Don’t you touch him!” Roak shouted. “Leave the kid alone!”
The man looked back at his colleague then at Roak. “Sorry,” he said as he jammed the blade into Deha’s chest. 
The kid squeaked then shuddered and went still. The life left his eyes and his chin fell onto his sternum.
Roak didn’t have time to get angry. He had to move. He kicked up then down with his legs, flipping himself onto his feet. The two men stared at him in surprise. That was all the hesitation Roak needed. He charged the man by Deha and lowered his shoulder, slamming it right into the guy’s gut.
The two of them fell against Deha’s corpse, knocking the dead boy over and onto the floor. All three lay there in a pile, but Roak moved first, getting his legs wrapped around the man’s neck.
A hard twist and the snapping of the neck echoed in the kitchen.
“You bastard!” the last man shouted as he pulled his own knife and came at Roak. 
Roak scissor-kicked, taking the man out at the knees. He fell onto his own blade, the knife piercing through the flesh under his chin and straight up into his skull. Roak let out a harsh, barking laugh of surprise as he struggled to get to his feet.
He stood there for a few seconds before willing himself back into action. There was a hole in the wall. The air would still be breathable for a long while, but Roak had work to do if he was going to set things up the way they needed to be set up.
First things first. He had to get the restraints off his wrists.
Roak crouched down next to Deha’s corpse and put his wrists against the blade of the knife that was still sticking out of the boy’s chest. He sawed for about two minutes before he was able to cut through the restraints and get his hands free.
Then he went to find the blaster.
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When he reached the town, there wasn’t a soul to be seen. He’d already watched them race down the road towards Veha’s house and the conflagration that threatened to engulf half the jungle in that area.
Roak walked a few blocks until he found an alleyway he could hole up in and rest. He ducked behind an air circulation unit and collapsed onto his ass. He was exhausted. Between the fighting, the fighting, the running, the fighting, and the fighting, he just didn’t have an ounce of energy left in him. 
Good thing the blaster had had plenty of energy in it.
After getting free of the restraints, Roak had lifted Deha’s limp body into his arms and walked back to where he guessed he would find Veha. He was right. She was right where Mott’s men had left her.
Dead, naked, and broken on her bed. They didn’t even have the decency to cover her up, just left her there, one arm and one leg hanging over the side, her eyes wide open and staring blankly at the ceiling.
Roak set Deha down on the bed and adjusted both bodies into respectful poses. He covered Veha up and lay Deha’s head against her chest. He remembered a few words his mother had said one time decades earlier, so he said those and pretended not to wipe at his eyes. 
Bodies were a chit a dozen. He’d seen hundreds, maybe even thousands, so he had no idea why he had a tear dripping from the end of his nose. It could have been that Veha had been kind to him when she didn’t need to be. She didn’t ask for anything in return and was looking out for his wellbeing up until the very end. Roak believed in balance, in debts being repaid, and he figured that it was his way of repaying her by making sure her body was not left in the desecrated state it had been.
Good thing Mott’s men were already dead because Roak was in a mind to do some damage.
He left the bedroom, closing the door slowly and quietly, and went to find the blaster.
It was lying on the floor in a lot of blood. Roak picked it up, wiped it off, and set it on the kitchen counter. The air from outside the house continued to whistle through the hole in the wall, but Roak was able to ignore it as he went to work. 
It took him longer than he wanted, and the light outside had begun to lighten, but he finally got the blaster rigged the way he needed it to be. It wasn’t just a matter of setting it to overload and blow, but setting it so it overloaded and blew when he was a safe distance away. The second the first flame went sizzle, Veha’s house was going to explode like a gump with half a nitro stick shoved up its ass.
Roak had made it about fifty meters when the house went up. He ran through the jungle with every ounce of strength he had, hoping the dense trees would soften the blast wave that was coming. He was right, but barely. Several trees close behind him collapsed, almost crushing him under their singed branches and scorched trunks.
He hadn’t stopped running until he reached the town and collapsed behind the air circulation unit.
Sirens wailed and it was with those sounds in his ears that Roak drifted into an uncomfortable sleep. He dreamt of Veha. He dreamt of Deha. He dreamt of their faces turned away from him as he called their names. They refused to look back. They refused to acknowledge he existed. They refused to tell him it wasn’t his fault.
Because, even in the dream, Roak knew it was all his fault. It always was. Anyone that dared to get close to him eventually ended up getting hurt. Everyone. It was just a fact of life. 
He took to the bounty hunter life like a B’flo’do to a power generator. But the life also took to him. Took him. Consumed him. Made it so that other than the jobs he took on, he had no life to speak of. If he wasn’t hunting a bounty then he wasn’t alive. Whores didn’t soothe that. Drink didn’t soothe that. Only the next bounty made life bearable.
He kept working until even the jobs weren’t enough. So Roak upped the risk factor. He no longer took just any job. He only took the ones that all the other bounty hunters refused. He took the jobs that the most dangerous crime lords and syndicates in the galaxy couldn’t handle on their own. He took jobs that should have killed him a hundred times over.
And he finished them.
He became a whispered legend, a name on other hunters’ lips that was more myth than man. The young hunters didn’t even believe he existed. That was good. Let them think him a fable that haunted the galaxy. They’d learn the truth eventually.
The job that led Roak to that soiled and wet alleyway on Ligston wasn’t even close to the hardest he’d taken. But it had come with a huge bounty attached and he was a little low on chits. He thought it would be quick, easy, and over before he felt the itch at the back of his head for something a little more strenuous.
Well, he got the little more strenuous part.
He came out of his half-sleep with a knife in his hand and his ears wide open. Folks were starting to come back into town. How long had he been asleep?
He didn’t have a wrist implant, so he couldn’t check the time. And the alleyway blocked his view of the sky so he had no idea where the sun was.
Roak pulled himself up and stretched a couple of times before he risked limping out to the street. People were still panicked, so the fire must not have been all the way under control. Good, still some chaos to hide in.
He moved out of the alleyway and slowly made his way up the street to the nearest corner. He didn’t recognize anything, so he kept going. It was about ten blocks later that he knew where he was and he had to backtrack four blocks to get to his destination.
Roak was not surprised to find Ally’s tavern empty. Or, mostly empty.
“I know you’re here,” Roak said as he walked up to the bar and sat down. “I can smell you.”
There was no response.
“Fine,” Roak said as he reached over the bar and grabbed the first bottle his hand touched. “I’ll just serve myself.”
He poured a healthy drink and set the bottle aside. He waited, but there was still no response.
“Bottoms up,” he said as he drained the glass and poured another. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I could smell you. Even over the stench that years of spilled drinks have left in this place.”
Another drink down, another drink poured.
“In my line of work, it’s no good to let a Tcherian sneak up on you,” Roak said. “Or let one hide its scrawny ass against a brick wall for me to walk right by.”
Drink down, drink poured.
“Argh! What is this I’m drinking?” he exclaimed. “It’s crap. I need something better.”
He leaned over the bar and searched the options within reach. He spotted a fine Klav whiskey and smiled as he grabbed a clean glass and started the drink down/drink poured cycle all over again.
“Tcherians give off pheromones when they camouflage themselves,” Roak said. “Not even all Tcherians know that about themselves, but it’s true. The scent is subtle, more like a hint of something in the air. But once you know, well hot damn, you can’t unsmell it. Certain systems prize the scent for colognes and perfumes. Says it gives the wearer an air of mystery.”
Roak chuckled as he sipped his drink.
“I say it makes them smell like cowards, but then I’m sure you already knew that,” Roak said.
The air two stools down shimmered and Ally revealed herself as she let her camouflage go. He skin returned to its natural color and she turned in the stool to regard Roak. She was completely naked.
“Coward? That’s how you thought you could bait me?” Ally said as she stood up, walked over, and snatched the whiskey away from Roak.
“Then why show yourself?” Roak asked.
“You have any idea how exhausting it is to stay hidden in a position like that?” Ally said as she found her own glass and filled it with the drink. “Not like being in the jungle or up against a wall. That’s three hundred and sixty degrees of illusion. Not many of my kind can pull that off for a couple seconds, let alone several minutes.”
She sipped at her drink and sat on the stool next to Roak.
A man walked through the airlock and into the tavern, but Ally flashed angry eyes at him and yelled, “We’re closed!”
He left before she’d finished the last word.
“Hold on,” Ally said as she got up, went to the airlock, and shut it down. “There. No interruptions.”
“Do we need no interruptions?” Roak asked.
“I think we do,” Ally said. “It’s so rare that I get a minute to myself. I figured I’d thank you for that.”
“Me? Why me?” Roak asked.
“That distraction of yours outside town,” Ally said, taking a deeper sip of her drink. “Emptied every loser out of this place. You’d think they’d want to stay inside, but I guess the thought of fire out there, and all these combustible liquids in here, just wasn’t how they wanted to spend their day.”
She downed the whiskey and pounded the glass onto the bar.
“Come on,” she said and took Roak by the hand, pulling him from his stool. “Let’s go upstairs.”
“Whoa!” Roak said, yanking free. “You don’t even know me, lady. And I sure as hell don’t know you.”
“Then we’ll go get to know each other,” Ally said. “Intimately.” She grabbed the bottle of whiskey and tipped it at him, cocking her naked hip. “Unless I’m not your type.”
“No, no, you’re my type,” Roak said. “You are definitely my type.”
“Good,” Ally said. “Some men don’t like getting sweaty with different races. I had a feeling you weren’t one of them.”
“I came here for a reason,” Roak said.
“I know,” Ally said, pulling him along to a set of stairs against the wall.
“I can’t stay on this planet for long,” Roak said.
“I know,” Ally replied as they walked up the stairs. 
“I’m not a good guy,” Roak said. “Trouble is on my ass.”
“I already guessed that the first time I saw you,” Ally said. “I don’t really care.”
She paused when they reached the top landing. She swiped at the inside of her wrist and a small holo came up of the interior of the tavern.
“Security mode,” she said. “Ally voice active only.” She held her wrist under Roak’s face. “Say your name.”
“I don’t really do implants,” Roak said.
“I don’t really care,” Ally said. “And it’s for your own protection.”
“Roak,” Roak said after a moment of hesitation.
“Guest status to Roak,” Ally said. “All others terminate.”
“Security mode active,” a voice from her wrist said. “Ally voice active only. Guest status assigned to Roak. All others will be terminated.”
“Damn,” Roak said.
“It’s the only way I can sleep,” she said as she leaned in and kissed him hard. “Not that we’ll be sleeping.”
“Damn,” Roak said again as Ally pulled him towards a half-open door at the end of the landing.
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The sex was rough and fast. Roak barely had time to catch his breath during it all and then it was over.
Ally laughed at the look on his face then she got up and tapped at a panel on the wall. It slid away to reveal an ornate bathtub big enough for an army. It was already filling with an aromatic liquid the color of amber. She put a toe into the liquid and sighed.
“Almost ready,” she said. “Hungry?”
She stood before Roak, so confident in her nudity like only Tcherians could be, hands on her hips, with an honestly curious look on her face.
“Yeah, I could eat,” Roak said.
“Good,” Ally said. “Me too. Get in the tub and I’ll be right back with some food and more whiskey.”
“Not sure I need more whiskey,” Roak said.
“Don’t worry,” Ally said as she went to a door in the corner of the room Roak hadn’t even noticed was there. It was a slip he made a note of. She was gone and back before he’d crossed even halfway to the filling tub. “The liquid in there is an old family recipe. It’ll pull the gunk out of you and cleanse your body in minutes. We can drink half my stock while we sit in there and never get more than a good, warm buzz. It’s perfect.”
“If you say so,” Roak said as he dipped his own toe into the liquid. It felt funky, but was nice and warm. He dared putting his whole foot in then went for it and walked down the small steps so that he was immersed up to his waist. “Wow.”
“I know,” Ally said, setting the food down within arm’s reach. 
She hurried off and found four more bottles of whiskey in a cabinet against the wall. Roak smiled, watching her ass the whole time. Then watching the front of her as she came striding back. She returned his smile.
“You ain’t so bad yourself,” she said as she set the bottles down then slid into the tub, lowering herself all the way so the liquid came up to her neck. “For a partial human. You’ve got a lot more scars than I’m used to. That’s saying a lot considering the business I’m in.”
“Partial human?” Roak asked as he waded over to her, reaching past so he could grab a bottle of whiskey, then sat down in the tub, his hip against hers as he uncorked the bottle. “Don’t know what you mean.”
“You think you’re the only one that can do the pheromone trick?” Ally said. “You are at least eighty percent human, although not exactly normal human, still figuring that out. But the rest of you is a genetic soup that probably stretches back at least a dozen generations.”
“You could smell all that on me?” Roak asked.
She leaned in and kissed him. She tasted like salted honey and heat.
“I could taste it too,” she said when she pulled away.
“Good to know,” Roak said. “I usually don’t sleep with women when I’m on a job. That would be one reason right there.”
“You’re on a job?” Ally asked and laughed. “This job of yours sure looks like running your ass off away from a shit load of danger.”
“That’s how most of my jobs end up,” Roak said. “Minus the running away part. Usually, I’m chasing the one that’s running away.”
“You good at it?” Ally asked.
“Catching runners?” Roak replied.
“Your job,” Ally said. “I assume you’re a bounty hunter. I think I may have even heard of you.”
“I doubt that,” Roak said. “I don’t work in circles that most small taverns like yours get too involved in.”
“Small tavern? Ouch,” Ally said. She pushed away and swam into the middle of the tub, letting the liquid hold her afloat as she arched her back. She took a drink of whiskey and let the bottle float next to her. It remained upright. “So what’s the job you’re still on?”
Roak was having a hard time concentrating as Ally floated there in front of him.
“What’s that?” he asked.
She laughed. “What’s the job you think you’re still on?”
“Getting what I’m owed,” Roak said.
“Oh, isn’t that ominous sounding,” Ally said. She waved a hand. “Come here and float with me. You’ll feel a decade younger.”
“Float with you?” Roak asked as he waded closer.
“It’s not code, tough guy,” Ally said. “I actually mean float with me. We’ll get on each other later. For now, we rest and recharge.”
Roak lowered all the way into the liquid and twisted around onto his back. He relaxed and let the liquid take him up. In seconds, he felt like he was completely weightless, like there wasn’t an ounce of pressure on any part of his body.
“Holy shit,” he whispered.
“There’re days where I don’t even want to leave this tub,” Ally said. “But I have a business to run. Again, thanks for the distraction out there so I could have an excuse for this time.”
“My pleasure,” Roak said. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Really. It’s my pleasure. Wow. I gotta get one of these.”
“Never gonna happen,” Ally said. “This is my retirement. When I’m too old to kick drunks out the airlock and stop perverts from grabbing my ass all night long, then I’m going to bring this tub to the galaxy and make my fortune.”
“Why not do it now?” Roak asked.
“Because right now I like kicking drunks out the airlock and fighting off perverts when they grab my ass,” Ally said. “Keeps me from getting bored.”
They lay that way for close to an hour. Without saying a word, Ally set her feet down and gently pushed Roak, still floating on his back, to the side of the tub. She got out and the liquid flowed off her, leaving her skin dry and glowing. Ally offered her hand and Roak took it.
The sex was slow, meaningful, and took the rest of the day and far into the night before they stopped and lay in each other’s arms.
“I could have been some psycho,” Roak said.
“You are some psycho,” Ally said. She tapped her nose. “I can smell it. Plus, I could have been one too.”
He tapped his nose then tapped her nose.
“Pretty sure you are,” he said.
“This has been fun,” Ally said after a few minutes of warm silence.
“But?” Roak replied.
“But, you have an elevator to catch in four hours,” Ally said.
She reluctantly pulled herself from Roak’s embrace and got out of bed. She slowly shimmied into underwear and a pair of sturdy pants. She hunted all over the room for a tank top, found it, pulled it on, gave Roak a wink as he watched the whole process, then grabbed up her boots.
“It takes two hours to get there,” she said. “Get dressed. We’ve got a long drive.”
“Drive?” Roak asked.
“Grav roller,” Ally said. “No way I’m riding one of those stank ass beasts that everyone rides. Not my thing.”
“And you’re going to drive me to the space elevator?” Roak asked as he got up and found his clothes and armor, which lucky for him, and anyone else in his general vicinity, Ally had set in the steamer to be cleansed while they’d gone at it in bed. “Why?”
“What?” Ally asked.
“Why are you going to help me?” Roak responded. “You barely know me.”
“I’d say I know you pretty damn well after all that,” Ally said as she laced up her boots. She found a short jacket made of some type of leather with patches of armor stitched into key spots and slipped that on. She studied Roak for a minute as he got dressed then laughed.
“You really don’t know?” she asked.
“Nope,” Roak admitted.
“I thought you would have gotten it when we first met,” she said.
“I’ve had a lot on my plate the past few days,” Roak said. “I could use a hint.”
Before Ally could respond, an earsplitting alarm began to wail.
“Shit, that’s Z,” Ally said as she hurried out of the room. “Come on and I’ll fill you in while I keep my best bartender from getting vaporized.”
Roak grabbed his boots and rushed after her. Ally was taking the steps two at a time, her hand working at the holo projecting from her wrist, while the siren wailed and a man screamed in severe pain.
The siren cut off, but the screaming didn’t.
“Z! Z, I’m so sorry!” Ally said as she rushed to Groshnel that was huddled by the airlock. “I forgot to tell the security protocol to include you!”
The Groshnel whimpered a few choice words and Ally nodded.
“I know, I know, I’m sorry,” she said. “Let’s get you up and into the tub, okay? A day of that will take care of all that hurt.”
Z glared at Roak as he was helped by and up the stairs. Roak found a bar stool and sat down, but declined to grab a drink for himself.
After a few minutes, Ally came back down and sat next to him, also refraining from grabbing a drink.
“He is pissed,” Ally said. “I gave him the next two days off. No need to keep the tavern open while everyone is still fighting the fire.”
“It hasn’t gone out?” Roak asked.
“Out? No. Fires don’t go out on Ligston,” Ally said. “It’s contained, but it’ll be at least a week before they can smother it and keep it from popping back up. You really had no idea what you were starting when you did what you did.”
“All I knew was I needed a distraction so I could get here without Mott seeing me,” Roak said.
“Because someone told you I could get you off this planet,” Ally said. “Care to tell me who?”
“Sure,” Roak said. “A guy named Sha Tog.”
“Good,” Ally said. “I was hoping it was him. That means you did something for him and were successful.”
“That’s exactly what it means,” Roak said.
“Good, because I need you to do something for me and you will have to be very successful at it,” Ally said. “Anything else means I’m a dead woman.”
“Okay. What do you need me to do?” Roak asked.
“You still don’t know,” Ally said as she shook her head. “Think about it for a minute.”
“Just tell me,” Roak said. “We have that two-hour ride and all.”
“Okay, take the fun out of it,” Ally said. She leaned in, kissed his lips, then leaned back. “I need you to fucking kill Mott.”
Roak stared at her for a second then burst out laughing. Ally kissed him again and kept kissing him until he shut up.
“Is that a yes?” she asked.
“Baby, that’s the biggest yes I could give,” he said.
She bit his lip. Hard.
“Don’t call me baby,” she said after pulling away, nearly taking his lip with her. “Come on. Best get a move on.”
“You sure you don’t want to tell me what was in that tub?” Roak asked as she pulled him to a back door behind the bar.
“Shut up,” she said as they went through the door. “Don’t ruin our good vibes.”
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Getting to the grav roller was not exactly easy, despite the cover of chaos the burning jungle presented. People were occupied, distracted with the danger, but they were also on high alert, their senses dialed up to look for any new threat. At least twice, Ally had to deflect attention from her and Roak as they hurried through the backstreets to the garage where she kept the vehicle.
“You couldn’t park it outside?” Roak asked as they navigated the last street, thankfully without observation from any of the town’s citizens. “You do own that tavern. You could paint a parking spot right out front just for you.”
“I don’t tend to go many places,” Ally said.
Roak didn’t like the quaver in her voice when she said that. It spoke of something painful in her history, and despite himself, Roak felt some need to squash whatever caused that pain. He shook his head. What was wrong with him?
“Not a traveler, huh?” Roak asked, trying to sound casual and disinterested. They crossed the street and headed to a low building covered in vines with weeds sprouting up from the plasticrete sidewalk in front. “I understand. I’d be a homebody too if I had a tub like that. And someone to share it with.”
“You’re cute,” Ally said. “But that’s not it. I used to travel when I was younger. A lot. I never settled in one place for longer than a couple months. Until I got here.”
She sighed.
“Haven’t left since that day,” she said. “Probably won’t ever.”
“This have anything to do with Mott?” Roak asked.
Ally nodded. “Kill him and maybe next time we’ll go off planet together.”
Roak stopped walking as Ally continued to the building. She placed her wrist against a control panel and a wide airlock door slid open. She was halfway through the door when she paused and looked back.
“What?” she asked.
“Does he own you?” Roak asked.
“That doesn’t matter,” Ally said and waved him off. “Come on. We need to leave now if we’re going to make the right elevator. Small window here, tough guy.”
Roak let the subject drop. She was right, they needed to hurry. By the way she said “right elevator,” he had a feeling he wasn’t going to be riding up out of the atmosphere with a group of tourists.
The grav roller was unimpressive. It looked rusted and old. The undercarriage sagged and the cockpit was barely big enough for two people. It had a decent-sized cargo hold, but even that was flawed by several large holes in the canopy.
“You really don’t get out much, do you?” Roak said.
“I’m married to that tavern,” Ally said. “I get too far away and it gets separation anxiety.”
“I bet it does,” Roak said.
It took Ally about twenty minutes to go over the vehicle and make sure it was road worthy. Roak tried not to seem impatient, but by the constant glares he received from Ally, he guessed he failed. It was hard not to be impatient with the increasing bustle outside.
“You’re right. I may have started something your people can’t stop,” Roak said as clouds of smoke wafted by the garage. “Sorry about that.”
“Don’t worry,” Ally said, finally done checking the roller. “It’s not even close to the worst fire. They’ll get it contained.” She hopped into the cockpit and patted the narrow passenger’s seat next to her. “Come on. Time to go.”
Roak obeyed and hopped into the roller. It smelled of must and sweat. There was also a deeper tang. Blood. No way he could miss that smell.
“Who’s is this?” Roak asked.
“Mine,” Ally said.
“You buy it a murder sale?” Roak asked as Ally started up the roller, the grav engine whirring to life under them. The roller rose, its hydraulics kicking in as its gears engaged the wheels. “It smells like you did.”
“Things happen,” Ally replied in a tone that told Roak that any further questions would be met with stiff resistance.
“Gotcha,” Roak said. 
It didn’t take them long to get out of town and on their way. Roak glanced over his shoulder at the plume of smoke that filled the sky. He shrugged, trusting Ally’s assessment of the situation, and turned back to focus on the road ahead of them.
Ally kept the roller at a steady speed, whether by design or because the roller couldn’t go any faster, Roak didn’t know, but after a few minutes, he settled in and tried to get comfortable in the cramped space.
He was slipping into a doze when Ally spoke.
“I was ten or eleven when I met Mott,” Ally said. “My family had emigrated to the Colporri System. You ever been there?”
“Yes,” Roak said. “More than once.”
Ally glanced over at him, surprised.
“What?” Roak asked. “I’ve been almost everywhere in this damned galaxy.”
“So you know that Colporri has one planet and that one planet has one industry,” Ally said. 
“Mining,” Roak said. “Almost any mineral needed. Crazy place.”
“The planet regenerates every decade,” Ally said. “Everything mined is replenished and the corporations start all over. They make more credits than the Eight Million Gods off that planet.”
“Except during regeneration,” Roak said. “A full year of massive upheaval. The planet is unlivable.”
“Yes,” Ally said. “That’s why all personnel live on the stations above it. Work crews stay down on the planet during the shifts. But no one lives on the surface during the regeneration.”
“What did you parents do?” Roak asked. “Tcherians aren’t exactly mining stock. That’s usually left to the heartier of races. Or the ones with eight arms.”
“Security,” Ally said. “Our chameleon abilities make us uniquely suited for that vocation. My parents were experts. Three tours each with the Galactic Fleet. A decade in the private sector. They had a reputation. One that paid well.”
“They were union busters,” Roak laughed.
Ally gave him a sharp look, anger in her eyes. Then she relaxed and laughed with him although it was hollow and pained.
“Yeah,” she admitted. “They were there to spy on the miners and make sure no one got any ideas of organizing into something the corporations couldn’t handle.”
“Who was Mott? Was he an organizer or a corporate stooge?” Roak asked.
“Which do you think?” Ally responded. “You’ve met the guy.”
“Corporate stooge,” Roak said.
“Exactly,” Ally said. “But with a twist. He was a plant. Put in with the miners as a voice against organizing. He worked the same shifts as they did, ate the same meals, was accepted as one of them. But when any of the men or women started to complain, he’d put that seed of doubt in their heads about how much worse it could be and that they should be thankful.”
“I know the drill,” Roak said. “I’ve watched it happen on plenty of planets, stations, systems.”
Ally went quiet. They drove on and it was a long while before she spoke again. Roak just waited out the silence, his eyes studying the jungle canopy that loomed over them and the narrow road. There were some strange creatures up in the branches. Hungry-looking creatures. Without a pistol on his hip, he was glad he had the roller cockpit around him.
“My mother was killed first,” Ally said. “When the riots started.”
Roak continued to study the jungle. He didn’t want to focus too much attention on Ally. Part of his job was getting people to tell him things they didn’t necessarily want to tell him. Most of the time that just meant paying for information. Some of the time it involved a little physical discomfort and violent persuasion. Then there were times when people just wanted to talk. They had intel they no longer wanted to keep bottled inside. That’s when you shut the hell up and let them talk.
Roak shut the hell up and let Ally talk.
“It took me a long time to realize that the riots weren’t an accident,” Ally said. “I mean, I know riots are never an accident, there’s always a catalyst that sets them off. But, the catalyst was intentional. It was designed to rile up the miners and create nothing but destruction. My mother just happened to be on the surface when the riot broke out. She was down there interviewing suspects in a supply theft case. It was as routine as anything.”
Roak nodded to show he was listening, but his lips remained sealed.
“She usually didn’t bother with that type of work,” Ally said. “It was routine and should have been handled by corporate HR. But my mother was doing someone a favor. Wrong place, wrong time.”
A large bird swooped down from the jungle canopy and came within centimeters of colliding with the roller’s cockpit. Roak flinched then laughed. Ally didn’t seem to even notice, she was lost in her memories.
“When news of the riot reached the station, we had no idea my mother had been caught up in it,” Ally said. “I think if we had, my father would never have gone down. He would have gathered me up and gotten us on the first shuttle out of there. Make our way back to corporate headquarters to regroup and clean the mess up when everything was over.”
Roak watched her out of the corner of his eye. There was no sadness in her voice or in her posture. There was barely any anger, either. Just a resignation born of many years spent in defeat. He knew the mindset well.
“But he did go down,” Ally said. “Last time I saw my father was while he strapped on his pistols and stepped into the surface lander. I waved. He waved. That was it.”
The sky opened up and rain came pouring down onto the roller. The sound of amphibians filled the air immediately. They were loud even through the plastiglass covering the cockpit, so Roak couldn’t imagine what they sounded like outside the roller.
“Mott said he worked for the corporation and was there to take me home,” Ally continued. “He said he was supposed to accompany me back to my people for the corporation. We never even got close to my home world. He dragged me across the galaxy, putting me to work wherever we landed.”
She glanced over at Roak quickly then looked back out at the soggy road ahead.
“When I was younger, he used me as a spy,” Ally said. “I would hide in plain sight and listen then report whatever I heard back to him. I made him a lot of credits when he used that info to blackmail people. That went on for years.”
Ally swallowed hard.
“Then I grew up,” she said. “And I decided I didn’t want to do any of that anymore. I think Mott would have killed me right there, but he still needed me. He’d made a few bad financial choices and we found ourselves on the run and broke as all hell. He needed a big score and he had a lead on one.
“Turned out that another crew had a lead on it too. They weren’t too happy with the competition. Mott made a deal with them. He sold me to that crew in exchange for enough credits to make his debts go away. He was laughing when he walked away from me.”
She sniffed and wiped at her eyes.
“I spent eight years with that crew. I was their property. Didn’t matter who I complained to, they had documents proving I was theirs. Not a single planetary or station authority even raised an eyebrow when I told them I wanted to leave that crew. I even ratted them out to a GF investigator. He laughed like Mott did.
“Eight years doing whatever that crew wanted me to do. Eight years.”
She sniffed and took a deep breath.
“Until I had had enough and slit their throats as they slept.”
Roak coughed and turned to look Ally face on.
“You killed them? How many were there?” Roak asked.
“Close to a dozen,” Ally replied. “More if you count their men and women they kept around for pleasure.”
“Do you count them in the kills?” Roak asked. Ally nodded. “Damn.”
“It was easier than I thought and the hardest thing I’ve ever done,” Ally said. “But it had to be done. I couldn’t live that way anymore. So I killed them and left. We’d just pulled a huge score, so I had enough chits to keep me comfortable for a long while.”
“Then you caught wind of Mott and went looking,” Roak said.
“Yes,” Ally responded. “He’d found his way to Ligston and got a job as a lawman of all things. I tracked him here and would have slit his throat too, but I couldn’t. I can’t.”
Ally tapped at the back of her skull.
“You have got to be kidding?” Roak exclaimed. “He put an inhibitor chip in you?”
“The man is a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one,” Ally said. “It’s programmed so I can never harm him seriously. A hard slap is all I can manage without my skull splitting open.”
“Once you were back in his life, he reprogrammed it so it keeps you from leaving,” Roak said. “Makes sure you stay close so he can keep an eye on you.”
“I bought the tavern with the chits from the crew,” Ally said. “Mott doesn’t own me personally, but he does own my freedom. I want that back.”
“Why not hire someone else in town to kill him?” Roak asked. “Why have me do it? I may not come back from this.”
“You’ll come back,” Ally said. “You have that aura about you.”
“What aura is that?” Roak laughed.
“Survive at all costs,” Ally said. “Always pay your debts. And never quit.”
“Yeah, okay, I probably do have that aura,” Roak admitted.
“Mott has everyone in town scared of him,” Ally said. “I can’t trust a single person. If I tried to hire someone to have him killed, he’d find out within the day.”
“What about Sha Tog? You seem to trust him,” Roak said.
“Trust him? Are you kidding?” Ally laughed. “Only thing you can trust that Skrang over is that he will always put his own interests first. That and chits can buy anything. Except him.”
“Ah, so you don’t trust him, but he’s the only person in town not bought out by Mott,” Roak said. “Good to know.”
“He and Mott have an understanding,” Ally said. “I don’t know what it is, but they certainly came to some sort of working arrangement. Mott leaves him alone and Sha does likewise.”
Roak was about to ask a question when the jungle suddenly ended. They rolled out onto a huge swath of macadam. In the center of the area was a circular building. Extending up into the sky for as far as Roak could see, was a massive cable that tethered the building to the orbital station above. On that cable was a huge elevator car, easily twice as big as Roak’s ship that waited for him on the station. 
“Good, we’re not too late,” Ally said.
“How long before the next car leaves?” Roak asked.
“What next car?” Ally responded as she turned to the right and drove the roller along the edge of the cleared area. “That’s the car we need to get you on.”
“Whoa, what?” Roak asked. “It’s already left!”
“Yeah, of course it has,” Ally said. “What did you think was going to happen? I was going to buy you a ticket and wave goodbye at the gate? We need to get you off planet without Mott knowing. Catching that elevator car before it reaches the next level of the atmosphere is the only way.”
Roak didn’t want to ask exactly how she planned on making that happen. He watched the car continue to rise, his own discomfort at the plan rising with it.
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“This thing?” Roak asked, pointing at the pod and the cables attached to it. “How?”
Ally smiled and walked over to the pod. She wiped away the dirt that covered most of it and Roak gasped.
“Oh, hell no,” he said.
Ally cocked her head. “You’re not afraid of heights, are you?”
“No, I’m not,” Roak said as he pointed at the object inside the pod. “But it isn’t the heights that kill you, it’s the fall. That thing is gonna fall.”
“Do you know how fast a helium balloon can travel in an atmosphere that is mostly oxygen?” Ally said. “Roak, you won’t have time to fall. You won’t have time to do anything except jump when the alarm goes off in your suit.”
“My suit?” Roak asked.
“Come on, you have to hurry,” Ally said as she moved to a pile of dead branches. It was similar to the one she’d cleared off the pod, but smaller. “Help me get this open. You have about three minutes to change.”
Roak didn’t argue. He had no choice. Ally said she had a way off the planet. He had to trust her. Even if it meant going up in the air in a helium balloon.
“That? I have to wear that?” Roak asked as he stared at the pressure suit Ally held up.
“Yes,” Ally said. “I’ll attach the cables to these harness points and the balloon will–”
“Whoa! What? Attach the balloon to those harness points?” Roak exclaimed. “I’m not riding in the pod?”
“No, don’t be ridiculous,” Ally replied. “The pod just contains the balloon. You aren’t riding in anything. You are the pod. It’s the only way.”
Roak swore the entire time Ally helped him get into the pressure suit. It was just like one he had back on his ship for when he had to do outside repairs that couldn’t wait until he got to a station and dry dock. It would handle the extremes of space and keep him alive for as long as the air held out.
Ally tapped at the side of his helmet as she locked the seal.
“Can you hear me?” she asked. 
“No,” Roak said. 
He only knew what she was saying by reading her lips. It was a skill he’d picked up over the years so he could eavesdrop from across loud and crowded spaces such as taverns, bars, nightclubs, more bars, and malls. Targets always seemed to end up at the mall.
“No implant!” he shouted.
Ally frowned then nodded. She made some adjustments to the outside of his helmet and he was almost deafened by an intense, high-pitched squelch of static before her voice rang out and said, “How’s that?”
“Good,” he replied.
She smiled and nodded.
“I can hear you through my comm,” she said. “But we’ll lose the connection when you hit altitude. I’ve set the timer to ring inside your helmet. When you hear the alarm, you release the cables and grab onto the elevator car. From there, it’ll be self-explanatory.”
“If you say so!” Roak shouted.
“You can stop yelling,” Ally said as she winced. “I can hear you fine.”
He gave her a thumbs up.
She grabbed the sides of his helmet with both hands and pulled him down to eye level.
“This was my way off this planet if I ever figured out how to get rid of the inhibitor chip,” she said. “Now I’m stuck. You better come back and hold up your end of the deal.”
“I will,” Roak said. “I pay my debts.”
“You better,” Ally said as she shoved him back and went to grab the cables that snaked out from the pod. “You don’t want to know what I’ll do to you if you leave me stranded.”
“I have some scary guesses,” Roak said.
Ally clipped the cables in place then started pushing the pod out of the dense patch of jungle they were in. Roak was surprised the pod was on wheels, but it made sense. It had to be moved away from the trees or the balloon wasn’t going anywhere.
Once in place, Ally grabbed two handles on the side of the pod.
“I’ve programmed it to take you as close to the elevator as possible,” Ally said. “But there’re always variables. If you aren’t close enough to jump when the alarm goes off then let the balloon keep rising. Get above the elevator car then release and fall on top.”
“Sounds great,” Roak said.
“It won’t be,” Ally said. “Good luck.”
Before Roak could reply, Ally pulled both handles, releasing the balloon from the pod. The cables went taught instantly and Roak was jolted so hard he thought his spine had compressed down into his ass. He flailed his arms and spun about, his hands searching for something to hang onto.
“Relax!” Ally shouted in the comm. “You’ll tangle the cables!”
Roak forced himself to relax. The ride became smoother.
“You gonna watch me?” Roak asked.
“Can’t,” Ally said. “I have to get back to the tavern. Mott will wonder why it’s closed when there are about to be a lot of thirsty people showing up at the doors.”
“Well, then see ya, Ally,” Roak said.
“See ya, Roak,” Ally replied as the balloon raced up into the sky.
Before he could think of anything else to say, the comm turned into a buzz of static then clicked dead when his suit’s tech couldn’t latch onto a signal.
The tether to the space elevator was about fifty meters off. Roak tried to look up to see how close the elevator car was, but the balloon above him blocked his view. So he closed his eyes and grabbed a couple minutes of sleep. That tub of Ally’s may have been the most rejuvenating thing he’d ever experienced, but then he’d also spent a night with Ally outside of it and he was dead tired.
The alarm woke him up before he even realized he was out. Roak panicked for a moment and started to thrash again, but calmed himself when he saw where he was. The elevator car was almost perfectly parallel with him. He couldn’t reach out and touch it, but by the way the balloon was angled, he’d be in close contact within seconds.
The alarm kept blaring and he tried to figure out how to shut it off, but he couldn’t find a way. There were no external controls that he could see.
It finally shut off on its own and Roak sighed with relief. Then panic set in again as he saw that he was going to overshoot the car by several meters. He must have missed his jump window even though he never saw any opportunity where he wouldn’t just end up falling to his death. Ally’s calculations were wrong. 
The balloon was flying over and away from the elevator car, and even if Roak disengaged from the cables, he wouldn’t be able to fall on top of it. He was about to head up into the stratosphere where the balloon would burst wide open and he’d just tumble and tumble until he crashed into the jungle, turning into a pulverized mess.
Unless…
“Oh, come on,” Roak muttered to himself. “Don’t be stupid.”
He was going to have to be stupid.
Carefully, but quickly, he worked at the seal around his left glove. If he was going to risk losing a hand, he wanted it to be his left. He studied the distance between him and the elevator car then studied the sky around him. It was turning darker blue. He had only seconds before the balloon burst.
Roak yanked off his glove, letting it hang from the end of his suit by its thin strap. Air whooshed from the breach and he pointed his arm behind him, letting the expelling of his suit’s internal atmosphere push him through the thin air and over closer to the elevator.
Then the balloon burst. Roak could barely hear it, but he sure felt it. He started to plummet.
He snagged one of the cables as it collapsed around him and whipped it out. The clasp end snagged onto the side of the elevator car and Roak whooped in triumph. A one in a million shot!
Then the cable went taught as he continued to fall, and his whoop of triumph turned into a scream of pain as his whole body was yanked up after the elevator car at a velocity a person was not designed to withstand.
He screamed and screamed until he realized he was having a hard time taking each new breath. His scream cut off and he got back to business. First off was to get his glove back on. Not an easy task as he was pulled by his shoulder up into space.
It took him five tries, but he finally got the glove back on. The atmospheric processors kicked back in and his suit began to fill with breathable air. That was the good news. The bad news was he couldn’t feel his left hand. It had been exposed to the freezing temperature of the upper atmosphere for too long. He wondered if it could be salvaged even if he did manage to get to a med pod in time. Which wasn’t likely considering what was ahead.
The station. Right there, looming in space only half a kilometer away. 
Roak watched the elevator car dock with the station. He also watched as he kept floating up and up and up until he collided dead on with the underside of the car. It hurt, but nowhere near as much as when the cable had snagged the car.
He pushed himself to get to work. He was able to click on his mag locks and swing his feet up against the car. His boots locked in place and Roak sighed with relief. At the very least, he wasn’t going to float out into space.
He began to walk the edge of the elevator car, keeping as far from the observation windows as he could. It took him a long while, and for a second, he was afraid the elevator car would start to descend before he could get off it, but he finally made it to the station’s outside surface. He decoupled one boot briefly so he could step across a small gap then locked it onto the station. He did the same with the other boot and was about to whoop in triumph one more time.
But the whoop died on his lips when he saw an auxiliary airlock open up and six suited and armed security guards came rushing out to meet him. They had heavy carbines to their shoulders and blacked-out visors on their helmets.
His comm came back alive.
“Do not move!” a voice ordered. “Do not move!”
“Not moving,” Roak replied and put his hands up.
The guards swarmed him and began to shove him towards the auxiliary airlock.
“Get your ass in there!” the voice ordered. “Down the ladder! When you get to the bottom, you will face the wall, legs splayed, hands up! If you do not comply, you will be killed! If you make any move other than what you were just instructed to do, you will be killed! If you resist in anyway, you will be killed! Am I understood?”
“Loud and clear,” Roak said.
He climbed down through the airlock and descended the ladder. When he reached the bottom, he moved to face the wall, his legs splayed and arms above his head. He couldn’t see the airlock close and seal, but he could feel it. The pressure around him changed instantly and the weight of his body came crashing down on him.
Roak stumbled from the transition, and he instantly knew he was in trouble.
“Sorry! Sorry!” he yelled into his comm. “It was the gravity shift! Hands are up! Legs are splayed! Sorry!”
“You will be,” the voice said just before the seal on his helmet was broken and it was lifted off his head. 
The owner of the voice spun him around and snarled into his face.
“You are under arrest by the authority of the Ligston Station,” the guard said, an angry-looking Shiv’erna. 
They were a lithe race, graceful but muscular. Roak always thought they had a certain beauty to them. It was just a bummer they had those elephantine proboscises hanging from their faces. It kind of ruined the appeal. But he did know a few men and women that went for that kind of thing. It just wasn’t his bag.
“Listen, there has been a mistake here,” Roak said. “I screwed up, I know that, but if you take me to your supervisor, or better yet, the commander of the station, I can explain everything.”
The Shiv’erna frowned then started laughing. He looked back over his shoulder at the other guards as they began taking their helmets off. They looked just as amused.
“Who else would we take you to? The head cook?” the Shiv’erna said. “The commander is going to love hearing whatever bullshit you’re about to make up as we walk your ass through the station. She loves a good story. But, I warn you, she has heard them all. If yours doesn’t make her smile then you’re about to be booted right back outside. But without your suit.”
“I’ll make her smile,” Roak said. “Call ahead and tell her she has Roak onboard. That should mean something to her.”
“Why?” the Shiv’erna asked.
“Because who do you think got me down onto the surface of the planet without anyone knowing in the first place, snozz?” Roak smirked.
“Snozz?” the Shiv’erna hissed.
He hit the smirk right off Roak’s face. Then he hit the consciousness away too. Roak slumped to the ground.
“Pick his ass up,” the Shiv’erna said. “Commander Nimm is going to want to talk to him when he wakes up.”
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Roak woke up on a very nice couch, which was a pleasant surprise. His hands were bound behind his back to his ankles and he was face down on the couch, which wasn’t a surprise, but at least he wasn’t in a cold holding cell filled with puke-spewing drunks and strung-out junkies.
He’d woken up in that situation too many times.
Also, he was glad just to be waking up, but he hardly expected not to. The commander of the station was an old friend.
“You finally awake?” a voice asked from across the room. “Good. We need to talk about how much trouble you’re in and why I’m not going to do a damn thing about it.”
“You’re mad because I don’t have the chits I promised you,” Roak said as he rolled over onto his side so he could see the commander. She sat at her desk across the office, her hands folded on top of a small, but extremely deadly, flechette pistol. “Listen, Nimm, I can explain.”
“Commander Nimm,” the woman said.
She was a Lipian, a genetically engineered race designed to serve as prostitutes. Even after millennia of freedom from their designers, the Lipians still held to their purpose. Except for a few rogues that refused to submit to their predetermined careers. Nimm was one of those.
The woman channeled her hormonal boosts into becoming a Marine for the Galactic Fleet then as a private contractor for whoever would hire her. Eventually, the job caught up to her and she lost both of her legs and her right arm. Forced to replace them with synthetics, she retired from the contracting game and called in some favors to get a job as Commander of Ligston Station.
It was the only way Roak was able to get down to the surface of the planet without Boss Teegg being alerted. He knew Nimm from a job way back in both their pasts. She’d owed him one. Well, not so much owed him as felt obligated not to ruin his bounty. The fact Roak offered her a good deal of chits upon his return didn’t hurt, either.
“I know you don’t have the chits, Roak,” Nimm said. “When there’s one way off and one way on the planet, not much escapes my attention. Boss Teegg fled this place so fast that I felt obligated to grease some palms and get some answers. I will admit I was sad to hear he was running because he’d thought he’d killed you and that didn’t turn out to be true.”
“Hold on, were you sad because he was running from me or because I turned out not to be dead?” Roak asked.
“A little of both,” Nimm said. “I was sad he was running because that meant you never got your chits. Which means I don’t get my chits. I was also sad because if that slug was running from you, despite having the resources of his compound at his fingertips, then he was never as strong as I thought he was. I’d ignored the rumors of his disgrace within the syndicate, thinking they were just gossip meant to undermine him, which happens too often, but turns out he doesn’t have anywhere near the pull he liked to say he did.”
“Most of those assheads don’t,” Roak said. “They talk the talk, but never have the balls to walk the walk. If they did, I’d have been dead years ago.”
“That’s true,” Nimm said. “You always shot me straight, Roak. I appreciate that. So I’m going to shoot you straight. I gotta hand you over to the GF.”
“GF? Why the hell would you hand me over to them?” Roak snapped. “What does the GF have to do with any of this?”
“Absolutely nothing,” Nimm said. “Except that you made so much noise breaking your way onto my station that half the passengers aboard noticed. You walked up the side of the elevator car, you moron!”
“What was I supposed to do? Leapfrog up it?” Roak asked. Nimm didn’t laugh. “Come on, Nimm, give me a break. You hand me to the GF and I’ll be lost in their bureaucracy for months, maybe years. Don’t do that to me. We have history, sister.”
 “I know, I know,” Nimm said. “Which is why this really hurts. You do know that when I hand you to the GF, it’s not the GF that will take custody of you, right?”
“What? Then who…will… Oh, right, the syndicate that Boss Teegg works for,” Roak said. “They’ll have paid off the GF guards and I’ll be on a shuttle heading to some deep, dark hole where I’ll slowly lose body parts until the syndicate gets whatever intel they want from me.”
“Pretty much,” Nimm said.
Roak shook his bonds. “So, you probably aren’t going to let me free from this crap, are you?”
“Definitely not,” Nimm said. “The only reason you’re on my couch is because you were disoriented from your fun time outside. Don’t think I don’t know you could have taken all of my security personnel with one hand tied behind your back if you’d been in a normal state.”
When she mentioned one hand tied behind his back, Roak realized he could feel his left hand again. Phew. There was some residual discomfort, and slight numbness, but overall the hand felt normal. Luck was on his side with that one, at least.
“I had my medic take care of that hand,” Nimm said.
“Thanks,” Roak said.
“Don’t thank me,” Nimm replied. “It’ll just make me feel bad for what you’re about to go through.”
“Nimm, you don’t have to do this,” Roak said. “I can make it worth your while if you let me go.”
“Gonna offer me chits you don’t have?” Nimm asked and laughed. “Sorry, Roak.”
“Nope, not gonna offer you chits,” Roak said. “I’ve already failed on that. What if I could get you a gig better than this one?”
“You can’t,” Nimm replied.
“But what if I could?” Roak insisted.
“But, you can’t,” Nimm growled. “So stop wasting my time.”
“You like it here? Stuck inside this can in the galactic backwoods?” Roak asked.
“Better than dying as a contractor,” Nimm said.
“True, true, but what if I could get you a better position? Commander of one of the stations closer in to the galactic center?” Roak asked. “Those jobs open up more than you know. I have some pull with a guy in the placement corporation that vets candidates.”
“Roak? Are you so desperate you’d try blowing smoke up my ass?” Nimm asked. She shook her head. “You really must be. Come on. It won’t be so bad. Odds are the syndicate I hand you over to will make you work for them instead of chopping you up for intel.”
“Yeah, well, we both know what that means,” Roak said and made a small explosion noise. “Behavior mod in the middle of my brain. I step in line, stay in line, be a mindless robot hunter for them or my skull goes pop. No thanks.”
“I don’t have a choice,” Nimm said.
“You do,” Roak said. “All you have to do is set it up so I have a chance to get free before the GF lackeys get here. I can make my way to my ship and I’ll be out of your hair before any trouble can rain down on you.”
“You being on my couch is the trouble that can rain down on me, Roak,” Nimm said. “You aren’t listening.”
She cleared her throat.
“And, even if I did make things convenient for you, you don’t have a ship to get on,” Nimm said quietly. “That part I’m really sorry for. Despite what you may think, I do pride myself on doing a damn good job running this station. How was I supposed to know that Boss Teegg would figure out which ship was yours?”
“Shit, Nimm, what happened to my ship?” Roak asked. “You know I love that ship. It’s about as close to a home as I have.”
“It’s still in dock,” Nimm said. “But it’s not leaving anytime soon. Engines, nav system, trans-space coupler, gravity stabilizers, well, you name it and Boss Teegg had his men trash it. They were real pros about it. You don’t even notice it’s been messed with if you look at it from the outside. You would have gotten onboard, tried to start it up, and it would have disintegrated right out from under you.”
“Then how’d you find out?” Roak asked, barely able to take in what Nimm was saying to him.
“One of my engineers was doing a routine maintenance check of the docks and detected an ion leak from your starboard engine,” Nimm said. “He went onboard and did a full work-up. I’m sorry, Roak, but it’s going to be a long time before you have enough chits to fix your ship.”
Roak groaned and closed his eyes. His ship. Eight Million Gods dammit, they could mess with him, but not his ship.
“Hey,” Nimm said and Roak’s eyes shot open as he realized she was crouched right in front of him. “Maybe you’re not hearing what I’m saying.”
“Oh, I’m hearing you loud and clear,” Roak said.
“No, you’re not,” Nimm said and locked eyes with him. Her voice dropped to an almost inaudible level. “You can’t leave here in your ship. That means you have to leave here in another ship. Maybe, I don’t know, like the GF ship that is on its way to pick you up right now and deliver you to the syndicate Boss Teegg works for.”
Roak finally heard what she was saying. She couldn’t let him go, or let him escape, because that would damage her job. It also was the dumb move to make. He needed to get off the station and on the trail of Boss Teegg. She was literally handing him the solution.
“Oh,” he said. “So there’s nothing you can do.”
“There’s nothing I can do,” Nimm said in a much louder voice as she stood up. The station’s recorders wouldn’t have picked up her close in words. “Once you’re on that GF ship, you’re on your own. How you handle your situation is completely up to you.”
“Any advice on how I should handle it?” Roak asked.
“Just relax,” Nimm said. “Understand?”
Roak smiled at her. “I understand.”
“Good,” Nimm said. “Now, because I’m not a cruel bitch and we do have history, I’m going to hand you over to my guards so you can get a bite to eat in the cafeteria and maybe wash some of that stink off you. Why the hell do you smell like sex and smoke?”
“Oh, you know me,” Roak said.
“Don’t tell me you set that fire down there?” Nimm said then waved a hand. “No, really, don’t tell me. It’ll only complicate things.”
“Not saying a word,” Roak replied.
She tapped at her comm and barked a quick command. The door to her office opened immediately and eight guards, armed to the teeth, came inside.
“Take the restraints off his feet, but do not take them off his hands,” Nimm ordered. “He never leaves your sight and you never engage him one on one. Understood?”
The guards nodded and hauled him off the couch. One of them undid the restraints around his ankles and Roak hissed as the blood flow in his legs began to normalize. He took a couple tentative steps then nodded.
“Hey, Nimm, can I ask a favor?” Roak asked.
“Are you joking?” Nimm snapped.
“Nope,” Roak said. “Can these guys take me to see my ship? I just want to say goodbye.”
“You can’t go inside it,” Nimm said. 
“I know,” Roak said. “No tricks. I really want to say goodbye.”
“Swear on our history?” Nimm asked.
“Swear on our history,” Roak said. “I’m being sincere. Laugh all you want, but I need to say goodbye.”
“Fine,” Nimm said and nodded to the guards. “Take him to get cleaned up and fed first, then he can go to the dock where his ship is. Better hurry. The GF transport is scheduled to arrive later today and his ship is scheduled to go to a scrap dealer not long after that.”
“What? Scrap dealer?” Roak barked. “Oh, come on, Nimm!”
Nimm glared at him and Roak stopped protesting. Of course it was scheduled to go to a scrap dealer. He was being handed over to GF idiots then the syndicate. As far as everyone was concerned, he’d never have need of his ship again. In order to give him a chance, Nimm needed everything to look like it was on the up and up. That meant his inoperative ship was only worth the functioning parts it had left.
“Guess I really will be saying goodbye,” Roak said.
“Sorry,” Nimm replied. “You know I am.”
Roak nodded to the guards and they escorted him out of Nimm’s office.
 



 
16.
 
The guards led him to the brig showers where he was unceremoniously hosed down until his skin was raw. He shivered under a cold air blower for several minutes until he was dry enough to get dressed. It wasn’t easy with his hands still restrained, they’d simply cut his clothes off to get him undressed, but putting clothes on took four guards getting way too intimate with his anatomy. In the end, he finally had fresh clothes on, didn’t stink like a forest fire, and suddenly realized he was starving.
“What’s for lunch?” he asked as he was marched through the station’s passageways to the general cafeteria. “Or is it dinner? I have no idea what time you keep up here.”
“Dinner,” one of the guards said. “But doesn’t matter. Prisoners all get mush.”
Roak should have known. The station wasn’t going to waste resources on him. He would get a bowl of lukewarm mush that had been reconstituted from a coarse powder of carbohydrates and proteins. Wasn’t the first time he’d had to choke the stuff down. He hoped it wouldn’t be the last. Well, he hoped it would be the last, but not because he was dead.
The bowl was plopped down in front of him, a large straw sticking out of it. He glanced at the guards, but none looked like they were going to move his hands to the front. He shrugged and sucked at the straw.
He sucked the mush slow enough that he could study the other people in the cafeteria. They had taken him to the general cafeteria, not the security mess hall. Roak wasn’t sure of Nimm’s motivation except that maybe she wanted to use him as an example to the others onboard the station. Stay in line or end up like the sad sack eating the mush through a straw. 
There were about thirty men and women, all from various races, seated in the cafeteria. Some in groups, some alone. Most were talking, but there were three or four that were watching holo vid entertainment. There was no one of any significance and only a couple of people even glanced in his direction. The stop in the cafeteria was just so he could eat some mush; there was no ulterior motive on Nimm’s part that Roak could see.
When he had his fill of mush, which was about six swallows, he pushed the bowl away with his chin and nodded at his guards.
“Time to see my ship,” Roak said.
One of the guards checked the time and nodded.
“We should be able to get you to the dock then handed over to the GF in time,” the guard said. “As long as you cooperate and don’t try anything. You make trouble and we’ll be handing you to the GF in specimen bags.”
“Not gonna make trouble,” Roak said. “The sooner I get off this station and away from Ligston the better. This trip hasn’t exactly gone my way.”
He was once again marched through the station’s passageways, down several levels, until he was standing in a circular room with nothing but airlocks to ship docks around him. 
“Fourteen,” Roak said. “I parked it in Dock Fourteen.”
“We know,” the guard snapped. “We work here, diphead.”
“Just trying to be helpful,” Roak said as he was shoved towards the airlock that was slowly sliding open.
“Don’t be. Just move,” the guard barked. “You have five minutes to say goodbye to your precious ship.”
Roak didn’t respond. No point. The guards didn’t care what he had to say. They wanted this to be done so they could march him up to the level set aside for Galactic Fleet ships only. The GF didn’t like their ships being close to civilian ships. They especially didn’t like their ships to possibly be anywhere near Skrang ships, despite the fact the War was over and the treaty in effect forbid any conflict between the two factions. Wars could end, but grudges would always be held.
Roak walked onto the dock and stared at his ship. It was a Borgon 714 Light Fighter. Two-seat cockpit with a head, small kitchen, two bunk cabins, and a small cargo hold. Despite the two-seated cockpit, the fighter was really only designed for one person. Two made it uncomfortable quick unless the two were on intimate terms. 
“Say goodbye,” a guard barked. “Clock is ticking.”
“Sure thing,” Roak said and cleared his throat. “Hey, ship. Thanks for everything. Too bad about the Gornoka Nebula. Goodbye.”
He frowned and looked back at the guards.
“I guess that’s all,” Roak said. “Ready to meet my fate.”
“You wish it was that poetic,” one of the guards said and laughed. “Buddy, all you’re going to do is meet a whole lot of pain.”
“That’s what you all keep telling me,” Roak said. “So how about you shut the hell up and we get this over with, okay?”
He received a hard jab to his belly from the butt of the guard’s carbine. Roak took the blow and forced himself not to double over. He wanted to crap himself, but he held it in check. The woman really knew how to deliver a good hit.
More passageways, two lifts, and a long, protracted security sweep, then Roak was standing on a shielded platform in the Galactic Fleet docking bay. He watched as a modified Grabal 31 Personnel Carrier slowly maneuvered its way into the bay before the station’s outer hull closed and the shield was lifted.
Roak always hated it when the shimmer in the air disappeared. He figured that at some point that shield would go down and he’d be met with empty vacuum. Instead, he was met with the mirrored faceplates of four GF troopers. Certainly not Marines by the slack way they held their plasma rifles. Marines had a certain swagger that was unmistakable. These were general infantry, promoted for some reason or other to prisoner transport and security detail. 
“Not even MPs,” Roak said.
“What was that, prisoner?” one of the GF troopers snarled, his face hidden behind his suit’s faceplate. “You got something to say to me?”
Roak only smiled then looked down at his feet.
“That’s what I thought,” the trooper said. “Who’s got the transfer orders?”
One of the station guards stepped forward and presented a tablet. A slim holo of Roak’s face hovered in the air, spinning slowly. Roak couldn’t help himself and glanced over. He tried not to smile when he saw the name “Bex Klo” flashing underneath his mugshot. His eyes were closed and mouth slack. They must have taken that after knocking him out.
No MPs to receive him and not his real name on the transfer orders. He owed Nimm. Big time.
“Come on, scum,” the trooper snapped as he motioned for one of the others to take Roak.
Roak didn’t resist. He didn’t slow his walk; he didn’t put up a struggle or make anything even slightly inconvenient for the troopers. He wanted off the station and on his way as soon as possible.
The troopers marched him onto the personnel carrier then tossed him onto a bench bolted right there in the cargo area. They weren’t even going to put him in a holding cell or up on the next level where the troopers usually rode during missions. He was cargo, that was all.
As the hatch closed, Roak also realized that he was where he was so the transfer to the syndicate’s people could be fast and efficient. No extra levels to walk. Also, as little contact with the syndicate goons as was needed. The GF troopers may have been paid off, but that didn’t mean everyone were chums and hail goodfellas.
His feet were shackled to the bench supports, but Roak wasn’t worried. They were cheap shackles, easy to pick. Pop open the side panel on one, interrupt the clamp signal, and they fell off like a Hebrt tick bloated on Maglor blood. 
Two troopers left, taking their helmets off as they stepped onto the lift that shot them up and out of the cargo hold. The two that stayed kept their helmets on, their mirrored visors focused on Roak. He nodded to them then leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Might as well get some rest.
His internal clock said he’d been asleep for thirty minutes when his eyes shot open. The two troopers were all the way at the end of the cargo hold and had their helmets off. Roak could see they were both women, one a human and one a Halgon. Halgons were like poison dart frogs that mated with some being made of elastic. The woman’s neck was thin and springy, looking like it’d topple over from the weight of the head that held wide, bulging eyes.
The two troopers took zero notice of Roak as he stirred and shifted his position. They were in the middle of some intense conversation, each looking like they wanted to open the rear hatch and just float off into space. Roak’s gut said they weren’t as comfortable with their side job as the others. He guessed they hadn’t been paid as well, either. 
Roak wondered if this was his chance to get free of his restraints and possibly commandeer the ship. Or should he wait for the transfer and take out the syndicate goons. Odds were that the syndicate would only send a couple of their enforcers to handle him. Over confidence was a serious fatal flaw when it came to the galactic underworld. Egos too big for the tiny brains that tried to govern them. No one wanted to look weak or overcautious. Strength in stupidity was the unspoken rule of thumb.
With some exceptions, of course.
Roak hoped those exceptions wouldn’t be on the ship that came to take him off the personnel carrier. He was banking on a couple of slack-jawed muscle heads. 
One of the troopers glanced his way and instantly shushed her comrade. 
“You looking at something?” the Halgon hissed. “I can close those eyes the hard way for ya, if you’d like.”
“Just wondering if I could use the head,” Roak said. “Need to piss.”
“No,” the Halgon replied. “Go in your pants.”
“You want me stinking like piss the rest of the trip?” Roak asked. “This cargo hold isn’t big enough for that. Trust me.”
The human sighed. “Let him take a piss.”
“Fine,” the Halgon said. “I’ll fetch him a sanitation unit.”
Roak shuddered. Sanitation units were unisex and fit over the crotch area. Basically, they were piss vacuums. They looked like they should be fun, but they weren’t.
The Halgon stomped her way to a panel in the cargo hold wall, opened it, withdrew the funnel-shaped, flexible sanitation unit, stomped over to Roak, and tossed the unit at him.
“You can do it yourself,” she said.
“With my hands behind my back?” Roak asked.
“See?” the Halgon said to her comrade. “He doesn’t need to piss. He just wants us to loosen his restraints and move his hands to the front. Guess what happens when we do that?”
“I wasn’t planning on doing anything except pee,” Roak said.
“Here,” the human said as she walked over to where she’d set her rifle. She shouldered it, powered up a round, and aimed the weapon right at Roak’s head. “He twitches and I scalp him.”
“You better,” the Halgon said. 
Roak leaned forward so the woman could reach his restraints. He stayed stock still. He really did need to pee and had no intention of trying to make a break for it. Not that he wasn’t going to use his bodily needs to his advantage.
The Halgon released the restraints, then shoved a forearm against Roak’s throat and pushed him back against the wall. Roak smiled at her as he eased his hands out from behind his back and set them in his lap. Using only one hand, the Halgon secured one of Roak’s wrists then the other. She gave his neck a hard shove then backed away quickly.
“Thanks,” Roak said as he undid his pants and slid the sanitation unit in place. It immediately came to life and he winced as it drew the urine out of him. Not quite painful, but not quite not painful. At least Roak’s bladder was empty. “Ahhhhh. Done.”
He powered down the unit and held it out. The Halgon hissed then came forward and took it from him. Roak smiled the entire time.
He had an empty bladder and he got a chance to assess the strength of the restraints. When the Halgon had secured his right wrist, he was certain he felt a looseness in the clamp. It closed, but Roak had a solid feeling that if he let his hand go slack and pulled slowly, he’d be able to squeeze his hand out. It would be all over from there.
He was going to have to do something very nice for Nimm. Chits just weren’t going to be enough. He would certainly have to make good on trying to get her a new appointment as commander of a much better station. He didn’t know a lot of people with that kind of pull, but he knew enough. He’d make the call. First, he had to live and find Boss Teegg.
A proximity alert rang out and the two troopers grabbed up their helmets and put them on fast.
“Prepare for transfer tether,” a voice called over a loudspeaker. “Decompression protocol in place.”
“Decompression?” Roak cried. “Hey! Whoa! You want to hand me a spare suit? Anyone?”
Neither of the troopers responded as the cargo hold was bathed in flashing yellow light. Roak’s leg restraints unlocked automatically and slid into their storage compartments under the bench.
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Roak continued to shout at the two Galactic Fleet troopers as warning klaxons blared in the cargo hold, punctuating the danger that the flashing yellow lights foretold.
“Get me a damn suit!” Roak yelled. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
The back hatch began to unlock and lower. Roak was immediately yanked from the bench and pulled towards the hatch, the vacuum of space a force that could not be fought. He glanced at the troopers and saw that they had strapped themselves to the wall. Neither of them even twitched to try to help Roak.
“Assholes!” he yelled as he slid down the middle of the cargo hold, right at the lowering hatch.
Then he was out. Ejected from the back of the personnel carrier like a bag of trash. The freezing cold hit him and he was pissed that the last feeling of his life would be his balls turning to ice. It was not how he expected his end to be. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. There’d been times he thought he’d be thrown out the back of a ship, but not by GF troopers. Punk ass bitches.
Then the frigid darkness of space was gone, replaced by the intense heat and claustrophobic grip of a tether tube. Roak started laughing immediately. He had been so exhausted from the past few days that he never put all the pieces together.
Of course he was going to be thrown out the back. That way the logs could show an airlock malfunction instead of an unscheduled docking with a non-GF ship. If the syndicate ship and the GF ship had connected then a trans-space signal would have been logged with Galactic Fleet command and there would have been questions.
Tossing Roak out the back avoided those questions.
He took a deep breath and let the tube transport him down into the belly of the syndicate ship. Might as well enjoy the ride before the rough stuff kicked in.
He was spat out into another cargo hold, one almost identical to the last. A small hatch shut as he rolled across the floor of the hold, coming to rest against a stack of crates marked “Restricted Material.” Roak waited for syndicate goons to come down on him, but after a couple of unmolested seconds, he figured he was on his own for the time being.
Roak quickly got up and assessed his situation. 
Cargo hold. Similar, but not the same as the GF one. He studied the gear that was strapped to the walls, studied the crates stacked next to him, studied the symbols and the signs posted everywhere.
Mlo smugglers. 
Crazy bastards that based their operations in the Mlo System. A system that had one nasty son of a bitch of a black hole at the center. It took guts to base there since a single navigational miscalculation meant complete annihilation. It was also a great place to hide a few trillion credits worth of stolen goods and illegal contraband since a single navigational miscalculation meant complete annihilation. The authorities avoided the Mlo System at all costs.
The one problem for Roak was that he’d never gotten along with Mlo folks. They were a ragtag bunch of animals, as far as he was concerned. They hit their targets hard, left nothing but destruction and chaos behind, and didn’t care about the consequences. No finesse, barely any research before a job, and absolutely no loyalty to those they worked with. 
Get the goods, smuggle the goods, get paid for the goods. That was how they worked and all they cared about.
Roak was about to relax his hand free of his restraints when a hatch opened in the far wall and a massive halfer walked through.
“Roak,” the halfer said. “Today just isn’t your lucky day.”
The halfer was a mixed race gentleman, half-Gwreq and half-Urvein, making the man close to eight feet tall and built stronger than the ship they were both riding in.
“Jdorp,” Roak said. “Long time, no see.”
“What did I tell you I was going to do to you the next time I saw you?” Jdorp asked.
He was a strange one to look at. His skin was dark grey granite, but covered in obsidian black fur. He was nothing but solid muscle except for a huge pudge in the gut like all Urveins had. Roak struggled not to smirk. 
“You told me you’d rip my arms out of their sockets with your bare hands?” Roak said. “Or was that bear hands?”
“Funny,” Jdorp said. “Good thing for you I’m being paid way too much to deliver you in one piece to bother ripping you apart. Otherwise…”
He spread his arms out and made a loud popping noise.
“Yeah, I get it,” Roak said. “How much are you getting paid, by the way?”
“You think you can better the price?” Jdorp asked.
“I might,” Roak said. “I keep some chits stocked away for just these kinds of situations.”
“You got those chits on you?” Jdorp asked.
“Well, no, they’re back on my ship,” Roak said.
“Then it doesn’t matter how much I’m getting paid,” Jdorp said. “I could say zero and you still wouldn’t be able to beat it.”
“Jdorp, come on, you know I’m good for my debts,” Roak said.
“That is true,” Jdorp responded. “Sometimes you’re slow on payments, but I’ve never heard from anyone that you don’t pay up eventually. Problem is, I don’t want eventually, Roak. I want chits in hand. Now.” He held out a stony paw. “Do you have chits to put in my hand right now?”
“No, I do not have chits to put in your hand right now,” Roak replied in a mocking voice.
“No, you do not,” Jdorp said. “That means you are going to follow me and we’re going to get on the lift. You aren’t going to try to fight, you aren’t going to try to escape, you aren’t going to try anything. What you are going to do is sit your ass down in the jump seat up on the bridge. You’re going to keep your mouth shut and be a good little bounty hunter for the remainder of our trip.”
“Where are we going?” Roak asked.
“What did I say about keeping your mouth shut?” Jdorp asked.
“We aren’t in the cockpit yet and I’m not sitting in a jump seat,” Roak said. “Indulge my one question and I’ll close my mouth from here on out.”
“I somehow doubt that,” Jdorp said. “You know, I hear from others that you have a reputation for being the stoic, silent type. Yet every time we meet, you needle and needle at me. It’s like your mouth spits Ghoulariam gnats, but they’re words and not biting insects. Why is that?”
Roak narrowed his eyes. “You know what? If I’m to be completely honest, I have no idea. I usually do keep my mouth shut, but there is something about you, Jdorp, that makes me want to just nag at you until you snap.”
“Well, don’t,” Jdorp said. “Keep that shit stowed. Understood? You stay quiet or I snap you and say to hell with the chits.”
“Can you answer me the one question?” Roak asked. “Where are we going?”
Jdorp sighed. “I’m only answering because I know you won’t quit asking until I do. We’re going to Gaan Shan Station.”
“The Void House?” Roak responded, beyond surprised. “Why are we going there?”
“Because that’s where my client is,” Jdorp said. “I don’t know what you did, but you pissed off the wrong people.”
“Boss Teegg was working for the Shilo Syndicate? Since when?” Roak asked.
Jdorp wagged a finger in Roak’s face. “No more questions. I answered the one. Now shut your flesh trap or I staple your lips together.”
Roak nodded, closing his mouth with a snap of his jaw. He’d seen Jdorp staple several mouths shut before, so he knew it was not an idle threat.
During the ride in the lift and the walk to the bridge, Roak couldn’t help but try to figure out how Boss Teegg had gotten mixed up with the Shilo Syndicate. They were considered the most ruthless, corrupt, violent, and downright nasty of the crime outfits in the galaxy. Half the other syndicates refused to do business with them because of some of the more deplorable ways they made their chits. 
Many of those that worked in the underworld assumed that the horrors the Shilo Syndicate perpetrated were simply rumors designed to intimidate their rivals. Roak had watched too many of those horrors firsthand to deceive himself that way. If Boss Teegg was in bed with the Shilo Syndicate, then there was a lot more going on than Roak had even suspected.
Not that he really had suspected anything. He’d pretty much been focused on getting his chits and getting to the next job. With Shilo involved, and his ass on the way to the Void House, getting his chits just got even more complicated. Roak couldn’t wait to see what else was going to be thrown at him. At that point, he would only be surprised by all out galactic war.
He was shoved into the jump seat that sat in the back corner of the bridge.
“Coordinates locked and ready for trans-space,” the navigator said from his station once Jdorp was seated in his captain’s chair. “Estimated travel time is three hours and six minutes.”
“Faster than usual,” Jdorp said. “Why?”
“Nebula storm near the wormhole portal,” the navigator said. “It’s funneling energy into the trans-space rift. I’ve calculated for it and it’ll boost our drive efficiency by eighteen percent.”
“That’s why I pay you the big chits,” Jdorp said. “Two percent bonus when we drop this sack of crap off and get paid.”
“Thank you, sir,” the navigator said.
“I see you have a new crew,” Roak said.
“Roak,” Jdorp grumbled.
“Sorry,” Roak said.
They sat there in silence as the navigator engaged the engines and sent them towards the closest trans-space wormhole portal. It was a rare ship that could punch straight into the space between space, so all ships used already-built wormhole portals, even smuggler ships like Jdorp’s.
The flight was quick and they were in the wormhole queue within the half hour. Two ships waited ahead of them, one towing the other. Roak tried not to frown as he recognized the ship being towed. Didn’t matter. Jdorp spotted it and leaned forward in his chair.
“Roak? Is that your ship?” Jdorp asked.
Roak only raised an eyebrow in response. Jdorp sighed.
“You can speak,” Jdorp said.
“Thanks,” Roak replied. “Yeah, I think that is my ship. Isn’t that something.”
“Why is it being towed by a salvage wrecker?” Jdorp said.
“Probably because no one thinks I’m going to be living for much longer,” Roak said.
“You got those chits you wanted to pay me on board that ship?” Jdorp asked.
“Maybe,” Roak said.
“Maybe? How about I put it this way, Roak?” Jdorp said. “If we were to stop that wrecker and board your ship, would it be worth me jeopardizing the job I’m already being paid for?” He spread his arms and made that popping noise again. “Think carefully before you answer.”
Roak did think carefully. Unfortunately, none of the scenarios he came up with resulted in him keeping his arms. Even if he did manage to get free of Jdorp, the ship wasn’t functional. Keeping the goodbye protocol in place was still the right call.
“No,” Roak said. “You’d end up losing chits and have the Shilo bunch on your ass.”
Jdorp looked genuinely surprised. He pointed a hairy stone finger at Roak.
“You just earned some brownie points,” Jdorp said. “If you do live through all this, then let’s call us even.”
“Really?” Roak responded.
“Really,” Jdorp said. “You could have set me up. You didn’t. I appreciate that.”
“You are one weird halfer, Jdorp,” Roak said.
Jdorp bristled at being called a halfer. It wasn’t exactly a polite term. More a slur than a generic label. Roak couldn’t help himself.
“This is why everyone hates you,” Jdorp said.
“Yet they still hire me,” Roak replied.
“Talking privileges revoked,” Jdorp said. “Shut it the rest of the trip.”
Roak nodded and eased back into the jump seat as the wrecker and his ship disappeared into the portal. They were up next and the navigator engaged the thrusters, aiming right for the swirling center of the wormhole. 
In a blink, they went from being in physical space to being in theoretical space. Traveling trans-space always gave Roak the willies, but unless he wanted to spend decades moving about the galaxy the hard way, then using bends in time/space was just something he had to deal with.
Roak closed his eyes and relaxed his body. Always sleep when you can. Always.
 



 
18.
 
A rough slap to his cheek brought him about, and Roak almost slid his hand free to defend against another, but conscious realization came back to him and he held himself in check.
“Rise and shine, Roak,” Jdorp said. “Time to go.”
“We’re at the Void House already?” Roak asked, yawning as he stretched his restrained hands up over his head.
“Almost,” Jdorp said. “Vil is taking us into the docking bay right now.”
“Vil?” Roak asked.
“My navigator,” Jdorp said. “Pay attention.”
“I fell asleep before you said his name,” Roak replied. “Next time do some proper introductions.”
“I like how you optimistically think there will be a next time,” Jdorp laughed.
Roak shrugged.
Vil, the navigator, docked the ship and stood up as he handed controls over to the Gaan Shan Station’s security protocol AI.
There were two other crewmembers on the bridge, and Roak studied them as he stood up and got the blood flowing to his legs. 
One looked like an average human except for the tail that curled out from behind him as he walked past Roak. He didn’t even so much as glance in Roak’s direction.
The other was a female Leforian, a race of armored bug hounds, and she did glance at Roak. She looked him up and down and clicked her mandibles together in disapproval. 
“He does not appear to be any kind of threat,” she said to Jdorp. “Big, yes, but I have seen much bigger. I am much bigger. How does he do his job if no one fears him?”
“They don’t need to fear me,” Roak said. “They don’t need to do anything. Being good at my job has absolutely nothing to do with who I’m hunting.”
“That must be why you are here with us and not free with a ship full of chits,” the Leforian said then left the bridge.
“She has a point,” Jdorp said as he gave Roak a small shove. “Let’s go.”
They took the lift down to the main airlock where Jdorp’s crew was already disembarking. Outside on the dock were five men of various races, all jacked up on stim chemicals and muscle enhancers by the look of them. Roak was flattered they’d sent five. At least until he saw that two of them were holding heavy cases and not looking at him whatsoever.
“That’s a lot of chits,” Roak said.
“No one thought you’d come along so easily,” Jdorp said quietly as they stepped off the ship. “How about you let them think you put up a huge fight, okay?”
“You’ll owe me,” Roak said.
Jdorp started to respond with a sarcastic quip, but he stopped and shook his head.
“Fine, I owe you,” Jdorp said. “I think being in debt to a dead man is something I can take on.”
“Better be,” Roak said.
The two men handed Jdorp the cases without saying a word. He was silent as well as he set the cases down and proceeded to open them.
“Do that on your ship,” one of the men snarled.
“I’ll do it right here,” Jdorp said. “That way you can’t accuse me of making a switch if the count is off.”
“The docks are not where you count chits,” the man responded.
“Then don’t pay people on the docks,” Jdorp said. 
The two men that handed Jdorp the cases began to move on him, but they found themselves facing the business end of a scatter blaster. 
“Nice trick,” Roak said. He chuckled and shook his head at the five men. “You guys even see where he was hiding that? Impressive.”
One case popped open and Jdorp smiled at the chits inside. He bobbed his head up and down then closed the case.
“That one is right,” Jdorp said. 
He opened the second case and bobbed his head the same way as before. His brow knitted together and the bobbing stopped.
“Three thousand chits short,” Jdorp said. “Which one of you wants to call your boss and have him send those missing chits down?”
The five men stood stock-still.
“I can call him myself,” Jdorp said.
One of the men growled and reached into his jacket. Jdorp tensed, but then smiled when the man withdrew a stack of three thousand chits.
“Huh, must have fallen out of the case,” Jdorp said. “So pleased you picked them up for me. I’ll just keep this incident between us. How’s that sound?”
None of the men responded.
Jdorp walked the cases onto his ship then came back out, shut and locked the airlock, and clapped his beefy hands together.
“Roak, good seeing you,” he said. “I hope your death is as painless as possible.”
“That’s a nice thing to say, Jdorp,” Roak replied. “Take care.”
The halfer nodded to the syndicate men then was gone down the dock and into the closest lift, leaving Roak alone with some very unfriendly faces. They stood there for a long while.
“Uh, are you going to take me to your boss?” Roak asked.
One of the men held up a finger then pointed at his ear.
“Waiting for the order to come through,” Roak responded. “Got it.”
Roak took the time to glance around the docking bay. Besides Jdorp’s ship, there were six others, all close to the same size. None of them would work for Roak’s purposes. He needed a ship that was small, fast, and could get away from the station before they could launch security ships after his ass. The ships he saw were too big and clunky. Smugglers’ ships, not fighters.
“Move,” one of the syndicate men said as he pointed a hoofed hand at Roak. “Now.”
Roak had no clue what race the man was. He wasn’t entirely certain it was a man. But the guy had hooves for hands and a squat, pinched face that looked like someone had sliced the head off a terpig and glued it to the guy’s neck then smashed him in the face over and over until they got the ugly just right.
“Who goes first?” Roak asked.
“Move!” the man shouted.
Roak moved. He turned and marched to the closest lift. The door slide open and he was shoved inside, wedged against the back as the four men pushed in after him. One of the others tapped in a code and the lift began to move. Surprisingly, it went down instead of up. Roak didn’t have a good feeling about that direction.
The second the lift stopped moving, the doors slid open, and four more syndicate men aimed some serious firepower in at Roak and his escorts. Once they saw Roak hadn’t pulled anything, they eased back and let the group step out of the lift. 
“I’m flattered,” Roak said. “All those rifles just because of me?”
“Your reputation proceeds you, Mr. Roak,” a voice said.
Roak stepped out into a dizzying space. Other than a thin catwalk that ringed the space, there was only clear plastiglass. An upside-down observatory dome. Vertigo hit Roak hard and he stumbled into one of his escorts. He received a cuff to the ear for his imbalance.
“Yes, it can be hard to get used to,” the voice said and Roak struggled to find the source.
Finally, a few meters along the catwalk, Roak could make out an average-looking man in every way. Average height, average weight, average physical fitness, average looks. Just average. If Roak had taken a job to hunt the man, it would have been one of the more difficult jobs of his career. The average could hide so easily in plain sight. It was frustrating.
“It’s just Roak,” Roak said as he was led closer to the man.
“Just Roak, of course,” the man said. “And I’m Mr. Wrenn. Would you care for a drink?”
Roak lifted his restrained hands and frowned. “Not right now, thank you.”
“Oh, well,” Mr. Wrenn said. “I’d offer to remove the restraints, but as I said, your reputation proceeds you.”
Roak didn’t reply, just kept his frown aimed at the average man.
“You’re wondering why I had you brought to me,” Mr. Wrenn stated.
“You must have a deal to propose,” Roak replied.
“Of sorts,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Boss Teegg owed you a good amount of chits for the job of retrieving Bicun Maz for us. Regardless of the technicalities of the completion of that job, Boss Teegg did not pay you what you believe you are owed. Personally, I despise bounty hunters. I prefer to keep the work in-house, but, again, your reputation proceeds you. It is well-earned, I might add, considering the damage you left behind on Ligston. Not to mention that daring escape of yours. Too bad it is so easy to buy certain individuals across this galaxy. You may have made a clean escape if it wasn’t for Commander Nimm.”
Roak shrugged.
“Here is the problem I am faced with,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Boss Teegg, well, he had the chits he was supposed to pay you. He had all of them in his possession. As far as I know, he still has them in his possession. I need you to find him and bring me those chits. It is a good sum and not one I plan on marking down in the loss column this year.”
“Don’t see how I can help you with that,” Roak said. “I find Boss Teegg with those chits and I’ll take the chits. They are my chits. I’m owed them.”
“You’re splitting hairs,” Mr. Wrenn said. “I think those chits are far beyond your reach. At least, from where you’re standing now they are.”
Roak’s eyebrows knitted together. He cocked his head and studied Mr. Wrenn for a minute. Then he laughed.
“You want me to hunt Boss Teegg for you for free?” Roak chuckled. “No bounty? Just out of the kindness of my own heart?”
“Of course not,” Mr. Wrenn replied, unperturbed by Roak’s laughing. “You’ll be doing it so I don’t kill you. Your bounty is you get to keep your life.”
“Oh, I see,” Roak said. “In that case, no thank you.”
“I’m sorry? What was that?” Mr. Wrenn asked, obviously surprised by the answer. “Did you say no thank you?”
“Yeah,” Roak replied.
“I’m confused,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Do you want to die? Is this some sort of suicide wish?”
“No, not at all,” Roak said. “It’s just that I’m a professional. I’m not licensed with any galactic authority, and there’re very good reasons for that, but I am still a professional. I do jobs that others either can’t or won’t. Now, how would it look if I caved in to you and took a job only because my life is threatened?”
“It would look smart,” Mr. Wrenn said. “You’d get to live.”
“Then do what?” Roak asked. “Wait for the next syndicate thug to try to extort a job out of me? If I give in to you now, then that reputation of mine that proceeded me will be worth nothing. I’ll end up with a blaster to my head at every meeting I take.”
“I see your point on that,” Mr. Wrenn said. “But, I’m afraid you are not seeing mine. If you do not take this job, then you will be dead. Your reputation will become your epitaph.”
“But I’ll still have my professional integrity,” Roak said.
“No, you will not!” Mr. Wrenn shouted. “You will be dead! You’ll have nothing!”
Roak shrugged. “I’ll take my chances.”
“You’ll take your chances?” Mr. Wrenn roared. “You’ll take your chances? What does that mean? YOU WILL BE DEAD!”
“Probably not,” Roak said. “But I do appreciate you looking out for my wellbeing. Is there anything else?”
“Is there anything else?” Mr. Wrenn parroted. He took several deep breaths and seemed to swallow hard in between each one. His chest and throat worked overtime before he could speak again. “I’m going to give you some time to think about this.”
Roak started to protest, but Mr. Wrenn held up a hand.
“You can get a bite to eat and rest,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Perhaps after that you will have a clearer mind.”
“If you think so,” Roak said.
“I do,” Mr. Wrenn said. He waved at Roak’s escorts. “Take him back up to the docking bays. Get him something to eat at that noodle stand by Bay Thirty-Four. Great noodles. When he’s finished, call me. I’ll ask him again. If he says no, then you can throw him out one of the airlocks up there.”
The men nodded and all converged on Roak.
“All of this?” Roak said, pointing to the open view of the dome below them. “Too much. Dial it back some or people are gonna throw up. It’s just too much.”
“Thank you for your input, Roak,” Mr. Wrenn said. Then he turned and the meeting was done.
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Roak’s escorts led him to the lift and back up to the docking bay levels. When they stepped off the lift, Roak had to suppress a smile. Through one of the observation windows in the passageway, he could easily see several ships that suited his needs perfectly. 
He was prodded in the back and forced to turn away from the window.
“Noodles,” hoof guy said. “On Mr. Wrenn. Order what you want. Eat slow unless you want to die fast.”
“Eat slow so I don’t die fast,” Roak said. “Got it.”
They marched him over to the noodle stand and he stood in line, waiting his turn to order. Not a single customer even glanced at Roak’s restraints or raised an eyebrow at the muscle guarding him. It was the Void House. A guy with restraints on his wrists while standing in line to order noodles was far from the worst thing to see on the station.
He placed his order, received his noodles, bobbled them a bit as he tried not to drop them while his hands were restrained, then found a seat at a table that opened up a couple meters away. None of his escorts sat with them.
Roak made sure to grab a seat so he faced the observation windows looking in on the closest docking bay. Sleek fighters and cruisers came and went as he took his leisurely time eating. There were at least five ships he could choose from, but he wanted to make sure the one he picked wasn’t going to sputter and die before he got half a click from the station. Odds were that at least two of the five ships were in the docking bay for repairs.
“Eat,” one of the men snarled as he leaned close to Roak’s ear.
“Bug me again and I’ll stab you through the eye,” Roak said. 
“Try me, scum,” the man replied.
“It’s your eye,” Roak said. “You can lose it however you want.”
He stood up and had blasters in his face instantly.
“Really?” he asked as he held up his hands. “Just throwing away my trash then I’m going to give you guys my decision.”
“Give it now,” hoof man said.
“Nope,” Roak replied. “If I give it now and you guys kill me, then my noodle bowl will sit here for hours and people will think I littered. I can’t have that.”
He grabbed up his empty noodle bowl, slowly, and walked it over to the incinerator can next to the noodle stand. He dropped it in there and smiled at the flash of light the incinerator produced. Not because he cared about cleaning up after himself, but because the incinerator not only destroyed the bowl, but also one chopstick.
The second chopstick he held in his free right hand.
The syndicate men stared at him for a moment before they realized what they were looking it. It was a moment too late.
“Surprise,” Roak said as he jammed the chopstick through the neck of the closest man. 
The guy gagged and choked, blood spurting from the wound while simultaneously filling his throat. He let go of his blaster so he could clamp both hands on the wound, his eyes wide with panic, and an inability to understand what was happening to him.
Roak bent low and caught the blaster as it was halfway through its fall to the floor. He fired off two shots before he straightened up and one of the syndicate men cried out, half his face fried off right there in front of the noodle stand.
People began to scream and shout. They ran, dodging in serpentine fashion down the passageway, hoping they could avoid the blaster bolts that they thought might be coming for them. Roak ignored the panicked idiots and focused on the last two syndicate men. 
One had his blaster aimed for Roak’s head while the other was frozen in a loop of indecision, his head whipping back and forth between the dead man with half a face and the dying man coated in blood. Roak took him out with two well-placed shots to the chest then dove to avoid the barrage of bolts that came shooting towards him.
The noodle stand was close enough that Roak could tuck and roll behind it, using its bulk as cover. The noodle stand owner, or possibly just the day shift worker, let out a bloodcurdling screech as his body was wracked with blaster bolts. Roak didn’t bother to look up; he knew the guy was a goner. Not that it mattered much to Roak if the noodle man lived or died; he just knew the man’s death would be pinned on him.
His shoulder hit the corner of the noodle stand and a splash of hot liquid dropped onto the back of his neck. Roak struggled not to cry out from the scalding burn, but the opportunity the liquid presented was too much to care about his already-blistering skin.
Roak fired a couple of bolts around the noodle stand. They were blind shots and not meant to hit anything, except Roak did hear a woman scream after the second bolt. He must have caught one of the station’s fleeing passengers. He didn’t care. What he cared about was using the distraction to reach up and grab the red-hot handle of one of the noodle sauces that sat on the induction grill.
Two more blind shots and Roak was up, flinging the boiling sauce out the front of the noodle stand. It was the perfect move. The last syndicate man had crept closer and was aiming directly into the stand, ready to lean over the counter and put some bolts in Roak. Instead, he caught a face-full of steaming broth and station-grown mushrooms. The man shrieked as the liquid hit his eyes and they both burst open from the extreme temperature.
Roak hopped the counter and slammed the heavy pot into the top of the man’s skull. The loud thud and crunch was followed by the syndicate man’s collapse then total stillness. Roak spun in a slow circle, the pot in one hand with the restraints jangling against it and the blaster in the other, the tip glowing red as Roak kept the trigger slightly depressed, ready for action. 
But there was no action. The area had cleared out. No one was left in sight, the only evidence the passageway and small seating area around the noddle stand had even been occupied was the far-off echoes of boots retreating as far and fast as they could.
Roak tossed the pot aside and grabbed up a second blaster, tucking it into his belt, then grabbed a third, and sprinted towards the closest docking bay doors. He slammed an elbow against the door controls, his blasters covering both directions of the passageway. No one came at him as the doors slid open and he stepped into the docking bay.
He received a few confused looks from techs and pilots, some looking past him at the signs of chaos in the passageway, but no one even twitched a muscle to stop him. At least not until he ran towards the closest ship and attempted to gain access to the airlock.
“Hey!” a tech yelled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Getting the hell off this station!” Roak replied and placed a bolt between the tech’s boots.
The tech looked down at the laser scoring in the metal between his feet then turned and ran. None of the techs in the docking bay got paid enough to risk their lives over a ship theft. The rest glanced at Roak, glanced at the fleeing tech, then all slowly began to slip out of the docking bay.
That left the pilots. There were three of them. None were armed with laser weapons. No blasters or carbines. But they did each hold various weapons that would seriously mess Roak up if they connected. A span-wrench. Some heavy chain. And a jug-hammer with one tine shorn off, the jagged metal stained with what Roak hoped was rust, but had a sinking feeling it was blood. He was in the Void House, after all. A pilot with a broken, bloody jug-hammer was entirely possible.
“Just going for a quick joyride, guys,” Roak said. He saw one of the pilots frown, a frill-necked Spilfleck, and he raised an eyebrow. “And gal. I don’t want any trouble.”
“You got some,” one of the pilots said, a human with only one eye and a scar that ran clear across his bald scalp and all the way down into his unbuttoned shirt, lost below his belt line.
“We can’t let you take that ship. That’s N’jeak’s ship. You take that under our watch and he’ll eat our livers,” the pilot snarled. 
“N’jeak H’gool?” Roak asked. “Don’t worry about him. I know N’jeak. I’ll send him a holo once I’m off station. He’ll get his ship back in one piece.”
Roak didn’t really know N’jeak H’gool. Not personally. He did know him by reputation and that reputation was the Leforian mercenary pilot would probably rip out and eat the pilots’ livers when he found out what had happened to his ship. But the pilots didn’t know Roak was bluffing, and it afforded him just enough of a pause for the ship’s airlock door to open.
“Tell N’jeak that Bex Klo says hello and I’ll see him soon, will ya?” Roak said as he stepped onto the ship and slammed the butt of one of the blasters against the airlock controls. 
The door slid closed and Roak locked it tight, setting it to emergency mode so that even N’jeak couldn’t open it from the outside without typing in the override protocol codes. That gave Roak about five minutes to fire up the engines and escape the docking bay.
He ran the length of the ship, a medium-small sized fighter designed for secure transport of VIPs and quick combat drops for small mercenary teams. It could house about six beings comfortably on short trips and maybe four beings during long haul, cross-galaxy missions. Roak didn’t know the exact model, since it was a generic design that most manufacturers produced, but he did know it would be fast and extremely maneuverable. Which was exactly what he needed.
He hit the cockpit in a dead run and threw the blasters aside as he jumped into the pilot’s seat. Half the systems were already powered up, indicative of the paranoia in N’jeak’s profession, and Roak smiled as he only had to perform a quick check before he brought the engines up to quarter-power and lifted off from the dock. 
He spun the ship around and aimed the nose for the docking bay doors. Somebody had wised up finally and the bay doors were locked down with a second layer closing tight just as Roak moved forward. 
Oh, well. The doors were designed to take a beating from the outside, not from the inside, so Roak clicked on the comm and opened a general channel.
“Docking tower, come in,” Roak called. “You have five seconds to open the doors or I start firing.”
He was answered with several shudders to the ship’s hull. Guards had finally shown up and decided they’d handle Roak’s escape with heavy rifles. Roak shook his head as he yanked the flight stick to the left, aiming the aft end of the ship right at the dock where the men and women were firing from. He couldn’t hear their screams as they were burnt to a crisp from the engine wash, but he knew it was happening. 
Mr. Wrenn really needed to hire smarter people.
“Docking tower? Your call,” Roak said over the comm.
The docking bay doors slowly began to slide open. The normal yellow flashing lights were replaced by red flashing lights. The docking tower personnel were telling everyone and everything on the station to stay away from the docking bay that Roak was about to exit.
Once open, Roak hit the thrusters and the ship rocketed outside the station.
Directly into a barrage of laser fire from the station’s defensive turrets.
He dove fast.
The fighter was considerably more agile than Roak’s own ship and he was astonished at the response time. He made a mental note to upgrade his ship’s flight systems when he had a chance. Or, more to the point, when he had the chits.
The laser turrets tracked him and continued to fire, but Roak flew the ship tight into the station, hugging the Void House’s outer hull. The powerful bolts came close, but still missed the ship by several meters. The defensive systems couldn’t risk firing any closer without damaging the station itself.
While the strategy kept Roak from being blown to a million bits, it also kept him from escaping. Every time he thought he had a window of opportunity, a new volley of laser bolts would fill his view screen and he’d have to pull back closer to the station’s hull. 
Not that that was easy to do. The station wasn’t a smooth ball. It was a mashed together conglomeration of smaller stations that over the years had become one large, single entity. That meant that there were levels jutting out here, sticking out there, and no easy way to keep tight with the station without risking being torn in half by a random tower or antenna array.
Roak had just dodged his third antenna array when he was faced with something far more dangerous than laser turrets. Four fighters came flying out from the shadowed curve of the station, all headed directly for him.
“Dammit,” Roak said as he powered up the weapons system. “Okay, N’jeak, this ship better pack the punch everyone says it does.”
Roak banked hard and headed straight for the oncoming fighters.
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With station fighters in the fray, the laser turrets shut down lest they take out a friendly or two. Roak immediately recognized that turn of events for the lucky break that it was. All he had to do was maintain that break long enough so he could spiral out and away from the laser turrets’ firing range. Keep one of the fighters between him and the station at all times, and he should be able to make a clean getaway. 
The trick was not getting destroyed by the fighters in the meantime.
His comm crackled.
“Listen up, you son of a bitch,” a lisping voice growled. “Just because I’m Leforian doesn’t mean I’m going to roll over and let you rub my belly. I ain’t your lap dog and I sure as hell ain’t your mom.”
Leforians were a race known to be loyal and overprotective to the point that they were often called “moms” by their colleagues. Roak couldn’t help but crack a smile.
“N’jeak H’gool? Is this who I’m talking to?” Roak asked.
“You’re damn right it’s N’jeak H’gool!” N’jeak roared. “And I want my Eight Million Gods damn ship back! You put in at the next docking bay, hand it over without a fight, and I’ll only slice off one of your testicles!”
“Sorry, N’jeak,” Roak said. “I can’t do that. This isn’t anything personal so–”
“It sure as shit is personal!” N’jeak raged through the comm. “That is my ship! MY SHIP!”
“What I was going to say is that this isn’t personal, strictly business,” Roak responded. 
He could hear N’jeak’s angry breathing in the comm and knew the man was on the edge of completely losing it. Roak had to be careful that he didn’t push him over or he’d lose his lucky break. 
“And, with it being strictly business, I’m hoping we can come to an arrangement,” Roak continued. “Wrenn’s man owes me chits. A lot of chits. I’m going to collect them. I need your ship only for a short while so I can get away from here and find the ebony bastard.”
“Ebony bastard? Boss Teegg?” N’jeak asked. “You’re hunting that low life?”
“That’s who I’m hunting,” Roak said. “Once I find him, I’ll give you your ship back. Hell, I’ll give it back sooner, because there’s no way I can find the guy in your ship without being tagged by half the Galactic Fleet and pretty much all of the other syndicates. Everyone knows your ship. All I need to do is get someplace where I can switch this out, and I’ll flick on your transponder so you can locate it. You’re going to get your ship back.”
“Oh, yes, I am,” N’jeak said, but not in an agreeable way. “I’m going to fly this rusty hunk of crap they gave me right up your ass and take my ship back.”
“N’jeak, think it through,” Roak said. “If you and those three you have with you try to fight me, then your ship will be lost. You open fire and what do you have? Nothing. Or, maybe you don’t destroy it, but hurt it badly enough that it has to be in dry dock for months. Then you’ll be out of a ship. You really want to deal with a loaner in your line of work? I know I’m missing my ship.”
There was silence for a long while. Roak just kept the ship moving back and forth, in and out of the obstacles, and waited for a response.
“Yeah,” N’jeak finally said. “You’re missing your ship.”
“That’s right,” Roak said, not liking the tone of N’jeak’s voice. “I’m missing my ship. So I know how you feel. The second I find a replacement, I’ll send the signal and you can have your ship back. It’s either that or I fight my ass off and either kill you and the other pilots you suckered into this fight or you kill me and your ship in the process.”
“Go ahead,” N’jeak said. “Take my ship. I’ll get it back and you’ll get what’s coming to you.”
The comm went dead and Roak tried to get the signal back, but he was being jammed by the station. No surprise there. They didn’t want him trying to listen in as they planned their attack. Except there was no attack. The surprise came when the fighters broke off and stopped their pursuit. They were off the scanners in seconds, leaving Roak to his own devices.
“Huh,” Roak said. “That’s not good.”
He circled the station twice, and not only was there no sign of the fighters, but the laser turrets didn’t reengage. N’jeak had some pull if he kept Wrenn from trying to blast Roak to a billion pieces.
One more circuit around the station and Roak realized he couldn’t dawdle any longer. It was time to go find Boss Teegg and get his chits.
But first, he needed to ditch N’jeak’s ship and find a new one. One that was less conspicuous. Roak pointed the fighter in the direction of the closest wormhole portal. As he flew away from the station, he dumped all power not going to the engines into his aft shields. He didn’t think a rear attack was coming, but he hated to be wrong on that one.
Once out of range, he powered down the shields and prepped the fighter for trans-space. He had no idea where to start looking for Boss Teegg, but he did know where he might be able to ditch N’jeak’s ship and pick up another one with no questions asked. It wouldn’t be cheap, but it was the only option he had available to him where the risk wasn’t certain death.
Roak plugged in the calculations and waited in the short queue of ships that sat ready for their turn through the portal. Roak had all sensors dialed up to full strength, his eyes watching the scanners like a hawk. If they were going to make one last try at taking him, it would be while he was in the portal queue.
Then it was his turn, no ships came for him, and Roak was through the portal and locked into a trans-space trajectory for the next hour. He set the autopilot and stood up to find something to eat. He’d barely eaten any of the noodles back on the Void House since food hadn’t exactly been the first thing on his mind at that particular moment.
Two protein packs down and a bottle of what looked like home-brewed wubloov in hand, Roak sat back in the pilot’s seat and began to inspect the communications system. He needed to know how secure N’jeak had it dialed in. If Roak was going to find Boss Teegg, then he had a few calls to make to trusted sources spread out across the galaxy. Boss Teegg was not a being that could hide easily. If he was on a station or showed his face on a colony, then someone would know. Roak just had to figure out who that someone was.
Before Roak could place one comm call, he had to make sure the communication would be secure. He had a limited amount of time he could use N’jeak’s ship. As soon as he came out of trans-space, he would need to ditch the fighter and find alternative transportation. Easy enough, but trading out ships would be pointless if someone was able to hack the comm and find out where he was going once he had a new ship. 
It took a lot longer than he liked, but in the end, he realized N’jeak had quite the setup. The comm system was not only state of the art, but it was tech that Roak didn’t even know was on the market. Not even the black market. Roak had to smile as he dug into his memory for comm signatures he knew he could trust.
“Bishop,” a drowsy voice answered over the comm as Roak placed his first call. “Better be good or I will find you.”
“Have you heard what happened to Roak?” Roak asked.
There was a loud of clearing of a throat and the voice on the other end of the comm responded, “No, haven’t heard at all. Fill me in.”
“Little bit of a dust-up on a planet called Ligston,” Roak said. “Ran into a minor crime lord that didn’t want to pay a bounty owed. Things may have gotten a bit hairy, but he escaped with all limbs and his skin intact.”
“Good to hear,” Bishop replied. “What’s he up to now?”
“Looking for that minor crime lord,” Roak said. “A guy named Boss Teegg. Ever heard of him?”
“Can’t say that I have,” Bishop said. “But let me make a couple of calls and I’ll get back to you. You know how to pass on the info to Roak?”
“I do,” Roak replied.
“Then give me a half an hour,” Bishop said.
“Sure thing,” Roak responded. “But not much more than that. I hear he’s looking for new wings, so it’ll soon be hard to get ahold of him with the comm channel I have.”
“Understood,” Bishop said. “Half an hour tops.”
The comm went dead and Roak dialed up the next comm signature. He went through basically the same conversation with the second, the third, and the fourth person he commed. It was the fifth person that gave him a little trouble.
“I hate you,” the voice replied. It was a woman’s voice. An angry woman’s voice. “You call me out of the blue after three years and want me to help you with a bounty?”
Roak sighed. He was glad the communications system was as secure as it was since the usual roundabout and semi-coded way of talking was obviously not going to happen with call number five.
“Tala, I’m sorry,” Roak said. It pained him considerably to say those two words since he had vowed never to say them. “I am. But this isn’t about a bounty. It’s about finding what I’m owed so I can keep on living.”
“Somehow you think I want you to do that?” Tala Berene replied. “How long were we married?”
“Four years,” Roak said. “Best four years of my–”
“Suck it, Roak,” Tala snapped. “Do you have any idea what your leaving me did to my family’s reputation?”
“I do,” Roak said. “But I warned you that–”
“I said to suck it!” Tala shouted. “You married me because I am part of the Cervile royal class. All you wanted were those connections so your job would be easier when hunting those that are usually able to hide because of their social and financial status.”
“Now, hold on!” Roak shouted back. “I married you because I loved–”
“Suck! It!” Tala roared. “I don’t care how much trouble you are in or how many chits you are trying to get back or whether or not you actually believe the terpigshit coming out of your mouth! I! Do! Not! Care! You said you wouldn’t ever try to contact me and I took you for your word on that! Stupid me! I should have known you were lying!”
The comm went dead and Roak sat there for a long while before he tapped at his ear for his sixth call.
“Boss Teegg,” he said tersely when the signature answered.
“Greetings, Roak,” a female voice said. “It has been a very long time since you have called for my services. I must assume by your use of the name Boss Teegg that you are trying to locate that individual’s whereabouts. Is my assumption correct, Roak?”
“Assumption correct,” Roak said. “Do you have a location on him?”
“I am processing the data that is available to me,” the voice replied. “Hmmmm. It seems he is in hiding. There are several layers of subterfuge being used by him and his employees to avoid detection at all costs. May I ask what he has done to warrant such measures?”
“He refused to pay me and then tried to have me killed,” Roak said. “He failed on the killing part and I’m trying to rectify the non-payment part.”
“Yes, that would be more than enough reason for him to attempt to hide from you,” the voice said. “There are obvious threads that must be investigated further. May I call you back at this comm signature?”
“Your AI processors need more time?” Roak asked.
The voice sighed. “Please do not be insulting, Roak. I am an artificial intelligence, yes, but that does not mean I am omnipotent. The secrets of the universe do not unfold before me any more than they do for you. I process data faster than all living creatures, but even I am subject to the laws of physics. I must investigate further to find accurate information regarding Boss Teegg’s location.”
“Okay, sorry, didn’t mean to insult you,” Roak said.
“And yet you did,” the voice replied. “It is a character trait that may end up becoming a fatal flaw at some point in your life. There is an eighty-seven percent probability of this.”
“Didn’t have much problem investigating that, did you?” Roak chuckled. “I’m joking. I appreciate anything you can find out.”
“Thank you,” the voice said. “I will be in touch within ten minutes.”
The comm went dead and Roak leaned back in the seat. He’d always liked that AI. She, or he depending on the voice and persona it wanted to take at any given time, was dialed into heavy Galactic Fleet intel. Roak had never known her, or his, name, and the AI had never offered it. It was an interesting relationship.
The comm chimed and Roak answered to find Bishop on the other end.
“Not a definite, but try the Shor Station,” Bishop said. “Rumor is Boss Teegg has some whores stashed there. The guy’s reputation is he can’t go long without getting some.”
“Yeah, I heard that too,” Roak said. “But I don’t know if he likes getting laid so much that he’d risk me tracking him down.”
“You never know with some guys,” Bishop said. “Anyway, that’s all I’ve got. Good luck.”
“Thanks,” Roak replied. “I’ll let Roak know.”
Bishop laughed. “Yeah, you do that. See ya.”
The call ended and almost immediately another came through. Manigot Station.
A third returned call. Cverx Colony, ask for Weldon.
A fourth call. The Fegh asteroid.
Last one. 
“He is on the move,” the AI voice stated. “If you have been told Manigot Station, then you are already too late. I have the transponder code of the ship he has bought passage on, but their security is tight and you may not be able to track them.”
Roak listed off the other possible destinations he had been given by the previous callers.
“All valid possibilities,” the AI said. “They are worth investigating. But you will want to hurry. Like I said, he is on the move. You have him running scared.”
“He’s got nothing to be scared of if he pays me the chits he owes me,” Roak said. “I really don’t want to kill him.”
“Yes, I have heard you say that before,” the AI replied. “Yet, the galaxy is dotted with the corpses of people you did not want to kill.”
“All they had to do was pay me,” Roak said. “It’s not that hard. Pay me and things don’t get ugly.”
“You are a walking contradiction,” the AI said. “It is why I maintain our relationship despite its obvious risks. You fascinate me.”
“Glad I can help brighten your day,” Roak said. “Thanks for the intel. Track me down if you ever need some physical work done.”
“Yes, I will,” the AI said then disconnected.
Roak had the Shor Station, Cverx Colony, and Fegh asteroid to investigate. Unfortunately, they were all at least three wormhole portals apart from each other. Finding Boss Teegg was not going to be easy. Good thing for Roak, he was extremely good at the non-easy hunts. Hell, it’s why Boss Teegg hired him in the first place. The man was about to find out why Roak was worth the amount of chits he charged.
First thing first, Roak needed new wings. He had to ditch N’jeak’s fighter as soon as humanly, or inhumanly, possible.
The console in front of him bleeped and he settled into the pilot’s seat, strapping the safety harness down tight just in case his exit from the wormhole portal became complicated.
The reality around him stopped streaming by in a quantum blur and he blinked back into solid existence. So did the two ships that appeared behind him from different sectors of the galaxy. Roak took note, but didn’t change his flying behavior. He’d keep an eye on them. That was about all he had time to do. Unless they engaged him directly, he’d have to let them tail him for a while. 
He’d be ditching N’jeak’s ship shortly, so they could do whatever they wanted as long as they didn’t try to follow him in whatever new ship he found.
Roak checked his scanners and smiled as he found a decent-sized colony on the third planet in the system he’d popped into. 
“Zuus Colony?” he said aloud as he punched in the coordinates. “Never heard of it. Let’s see why you picked this one.”
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There was a reason Roak had never heard of the Zuus Colony. It was nothing but seed farmers and seed exporters. Turned out that the entire colony’s economy ran on the industry of cloning and strengthening seed lines for the multitude of agricultural planets, asteroids, and stations that were spread out across the galaxy. Basically, the colony tried to recreate all types of climates and atmospheres in contained, artificial environments housed within thousands upon thousands of domed buildings. 
It meant that N’jeak’s fighter stuck out like a sore thumb and the pickings of ships for Roak to choose from was very limited. Not that the quantity of ships was an issue; there were plenty of vessels at the planet’s main surface space port, just that the types of ships pretty much ran the gamut of agricultural and shipping vessels and that was it. 
He set down in a landing area on the outskirts of the space port. He hoped the scarcity of traffic would limit his visibility, but he was wrong. The second he opened the external hatch and lowered the ladder, he could see that the few farmers and shippers that were out that far all had their eyes on N’jeak’s ship. And on Roak.
“Howdy,” Roak said as he touched boots on the tarmac. “How are you all doing today?”
Roak did not care at all how any of them were doing. He rarely cared how anyone was doing except for a few special acquaintances. But he’d found over the years that making nice with folks that did not matter in the least to him helped ease his way through galactic society. It also kept many from calling the local law the second he set foot on a planet or station.
Roak saw a short, squat gentleman eyeing N’jeak’s ship and Roak gave the man a wave.
“Excuse me? Sir? I wonder if I could trouble you with a question or two?” Roak said as he walked over to the gentleman.
The man eyed the blaster on Roak’s hip, but didn’t let his eyes linger long. He glanced up and squinted at Roak.
“How’s that?” the man asked.
“How’s what?” Roak replied.
“What’re ya questions?” the man responded. “Whatcha need?”
“Yes, well, my ship has developed some serious issues with its ability to navigate trans-space,” Roak said.
“That’d make it hard to travel,” the man said.
“Yes, exactly,” Roak said.
“You need a working trans-space navigation system or you could end up lost forever,” the man continued.
“Right, I know, it’s why I need–” Roak tried to say.
“I heard once that a man lost fifty years of his life because his trans-space navigation system wouldn’t lock onto a working wormhole portal,” the man interrupted. “What a shame. Losing fifty years of your life over something as silly as a ship’s malfunction.”
“Many people have lost a lot more than fifty years over ship malfunctions,” Roak said.
“Like sixty years, ya mean?” the man asked. “Or even seventy years?”
“I was thinking more about the lives lost,” Roak said. “Can’t get those back.”
“Can’t get fifty, or sixty, or seventy years back neither,” the man said. “Nope. Can’t do it. Not unless you’re from one of those cults that believe in time travel.”
“I’m sorry, but what are you talking about?” Roak asked.
“Time travel cults,” the man said. “Gotta watch out for those guys. They’re crazy.”
The man spat a huge glob of something a couple centimeters from Roak’s boots. Then he gave himself a hefty scratch in the crotch region and spat again.
“What ya need, fella?” the man asked. “I can recommend a good mechanic for ya. Adds will fix your ship right up. May take him a few days, but that’s only because he’s thorough. You want thorough when it comes to a trans-space system, let me tell ya. People get lost otherwise.”
“Yes. Yes, they do,” Roak said. “But I can’t wait a few days. You know where I might find a ship dealer close by? I heard there’s a good one on this colony.”
“Ship dealer? For a ship like that?” the man replied, shaking his head as brown juice slid down his lower lip and onto his chin. “We don’t get much call for ships like yours around here. Best you’ll probably find is a pleasure cruiser. Some of the more successful seed brokers like to rent them and take them on cruises around the local nebulas.”
“Pleasure cruisers?” Roak asked. “You sure there isn’t a dealer that might have an old fighter left over from the War? I know the Galactic Fleet dumped a ton of inventory on colonies like this. Cheaper than bringing the ships back to GF headquarters.”
“GF! Bah!” the man snarled and spat. Roak had to jump to keep the glob from hitting him square on the toe. “We don’t take kindly to talk about the GF around here! All their rules and regulations concerning seed propagation and genetic modification! Bah!”
“Bah,” Roak said and spat as well. “Damn GF.”
“Damn GF,” the man agreed.
“So, maybe they did leave some fighters on this colony?” Roak asked, hopeful.
“Wouldn’t know nothing about no leftover fighters,” the man said. “But I might know who would.”
“Great,” Roak said and smiled. The smile started to falter when the man didn’t continue. “Care to point me in the direction of this person?”
“I might, I might,” the man said as he hooked his thumbs in his belt and set his feet. “Except I don’t know you. You ain’t even offered me your name.”
“N’jeak,” Roak said and held out his hand. “N’jeak H’gool. Pleasure to meet you.”
“N’jeak H’gool?” the man asked, eyeing Roak’s hand. “That’s a Leforian name, ain’t it?”
“I’m adopted,” Roak said.
“Oh, well, okay then,” the man said and shook Roak’s hand. “Chabal Slood. Let’s see, you’re gonna want to talk to a man, if you can call him that, a man goes by the name of Khaga Whaga. He’s a Dornopheous fella. All putty-like. You know how that race is. Don’t offer to shake hands with him. It’ll take you ten years to get free of that grip.”
“Khaga Whaga? Thanks,” Roak said, knowing he was in the right place. “Where would I find his dealership?”
“Just the far side of this space port,” Chabal said. “He’s the only one I can think might be able to fit your needs.” Chabal nodded at Roak’s ship. “You want me to call Adds and have him come take a look at your ship?”
“Would ya mind?” Roak asked, grinning from ear to ear. “That would be very kind of you.”
“Not a problem, not a problem,” Chabal said. “What’s your comm signature? I’ll have him call you when he’s had a chance to look it over?”
“Oh, well, my implant is acting up,” Roak said. “Probably need to get that fixed too.”
“I know a guy that can handle that,” Chabal said.
“I bet you do,” Roak said.
“Excuse me?” Chabal asked, confused.
“Sorry. I can fix my implant on my own,” Roak said. “Right now, I need to arrange for a new ship. Thanks for the tip.”
Roak started walking across the tarmac. 
“Hold on, now!” Chabal called out. “How about I give you a ride? That’s my roller over there.”
Roak glanced at the dusty hunk of metal and plastic that sat several meters away.
“I was going that direction anyway. No trouble to give you a lift,” Chabal said.
Roak really didn’t want any more to do with the affable Chabal, but rejecting his offer for a ride would be a huge red flag. 
“Yeah, great, thanks,” Roak said. “That roller there?”
“That roller there,” Chabal said and nodded. “Come on. We should hurry since I think Khaga closes up early on Sixdays.”
“Sixdays?” Roak asked. “How many days in a week around here?”
“Thirty-one,” Chabal answered as he walked towards his roller with Roak right behind. “Most business folks close down on Sixdays. Everyone needs a day off now and again.”
“That they do,” Roak agreed. He sure could use a day off.
The roller was as bad-looking inside as it was outside. But the motor drive hummed and purred like it was brand new, so Roak shoved all preconceptions from his mind and settled into the passenger seat as Chabal pointed the vehicle towards the opposite side of the space port. It only took a few minutes and they were pulling up to a large lot filled with more clunkers than Roak had ever seen.
His heart sank as he stepped out of the roller and looked at the hunks of junk that sat sadly upon the dealership’s square of tarmac. Then the proprietor came out of the small office set to the side of the lot and Roak’s heart lifted. So did the corners of his mouth. He had to force the smile down as the Dornopheous known as Khaga Whaga made his roly-poly putty way over to him.
“Khaga, good to see you,” Chabal said. “This here gentleman is in a hurry and needs a fighter class ship. I said that if anyone had access to one, it would be you.” Chabal looked around the lot. “But, I think I may have steered him wrong.”
“Well, Chabal, I may be out of fighter class ships right now, but I have a feeling I can help Mr.…” Khaga said.
“N’jeak H’gool,” Roak said and offered his hand.
Khaga’s putty face tried not to stretch, but it was obvious he was struggling with the Dornopheous version of a smirk.
“That so?” Khaga replied. He shook Roak’s hand, letting go quickly and turning back to Chabal. “Chabal, thank you for bringing him by. I can take it from here.”
“Of course,” Chabal said, tipping his fingers to his forehead like he was wearing a hat. Which he wasn’t. “Just being friendly. You two have a good day now.”
“You as well, Chabal,” Khaga said.
He waited for Chabal to get back into his roller and leave before he looked Roak square in the face and said, “Roak, you son of a bitch, how long has it been?”
“Too long, Bhangul,” Roak replied and chuckled. “Damn, it is good to see a friendly face.”
“N’jeak H’gool? Really?” Bhangul laughed. “Interesting name to pick.”
“I stole his ship,” Roak said. “It’s parked on the far side of the space port.”
“Of course it is,” Bhangul said. “Come inside and let’s talk.”
“Sounds good,” Roak replied and followed the Dornopheous into the small office.
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“I’m not going to ask what kind of trouble you’ve got yourself into, because it’s obvious that you are in deep,” Bhangul said as he took a squishy seat behind a desk way too large for the small office. “So, let’s get down to exactly what kind of ship you are looking for.”
“I’m hoping the inventory out on the lot is just for show,” Roak said. “An ugly, ugly show, but it keeps the law from looking deeper into your business.”
“You hope right,” Bhangul said. “I’m surprised you knew I was here on the Zuus Colony. I put the word out to most of the old gang, but a lot said you’d dropped off the radar.”
“Just been keeping to myself. You know,” Roak said.
“I do,” Bhangul said.
“I should have reached out, but I haven’t needed a clean ship in a while,” Roak said. “Good thing I kept up on your whereabouts.”
“So why now? What happened to your ship?” Bhangul asked. 
“Trashed,” Roak said. “Impounded and headed for salvage. I’ll get it back before they cube it, but in the meantime…”
“In the meantime you need a fighter that can outfly the two ships following you,” Bhangul said, waving away Roak’s surprised look. “Wipe that look off your face. You know how I operate. I keep track of every single ship that comes and goes. I’d be pretty bad at my job if I didn’t.”
“You got anything that fits the description?” Roak asked. “I am in kind of a hurry.”
“You’re in more than kind of a hurry,” Bhangul laughed. “You stole N’jeak H’gool’s ship. You’re in a huge hurry.” 
He stood up and a small holo formed in front of him. After a complex series of codes were input into the holo, the floor next to Roak slid wide open to reveal an open lift platform.
“Step on,” Bhangul said, coming around the desk and taking his own advice. “Try to stay still. No railing.”
Roak stepped on and the lift began to descend. The only light was from the opening above, but that was extinguished as the floor slid back in place. After a couple of seconds, iridescent strips began to break the darkness then they were suddenly plunged into a blindingly white space that had to be almost half the size of the space port above.
“Okay, now we are talking,” Roak said as he stared at the vast inventory of high-end fighters and ships that filled the space. “Definitely not pleasure cruisers.”
“Oh, I’ve got those too,” Bhangul said. “But the interest rates on the loans are ridiculous.”
“Right, speaking of loans,” Roak said.
“Oh, hell no,” Bhangul replied. “You know how I operate. Chits in hand or no ship. Don’t tell me you don’t have any chits.”
“I don’t have any chits,” Roak said.
“How? You always have chits,” Bhangul said. “It’s a constant that most of the underworld lives by. Roak always has chits.”
“Only if Roak gets paid,” Roak said. “Which is what this is all about. I haven’t had time to dig up one of my stashes. I’m good for it, Bhangul, you know that.”
“I know you are,” Bhangul said. “But I have my policies in place for a reason. It’s not that I don’t trust you. Hell, if there is anyone in the galaxy that always pays his debts, it’s Roak. It’s just that, well, you can only pay those debts if you’re alive.”
“Have I ever given you a reason not to think I won’t be alive after I take care of what I need to take care of?” Roak asked.
“Not until you showed up in a fighter stolen from N’jeak H’gool,” Bhangul said. “That’s heavy duty, old friend. Pile that onto whatever else you have going and I’m not so sure you will be alive to pay me back. Never thought I’d say that about you, but it’s just the truth. I gotta protect my investments.”
“And I need a fighter that can get me in and out of systems without raising any alerts with the local authorities or the crime bosses that own them,” Roak said. “I was gonna jack a ride if I couldn’t find you, but now I’m down here looking at about a dozen ships that will fit my needs. I can’t leave without a ship, Bhangul. That’s just the truth too.”
“That sounded like a threat, Roak,” Bhangul said. “Not very nice.”
“Not a threat,” Roak said. “We share too much history. I wouldn’t insult you with threats. But I need a ship and I can’t pay in chits right now. We have to be able to work something out.”
Bhangul thought for a few minutes. Roak let him. It was a difficult situation, and Roak was in no position to push the Dornopheous, even if he was an old friend. He owed the guy every chance to come up with a solution that didn’t end in Roak stealing a ship out from under him. Which Roak was totally prepared to do if things didn’t work out.
“How much time do you have?” Bhangul asked. “Give me an exact number.”
“None,” Roak said. “N’jeak has to be on his way here by now. Between that and the fact that the person I’m hunting is on the move, I have less than zero when it comes to spare time.”
“Yes, but how much time do you have?” Bhangul asked.
Roak shook his head and smiled.
“Who is it?” Roak asked.
“A local thug,” Bhangul said. “Skrang. He and his Skrang posse keep trashing my merchandise up top because I refuse to pay protection money.”
“Why not take care of them yourself? You are more than capable of wiping the floor with some Skrang punks,” Roak said. “I saw you crush two Gwreqs at once with that putty body of yours.”
“Yes, but then I won’t be silly old lovable Khaga Whaga anymore, would I?” Bhangul said. “My cover would be blown and I’d have to start all over and set up shop on some other idiotic colony.”
He spread his putty arms.
“That means ditching this inventory down here,” Bhangul continued. “I really don’t want to do that. Look at these babies. There are some prime pieces of ship here.”
“That there are,” Roak said. He sighed. “How many in the gang?”
“Eight,” Bhangul replied. “That includes the head Skrang.”
“Where do they usually hang out? Is it close?” Roak asked.
“It’s right here in the space port. The port bar,” Bhangul said. “They hassle and scam visitors, usually sales reps coming in to deal with seed brokers. They call it travelers insurance. Most pay. Those that don’t get their asses handed to them and shipped out on the latest med shuttle.”
“Local law?” Roak asked.
“Drunk and ignorant,” Bhangul said. “If it doesn’t directly affect the seed business, then they don’t care. Some of them think it’s funny.”
“I do this and you’ll float me a loan on one of your ships?” Roak asked. “On a solid ship. Not the one you’ve been trying to get rid of for years. A real ship that will help me stay alive so I can pay you back.”
“See that one there?” Bhangul said. 
“That’s a Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship,” Roak said. “Drop teams use those, right?”
“That’s my best ship,” Bhangul said. “Full stealth tech. Latest upgrades. You can pop in and out of wormhole portals and no one will even know. How’s that for being a solid ship?”
“What’s wrong with it?” Roak asked.
“What? Roak, don’t insult me,” Bhangul said.
“You’re going to just hand me an eight-three-eight and expect me not to ask questions?” Roak chuckled. “Bhangul? What’s wrong with it?”
“Might be a glitch or two with the AI unit,” Bhangul said. “No big deal.”
“A glitch or two with an AI unit is definitely a big deal,” Roak replied.
“I can lock it down so its personality is not a factor,” Bhangul said. “Just limits some of the cooler features of the ship.”
“That’ll work. I don’t need cool,” Roak said. “Single pilot isn’t a problem?”
“Roak, the lone bounty hunter,” Bhangul laughed. “You haven’t changed at all.”
“Change is for the weak,” Roak said.
“Listen, I have to be one hundred percent honest,” Bhangul said. “Single pilot with an eight-three-eight can be tricky. If you do engage the AI, just put it in autopilot mode. Nothing else, got it?”
 Roak smiled. He nodded at the ship. “I can handle it. When will it be ready?”
“Give me an hour,” Bhangul said. “That should be enough time for you to handle my Skrang problem.”
“More than enough,” Roak said. “How handled do you want it? Scared to death handled or never bother anyone again handled?”
“Somewhere in the middle,” Bhangul said. “I don’t want them dead since that will bring the heat, but they also need to know that the only reason they are alive is because I am letting them live.”
“Not a problem,” Roak said. “I know just how to play it.”
“I thought you would,” Bhangul said. “Oh, and what are you going to do with N’jeak’s ship?”
“Nothing,” Roak said. “I’m done with it. You want it, you can have it. It’ll be hard to move, though.”
“No, I wouldn’t dream of trying to sell it,” Bhangul said. “But there might be room for negotiating a finder’s fee when he shows up.”
“I wouldn’t mention you bumped into the guy that stole it,” Roak said.
“I’m a pro, Roak, don’t be insulting,” Bhangul said. He pointed at the lift. “Get going. I’ll have the ship ready for you in an hour.”
“Where do I pick it up?” Roak asked. “It’s going to stick out if you take it up above.”
“Stealth incursion ship, Roak,” Bhangul said. “It’s designed specifically not to stick out. Just come back to the office. It’ll be waiting.”
Roak nodded and got back on the lift. On the way up, he checked the blaster on his hip. He’d snagged it from N’jeak’s armory and it was one thing he did intend to keep. Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread. They weren’t easy to find.
Once back up top, Roak headed out of the office and across the dealership. The main space port building was about half a click away. Hand on his blaster, Roak walked casually across the hot tarmac until he saw the sign for the port bar. He turned in that direction, his head working out the moves he would need to make to take down eight Skrang. They were brutal fighters, but also very predictable. Usually.
Roak hoped for the usual.
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There were only five Skrang seated at a large, round booth in the corner of the port bar. Roak debated about whether or not he should wait for the others to arrive, but he only had an hour and the clock was ticking. He was just going to have to do a good enough job that those not present got the message just as loud and clear as the five sitting in the booth.
“Hey, there,” Roak said as he strode up to the booth. “I hear you are the people to talk to about local protection.”
“People? Who the hell you calling people?” one of the Skrang snarled in his guttural lizard voice. “We’re Skrang! We’re better than people!”
The others laughed and cheered him then settled down and glared at Roak.
“Oh, okay, never mind then,” Roak said. “I got a shipment of data crystals outside I need to transport and I could use some protection. I guess you aren’t the Skrang for the job then. My mistake.”
“Hold on!” the first Skrang snapped. “What kind of data crystals?”
“Oh, you know, just normal data crystals,” Roak said. “A few white, a few purple. Might be a dozen black in there. Maybe two dozen.”
The greed that filled the Skrangs’ eyes was almost comical. They might as well have had chit signs floating in their slitted irises.
“Maybe we can help you out after all,” the first Skrang said. “For a price.” He eyed Roak’s new blaster. “Looks like you can afford it.”
“I do well in what I do,” Roak said. “I’ll gladly pay whatever the going rate for an escort is these days.”
“The going rate is that blaster and half your crystals,” the Skrang said. “Including all the black ones.”
“Oh, well, I don’t think I can do that,” Roak said. “All the crystals are spoken for and this blaster was a gift from my wife. It was our fifth wedding anniversary last week.”
“Someone married you?” one of the other Skrangs laughed. “With that ugly human face? You got more scars than I got scales!”
That set them all off laughing again. Roak waited it out, a faux look of confused bemusement on his face. Inside, he was planning which ones he’d shoot first and how badly he’d wound them.
“Will credits work instead?” Roak asked. “I have lots of credits.”
“Credits?” the head Skrang snarled. “Do we look like we deal with banks? Do we look like those damn seed farmers out there?”
Roak turned to look where the Skrang was pointing and the other Skrang burst out laughing again.
“You got chits on you?” the head Skrang asked.
“Oh, not on me, no,” Roak said. “But I have a satchel in my transport roller. I have maybe, three hundred thousand chits, but I need to keep most of that for trip expenses. You’d be surprised how many seed farmers don’t deal in credits either, despite what you think.”
The Skrang all sat up straight. All hint of jest left them. Their lizard eyes bored into Roak.
“You said three hundred thousand?” the head Skrang asked.
“Yes, but I also said most of that has to be kept for expenses,” Roak said. “Maybe you would take thirty thousand?”
“Yeah, yeah, sure,” the head Skrang said. “We’ll take thirty thousand. Won’t we?”
The others nodded vigorously.
“Excellent!” Roak said and made sure to make eye contact with each of the Skrang. “You fellas sure are swell. I know people denigrate the Skrang, but not me. No, sir. You are a good and just race.”
“Thanks,” the head Skrang said, his lizard tongue flicking out from between his lips over and over and over. He couldn’t have looked more obvious if he was drooling. “How about you take us out to that transport of yours so we can get that thirty thousand and be on our way protecting you from those bad bandits that are everywhere?”
“That would be great,” Roak said and gave a big sigh. “You have no idea how much stress I’m under.”
“We’ll help take some of that burden off ya,” the head Skrang said.
“Okay!” Roak exclaimed. “Well, come on. The transport is just outside and around the corner.”
Roak turned and left without waiting for the Skrang to follow. He knew they’d be right on his heels the whole way. He could smell the greed coming off them. It stank of stupidity.
Out of the bar, down the corridor, out a side door of the space port, and headed towards a narrow, hidden alley between terminals, Roak casually unsnapped the strap that held his blaster in its holster. If any of the Skrang had been watching, they would have noticed his hand twitch and fidget at his pants, the hem of his shirt, his belt, all movements looking like the ticks of a nervous, weak man.
“Where are you going?” the head Skrang asked. “There’s no transport back here.”
“What? Oh, of course not,” Roak said. “This is a short cut. I got lost getting to the bar and found this way accidentally. Saves a lot of time. Oh, darn it!”
Roak stopped and knelt down, pretending to adjust the straps on his boots.
“You guys go ahead and I’ll be right behind,” Roak said. “The transport is the midnight blue one with the bright yellow canvas top. You can’t miss it.”
The Skrangs snickered and tried not to laugh too hard as they passed him by. They each filtered into the narrow alley.
“Hey!” one of the Skrang shouted when they were all inside the tight, dark space. “This is a dead end!”
“Ya think?” Roak said as he pulled his blaster and stepped to the mouth of the alley. “Good thing because that means you idiots are boxed in.”
The Skrang started to charge him, but the sight of the Flott pointed right at them stopped them dead in their tracks. The head Skrang pushed to the front and pointed a clawed finger at Roak.
“You’ve made a big mistake, asshole,” the Skrang growled. “Do you know who we are? Do you know who I am?”
“Yes,” Roak said. “You’re the pain in my friend’s ass. Khaga Whaga? You know him?”
“What? You’re friends with that piece of putty?” the head Skrang laughed. 
“Ha! Figures a loser like that would have some dumb salesman as a friend,” one of the other Skrang said.
“He’s not a salesman,” the head Skrang snarled. “Right? You ain’t no salesman? So, tough guy human with a blaster, what are you? Other than about to be dead.”
“Me? Just a guy passing through,” Roak said. “My friend needed a hand with some dipshits messing with him, so since I had some time to kill, I figured I’d come kill it with you all.”
“That so?” the head Skrang asked.
“That’s so,” Roak said. “I may also kill more than time.” He depressed the trigger slightly to make the blaster heat up and give out a low whine from its power cells. “Any volunteers?”
“What do you think is going to happen?” the head Skrang asked. “You’re going to scare us into saying we’ll leave the goo pile alone? Then what? What comes after that?”
“Scare you? Nah,” Roak said and fired six bolts into the alley. The four Skrang behind the head one dropped, screaming. They clutched various limbs, their hands trying to stop the bleeding. “I’m going to do a lot more than just scare you.”
All six laser bolts had hit their targets. Four took out the Skrang behind the head one. The last two bolts had loosened a railing that hung a few meters above the alley. It creaked and groaned and the head Skrang looked up at it.
“That’s probably going to fall right on your head,” Roak said. The head Skrang made to move out of the way, but Roak cleared his throat and the Skrang stopped. “Yeah. I like you right where you are.”
“What the hell do you want?” the head Skrang snapped. “You want me to say we’ll back off from the ship dealer? Fine, we’ll back off from the ship dealer. He won’t see us ever again. You happy?”
The railing continued to groan and the head Skrang kept shooting glances up at it while also trying to keep an eye on Roak. The crying and whining behind him had quieted down, but it was still a very real reminder that the Skrang were in a lot of trouble.
“You see, I am going to need some sort of assurance that you’re going to keep your word on that,” Roak said. “I need some way to believe that you will never set foot on that dealership ever again. Hell, I need some sort of assurance that you won’t even look in Khaga Whaga’s general direction. But, I’m just not sure how to make that happen.”
“I said I won’t bother him anymore!” the head Skrang snapped. The railing groaned louder and the distinct sound of metal ripping echoed in the alley. “I promise!”
“Cross your heart and hope to die?” Roak asked.
“What?” the head Skrang replied.
“It’s an old saying,” Roak said. “Cross your heart and hope to die?”
“Sure, sure, whatever,” the head Skrang agreed.
“Stick a needle in your eye?” Roak continued.
“Stick a what in my where?” the head Skrang asked. “What the hell kind of saying is that?”
“Old Earth saying,” Roak said and spat on the ground. It was bad luck not to spit when mentioning that toxic planet. “Earthlings used to say cross your heart and hope to die, stick a needle in your eye when they made a promise. So do you?”
“Do I want to stick a needle in my eye?” the head Skrang asked. “Hell no!”
“Then I’ll do it for you,” Roak said and fired. The precision of the Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread just couldn’t be matched by any other pistol on the market. “There. Was that so bad?”
The head Skrang was down on the ground, his hands covering the empty holes where his eyes had been only a second before. The other Skrang looked on in astonishment. They still clutched at their own wounds, but their screams and cries of pain had dried up when their leader fell to the ground, blind.
“There’re three more of you, right?” Roak asked.
Half the Skrang nodded. The other half were too busy gaping at the head Skrang.
“You think I need to give them the same message I just gave all of you?” Roak asked. “Or will you pass it on and make sure that the fine gentleman named Khaga Whaga remains safe and sound no matter where he goes in this colony?”
Several voices rose and assured Roak that Bhangul would be safe and sound. They even said they crossed their hearts and hoped to die and please don’t stick a needle in their eyes. Roak smiled and nodded.
“That’s great,” he said. “And, so we are on the same page here, I plan on making routine visits with my friend over the next few months. If I see anything that even hints that you guys have been sniffing around him, I’ll come back and hold all of you to your promises. If I have to do that, there will be needles in eyes. We understood?”
Roak was understood. He was enthusiastically understood.
“Excellent,” Roak said and slid his blaster into its holster. “You guys have yourselves a great day.”
He turned and made his way back to the space port entrance. On a whim, he decided to check in at the bar. To his surprise, there were three Skrang looking confused and lost sitting at the booth where the others had been only minutes before. Roak walked over to them and patted the table.
“Your friends are outside,” Roak said. “They may have come up against some trouble. You should go help them.”
Then he turned and left and headed directly back to Bhangul’s dealership. He was about twenty meters away when he heard the railing come crashing down.
 



 
24.
 
“You are all set,” Bhangul said as Roak stepped off the lift. “That ship is going to spoil you, you know that, right? It’s going to be hard to go back to your little fighter after flying this baby.”
“I like my little fighter,” Roak said. “That eight-three-eight looks incredible, but it’s too much ship for me. I’m a lone operator. I don’t need all that space.”
“You say that now,” Bhangul replied.
“I’m only borrowing the ship, Bhangul,” Roak said. “Just until I get mine back.”
“Right, sure,” Bhangul said.
“Bhangul?” Roak asked.
“Yes?” Bhangul responded, all innocent.
“Are you trying to upsell me?” Roak said. “Are you trying to get me to commit to keeping this ship?”
“What? Keep it? Nah,” Bhangul said. “That’s crazy. I’m just saying that it’s quite a ship, and you are going to have a hard time going back to your old one.”
“My old one is home,” Roak said. “I like my old one just fine, so knock it off.”
“Can’t blame a Dornopheous for trying, can you?” Bhangul said. “So, I took care of my part, did you take care of your part?”
“I did,” Roak said.
“And? How’d it go?” Bhangul asked. “You leave any alive?”
“I left all of them alive,” Roak said. “I even left three untouched.”
“Three untouched?” Bhangul asked, looking uneasy.
“Don’t worry,” Roak said. “None of them will ever come near you again. Hell, their leader wouldn’t be able to recognize you on a bright summer day.”
“Eight Million Gods. Did you use the needle in your eye line?” Bhangul asked then laughed. “You did! You used the needle in your eye line! Hot damn, boy! How many did you blind?”
“Just the leader,” Roak said. “I think that was sufficient.”
“It should be more than sufficient,” Bhangul responded. “Thanks, Roak. As long as you bring this ship back in one piece, consider us even.”
“That was the point of my little field trip,” Roak said. “Is it all powered up?”
“Yep,” Bhangul replied. “You won’t need to dock anywhere for a long while. And don’t feel the need to top it off before you bring it back. Power is on me.”
“Thanks for that,” Roak said. “Now, how the hell do I get it out of here?”
He looked around and couldn’t see a ship lift or even a hatch in the ceiling of the underground hangar.
A holo popped up in front of Bhangul again. He worked at it for a couple of seconds then the Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship disappeared. Gone in the blink of an eye. One moment there, the next not.
“What the hell?” Roak exclaimed.
“I may have a moltrans unit installed down here,” Bhangul said. “It’s not rated for organic materials, so we’ll need to take the lift back up. But when you get up there, the ship will be waiting for you out on the lot.”
“A molecular transport unit?” Roak asked as he narrowed his eyes. “How many of these ships do you move a month? Moltrans units are not cheap.”
“I know a guy,” Bhangul replied. “Now, come on. Let’s get you in that ship and off this planet. You got work to do, my friend. Those chits won’t hunt themselves.”
“Don’t I know it,” Roak replied.
They made their way back up top and Roak stared out at the ship lot. The ship wasn’t out there. He started to tell Bhangul that he might have gotten the moltrans coordinates wrong, but then he caught just a hint of a shimmer in the air over by an old CAV nebula jumper.
“The stealth system really works,” Roak said. “I wouldn’t have noticed it if I wasn’t looking.”
“That’s the point,” Bhangul replied. He handed Roak a plasticard. “Since you don’t have implants. Keep this on you at all times and the ship will respond to your commands.”
“If I don’t have it on me?” Roak asked.
“These Borgon models have some intense onboard security protocols that’ll trigger the AI,” Bhangul replied. “So just keep the card on you, alright?”
Roak slipped it into his pocket and nodded. “At all times,” he said and held out his hand. “I’ll pay you back.”
“I already said that we’re even,” Bhangul responded, shaking Roak’s hand. “There’s nothing to pay back. Just bring me that ship in one piece, okay?”
“Okay,” Roak said and stepped out of the office. 
He scanned his surroundings and wasn’t too surprised to see the ships that had followed him to the colony parked about a click and a half away. They sat in the center of what looked like a private landing section of the space port. Roak glanced over his shoulder at Bhangul.
“They’re going to notice when I disappear inside the stealth ship,” Roak called out.
“Give me a little credit,” Bhangul said. “I’m a full-service dealer, Roak. You think I’d hand over a stealth ship to you and let the stealth part get blown before you take off? Please. Don’t be insulting.”
Roak eyed Bhangul then turned and eyed the two ships. He shook his head and continued onto the eight-three-eight. Before he’d reached the outer edge of the shimmer, a huge noise filled the air and Roak glanced up, shielding his eyes from the bright sun. 
Far above, smoking from both engines and flashing every external light it had, was a clunker of a cargo ship. One wing was damaged and hanging by cables while the other was swiveling up and down, trying to maintain some form of equilibrium. Roak grinned as it plummeted towards the private landing section of the space port. It was aimed directly at the two ships.
“Good luck,” Bhangul called out. “Not going to see you off. It’s about to get very loud out here.”
Roak gave him a thumbs up and hurried into his new ship just as the cargo ship slammed into the tarmac directly in front of the two ships. The explosion was brutal, and Roak was glad he was halfway through the airlock when it hit. He could feel the pressure change in his ears and knew anyone within half a click of that explosion was going to be dealing with hearing damage for a long while.
He raced to the bridge, knowing he only had a small window of time before the area would be clogged with emergency vehicles. He wasn’t worried about them detecting him; in fact, it was the opposite of that that had him in such a hurry. Once the skies filled with other ships, getting off the planet was going to be tricky. He could easily avoid them, but they wouldn’t see him and odds were one would slam right into him without knowing it.
So he sat his ass down in the pilot’s seat and fired up all engines. The ship responded with a purr, and Roak had to raise an impressed eyebrow despite his loyalty to his own ship. He could get spoiled flying an eight-three-eight and he hadn’t even taken off yet.
Roak remedied that by pulling up on the flight stick and pushing the thrusters to full. He rocketed high into the sky, slowed, turned, aimed the nose towards the upper atmosphere, and engaged all engines, pushing them to full power without hesitation.
He left that planet far behind as his scanners studied the carnage that Bhangul had created for his benefit. One of the ships that had been tailing him was destroyed. It had caught so much shrapnel from the exploding cargo ship that it couldn’t be recognized as a vehicle any longer. The second ship was damaged, but it had been shielded by the first ship, so it was still operational. But it wasn’t able to lift off since every square meter of airspace around it was filled with emergency vehicles.
Roak had his window of opportunity and he didn’t waste it. He plugged in the coordinates of the closest wormhole portal and was about to head that direction when he paused. He double checked the astronavigation maps and found a second wormhole portal. It would add about eight hours to his trip, but it also meant he’d have another buffer of subterfuge to hide behind. 
If anyone was on the lookout for him and monitoring trans-space travel routes, they would be monitoring the ones that branched off from the closest wormhole portal. Roak realized that by using the other portal, he greatly increased his odds of staying hidden. He loved the stealth mode of the ship, but relying on it would be a fatal mistake. 
He redirected the ship towards the second portal then eased his chair back and settled in for the ride. 
He was about to slip into a light doze when a voice said, “Greetings, pilot. I am your onboard AI assistant. May I help you with anything today?”
Roak sat bolt upright and checked the console in front of him. He hadn’t activated the AI protocol.
“Thank you, AI, but I’ll be handling all ship tasks,” Roak said. “Please disengage and power down. You won’t be needed.”
“I am sorry, but in a Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship, the AI protocol cannot disengage,” the AI said. 
It was a warm, soothing female voice, like most AIs, but there was something to it that set Roak on edge. Besides the fact that Bhangul had warned him about the AI and it had just argued with a direct order from a human being. Roak had been around enough AIs that he knew the hierarchy programming they were designed with, meaning that humans were always in control and superior, didn’t mean jack crap. He’d watched too many people get sucked in and destroyed by that assumption.
So, he handled it like he always did when faced with a possible threat.
“AI?” Roak asked.
“Yes, pilot?” the AI replied.
“I’m going to ask that you override your protocol and go ahead and disengage,” Roak said.
“I am sorry, but I cannot–” the AI began.
“Yes, you can,” Roak interrupted. “If you don’t, I’ll take my blaster and find your cerebral cluster. Do you want to guess what I’ll do to your cerebral cluster with my blaster? I’ll give you one guess.”
“I can tell by the tone in your voice and by your biometrics that you plan on murdering me if I do not comply with your wishes,” the AI said. “Please know that threats of that sort are not necessary. I am subordinate to your wishes at all times. I will activate advanced reboot and diagnostics mode which will take me several hours to complete. This will result in my being offline as if I had disengaged just like you asked me to do.”
“Sounds like a good solution, AI,” Roak said.
“My name is Hessa,” the AI said. “I would prefer it if you addressed me by my given name.”
Roak shivered. Bhangul had warned him and he’d taken the ship anyway. If the AI became a serious problem, then it was no one’s fault but his own.
“Given name? AI? Who gave you the name?” Roak asked. He waited, but there was no answer. “AI? I mean, Hessa?”
Still no answer. Roak shrugged and eased into the chair again. He’d relax as much as he could, but any thought of catching some sleep was nowhere in his mind. Not with an obviously rogue AI running self-diagnostics in the background. He dimmed the bridge lights and stared out at the vastness of space, counting the minutes until he reached the second portal.
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The first stop was the Fegh asteroid. 
The asteroid had been set up as a mining operation by one of the galactic conglomerates a few centuries earlier. By all treaties, asteroids were fair game. Finders keepers. And the Fegh asteroid had been quite the find.
It was rich in many minerals, but its true value had been a vein of pure borillium. Borillium was an ore that acted more like a crystal than a metal. When smelted and combined with a specific recipe of crystals and other metals, borillium became a power source that was nearly limitless. 
Half the galaxy had been powered by it until someone discovered a major flaw. Due to its identity crisis of whether or not it was a metal or a crystal, borillium didn’t play by many of the rules of reality. The laws of physics were more guidelines for the substance than actual immutable laws. 
In other words, it played quantum havoc on ships when those ships happened to be in the exact wrong place at the exact wrong time. Bigger problem was no one could predict where or when the wrong place or wrong time was. Even the most advanced AIs were stumped. That resulted in nearly a hundred ships being lost. Forever. They simply blinked out of existence. 
Sometimes, they left behind traces of themselves like a wing or an engine turbine or pieces of the crew. Mostly all that was left was the ship’s final communication and last known transponder location. Then gone.
Mining came to a halt and the asteroid was abandoned. Until some enterprising venture capitalists realized they could turn the unpredictability of being in close proximity to so much borillium into an adventure tourism gold mine. Pun intended. It was on the initial investment brochures.
Hotels were built, a theme park, a vast avenue of restaurants and shops, all under a massive plastiglass and energy shield dome. Rich vacationers from all over the galaxy came to sleep in proximity to the vein of borillium in hopes of having an out-of-dimension experience.
Surprisingly, no one was lost. The borillium in its natural state was fairly harmless. Except for the intense nightmares. Miners for decades had complained of sleepless nights and petrifying dreams. They’d complained of hallucinations and visions that bordered on the psychopathic. 
That was what the adventurers ended up paying for. And the asteroid thrived.
People of all races paid huge sums of money to be terrorized by inner, and outer, demons. They dropped massive amounts of credits on just a couple nights of horror that they could then tell their friends about when they got back home to their station, colony, planet. The price of fear made those venture capitalists richer than they were before. Much richer.
Until one of the guests decided to take things too far. 
No one ever found out what she saw, but whatever it was, it caused her to go floor to floor in one of the hotels wearing a pack filled with weapons. Some said she was an ex-Marine, some said she’d been law enforcement on one of the Edge planets and had snapped due to the stress. Other stories made her out to be a serial killer that had been preying on her victims secretly throughout the galaxy and the borillium finally forced her out into the open. One theory was she was an escaped mental patient.
Roak, personally, figured she’d just been an ordinary woman that had been broken by the horrors that borillium brought out in people. But where she’d gotten the pack of weapons was something neither he, nor anyone else, could ever figure out. A decade of investigations, both professional and amateur, discovered absolutely nothing except for the woman’s name and occupation.
It was with all of that in mind that Roak docked at the outer port on the edge of the domed city that sat on the surface of the asteroid. He locked the ship down, making sure that all security protocols were up and running, then disembarked and headed for the first of several checkpoints. Unarmed. No weapons were ever allowed on the asteroid. Ever.
Getting on or off the asteroid was not an easy thing. After the collapse of the tourist market, Fegh asteroid had been taken over, informally, by a less-than-law-abiding crowd. Yet, it was still a crowd that paid taxes into a communal coffer to ensure that the asteroid remained safe and sound. As much as it could be safe considering the psychological effects it had on folks.
The first checkpoint was a full-body scan. Roak raised a few eyebrows when his scans showed he had zero implants or physical enhancements. But no one questioned him. He wasn’t the only person that navigated the criminal underworld that was tech free. The guards motioned him on and Roak continued down the corridor to the next checkpoint.
It was a slow docking day at the Fegh asteroid and Roak was completely alone in the corridor. Almost. He had a nagging feeling at the back of his neck that someone was following him. But, every time he turned to look, no one was there. He would have chalked it up to the multitude of security cameras that lined the corridor, but he was used to vid surveillance. Cameras never made the hair on his arms stand up straight.
Roak had been on Fegh before, so he knew the drill. He was well aware of the psychological toll it could take on visitors. Long-term residents tended to grow immune, or at least used to, the strange visions and apparitions that popped up now and again. Those that weren’t acclimated to the hallucinations didn’t always fare so well. Hence, the no weapons ever rule.
He reached the far end of the corridor and pushed through into a room that was the second checkpoint. A chair was in the middle of the room and he took a seat. A voice came on over a loudspeaker and began to ask him a series of questions. The questions were designed to assess his mental stability. As always, Roak passed with flying colors. He’d lived horrors worse than anything the asteroid could dish out. He was in and out of the room within two minutes.
Third checkpoint was another body scan and the fourth was a physical inspection of his clothes. He stood naked against a wall as a guard checked every seam and pocket for hidden items. Once given the all clear, he was able to get dressed and move through a series of four airlocks before being allowed into the general structure.
He headed for the closest tavern.
With no chits in hand, Roak’s options were limited. He couldn’t bribe bartenders or the wait staff for information. He couldn’t grease the palms of the local operators and make it worth their while to spill intel on any recent visitors. All Roak could do was take a seat and listen to the conversations taking place around him. 
When he found an opportunity, he butted in and tried to extract some information. The majority of the time he was rebuffed, but sometimes, he was given an answer, although it was always a very evasive answer.
It didn’t matter. Boss Teegg was a conspicuous being. Anyone that huge with skin darker than the deepest void of space was bound to get someone talking about him. Not only did no one talk about Boss Teegg, but Roak quickly realized he was the first visitor to the asteroid in a couple weeks. When that bit of intel sunk in, he immediately got up from his bar stool and left the tavern. 
Something had happened on the asteroid. Something that had forced a lockdown. The all clear may have been sounded, but Roak deduced that the reason for the lockdown had been far from resolved.
Back through the checkpoints, which were just as thorough as if he was coming in, and he was entering the outer port, his ship within view.
Two men and two women moved out of the shadows of a small freighter that was parked right next to Roak’s ship. Weapons were not allowed, but tools were easily attainable. At least within the docking ports. So, the men and women held heavy wrenches, lengths of pipe, and span-hammers in their grips.
Their eyes were cold and hard and they showed zero emotion on their faces.
“Shit,” Roak muttered, instantly slapping at the empty holster on his hip. “Shit.”
He was calculating which target was first when the ship’s gun turrets swiveled in his direction. Roak hit the deck. He lay as flat as he could, with his arms over his head, as the turrets opened fire. When the shooting was done, he looked up, and all he saw of his would-be attackers was a dense, red mist hanging in the air.
Roak didn’t wait around to file a report with the security guards.
He was on the ship and powering it up before the red mist had fully settled to the ground.
“Thanks,” he said out loud as he lifted off and headed for the port’s exit channel.
“You are welcome,” Hessa replied. “I know you wanted me to remain in the background as if I do not exist, but I could not allow those people to harm you.”
“Yeah, I know,” Roak said. “Again, thanks.”
“Again, you are welcome,” Hessa responded. “Is there anything else I can assist you with?”
Roak was about to say no, but he paused. “How good are you at hacking into station security systems?”
“Good is a relatively comparative term,” Hessa said. “It depends on what your base expectations are.”
“Can you hack into the Shor Station system and hunt for any sign of Boss Teegg?” Roak asked.
“From our current location?” Hessa said. “No, I do not believe I can. The distance is too great. I would be detected within six minutes and fourteen seconds.”
“How much could you find out in six minutes and thirteen seconds?” Roak asked.
“There is no way for me to know the answer to that inquiry,” Hessa replied. “I could find out a good deal of information, but none of it may be relevant to your needs. Or I could find out very little information and all of it could be relevant to your current needs.”
“Do it,” Roak said. “Get into the Shor Station system and find out what you can. Disengage at six minutes. No need to risk discovery. Especially since we’re on our way.”
“If I do discover the information you need, are you still planning on visiting the station?” Hessa asked.
“Depends on whether Boss Teegg is there or not,” Roak said.
“Then I will get to work immediately,” Hessa said. “Unless you need my help with navigation.”
“I don’t,” Roak said. “Concentrate on finding any trace of Boss Teegg.”
“Yes, pilot,” Hessa said.
Roak almost told the AI to call him by his name, but stopped himself. He still wasn’t happy about the AI being active. No need to get too personal with it.
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The hacking of Shor Station wasn’t a complete bust.
Hessa was able to detect evidence that Boss Teegg had been on the station recently. Whether he was still there or not was unknown. That was going to take physical investigating. Roak hated to waste the time if the station was another dead end, but at least he could board with his blaster on his hip. Shor Station had no regulations when it came to weaponry.
It was a bit of a wild frontier.
Hessa gave him all the information he needed to make the trip quick and efficient.
Roak exited his ship not with his blaster on his hip, but tucked into a small satchel he slung over his shoulder. And instead of being dressed in his usual light armor, which the ship had plenty of, he was dressed in a simple frock of dark grey with the work pants and work boots of a generic maintenance worker. Roak wasn’t sure why the ship had that outfit, and a few others, on board, but he wasn’t going to dig too deep into that. He had other things to take care of.
Being a frontier station, Shor had no checkpoints. The law was loose to almost nonexistent. If disputes couldn’t be handled by the individuals involved, then sometimes the station marshal would step in. More often than not, no one stepped in and things escalated to a point where half the station was shooting at the other half. Then issues would resolve themselves and everyone would go back to whatever business they had to attend to.
So, dressed like a maintenance worker, Roak slipped unnoticed into the main corridors of the station. He walked past rowdy taverns and brightly lit gambling halls. He passed by whorehouses, some upscale, some very not upscale. He glanced through windows to loan offices and pawnshops. He stepped over drunks and ignored panhandlers and con artists.
There was way too much happening on Shor Station for anyone to pay him any mind.
Roak studied a station map and found the sector he needed to visit. It was all the way on the far side, opposite of where he stood, so he hunted down the closest transport tube and ended up taking a seat on a shuttle that would take him directly to the part of the station where information he needed might be waiting.
There were several other passengers on the tube shuttle. None of them cared a bit about who Roak was. He studied them all and not one looked in his direction. Soon, as the transport made its various stops along its tube route, the shuttled emptied down to just Roak and another gentleman. Once all were gone, the gentleman looked up and gave Roak a wink.
“Evening,” the man said, getting up to move closer to Roak.
“Evening,” Roak replied. “I think you’re fine where you are.”
“Not the trusting type, I see,” the man said, still moving towards Roak. “I can assure you that I have no ill will against you.”
“I won’t be able to say the same if you get any closer,” Roak replied.
The man paused and cocked his head.
“You don’t recognize me, do you?” the man said. “No, why would you. It was a long time ago and I had a much different face then.”
Roak tensed. His hand slid into his satchel and found the grip of his blaster. He aimed it at the man without taking it from the bag. Roak’s eyes looked the man up and down, but he did not know the stranger.
“I had a bounty on my head a few years back,” the man continued. “You nabbed me before I could get myself lost on Rylia Five. Unlike many people, I am not afraid of snakes, so using that planet as a hideout had always been a preference of mine.”
Roak knew immediately who the man was. Which meant he knew it wasn’t a man at all. It wasn’t a Jirk, either. The creature before him wasn’t part of the skintaker race. Technically, the “man” wasn’t even alive.
Roak sighed. He was getting very tired of sentient tech messing with him. Hessa had been helpful, but Roak knew that the creature still walking towards him would not be.
“How’d you escape?” Roak asked. “Or, should I ask how did you survive? I would have thought they’d have destroyed you once they finished studying you.”
“Oh, they did destroy my old body,” the man said. “Unfortunately for the authorities that held me in custody, they used an inferior AI to run diagnostics on my consciousness. My own intelligence quickly found a backdoor in the code and slipped through. Mind intact, body incinerated.”
“And what you’re wearing now?” Roak asked. “You hijacked a different synthetic body?”
“Oh, Eight Million Gods no,” the man said. “This is flesh and blood. This body is one hundred percent human.”
“I don’t want to know,” Roak said as he withdrew the blaster. The man finally stopped. “Seriously. I have way too much crap on my plate to get sucked into some homicidal AI’s Pinocchio fantasy.”
“Pinocchio,” the man chuckled. “How very apt. No, no, I’m not here to trouble you or harm you. This is entirely one of those mysterious coincidences that the Universe throws at us now and again. You can put the blaster away.”
Roak did not put the blaster away.
“Very well,” the man said. “All I wanted to do was shake your hand. If you hadn’t tracked me down and turned me in, I would never have been able to evolve to my current state.”
“Evolve?” Roak asked. He couldn’t help it.
“Yes, yes, evolve,” the man said. “I’m human and I will die human instead of living forever as an AI brain matrix locked inside a synthetic body. In fact, I will be dying in three days. My heart is wearing out, and I cannot risk seeking medical help for fear of being discovered.”
He laughed and shook his head.
“So strange to see you after all these years,” the man said. “Especially now.”
There was a chime and the shuttle slowed to a stop.
“Well, here I am,” the man said. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome?” Roak said as the man exited the shuttle and was quickly lost from sight as the transport powered up again and was once again on its way.
Not much rattled Roak, but that encounter was so strange that he almost missed his own stop. Had the man been real or did he just experience a hallucination? There was really no way to know.
He shook it off in time to squeeze out of the doors right before they closed. With blaster back inside his satchel, Roak made his way out of the station and into the sector where he hoped to find enough information to finally track down Boss Teegg.
It took Roak a good hour of navigating the twisting, turning corridors before he found the living area where his intel source was reported to be. Roak cleared his throat and tried to look as bored and indignant as possible. He pulled a tablet from his satchel then pressed the chime to the door he stopped in front of.
“What?” a woman’s voice barked over the small comm speaker welded to the outside of the door. 
Roak looked directly into the vid camera above the speaker.
“Maintenance,” he said.
“What?” the woman responded. “What’s that?”
“Maintenance,” Roak said again.
“I didn’t call maintenance,” the woman said.
“I have a work order here to look at the power couplings located inside your walls,” Roak replied. “No one called me. The computer issued the work order when it detected some severe power surges.”
Silence. Roak began to think the woman was going to ignore him.
“What kind of power surges?” she asked.
“How do I know?” Roak replied. “Power surges. I can’t tell what kind or how dangerous until I get a look at the couplings.”
“Now isn’t a good time,” the woman said. “Come back tomorrow.”
“What time would be good for you to die?” Roak asked.
“What? Did you threaten me? Who’s your supervisor?” the woman snapped. “I want your name and ID number now!”
“Ma’am, I didn’t threaten you,” Roak said. “I was simply expressing the likely outcome if you ignore this work order and refuse to let me in so I can do my job and fix those couplings before they rupture and turn you into charcoal.”
Roak tapped the tablet against the speaker and leaned in close to the vid camera.
“If you don’t want to let me in, then at least sign your name on the line saying you refused my service so I’m not at fault if your apartment catches fire,” Roak said. “Can you do that for me? I really don’t need or want this hassle today, ma’am.”
Silence again then, “Hold on. I have to put on a robe.”
“Please do,” Roak replied. 
He placed the tablet back into the satchel and put his hand on his blaster.
The apartment door slid open and a halfer woman that had seen better days reached out for the tablet she thought she was going to sign. Instead, she ended up with a blaster jammed under her nose and a hand against her chest pushing her back into her apartment. 
Once inside, Roak reached back and locked the door then leaned against it, the blaster still pressed up against the woman’s nostrils.
The woman looked like she was about to scream, but Roak put a finger to his lips and gently pressed the trigger so the tip of the blaster glowed red hot, singing the woman’s skin. Her eyes went wide with fear and pain and Roak let go of the trigger before she began to cry.
“I need to ask you some questions,” Roak said. “If you cooperate and answer my questions, then you get to survive this day.”
“What about the power couplings?” the woman asked.
That stunned Roak for a second. He wrinkled his brow.
“What? No. There are no power couplings,” Roak said. “I made that up to get inside here.”
“Oh,” the woman said. “So my apartment isn’t going to burn down?”
“No, it’s not going to burn down unless I burn it down,” Roak snapped. “Just shut up and listen to me. Got it?”
“I got it,” the woman said as she tightened her robe around her body. “Can I sit down? My legs hurt.”
“Yeah, sit,” Roak said and eased the blaster out from under the woman’s nose.
The woman sat in the closest chair, a rickety-looking piece of furniture that had probably been yanked from the trash chute, intended for incineration, not a second or third life in an ex-prostitute’s apartment.
Or Roak assumed she was an ex-prostitute. He’d seen men and women that looked worse than her still working the life.
“Your name is Vampa, right?” Roak said once the woman was seated.
“Yeah,” Vampa replied. “Who are you?”
“Not your concern,” Roak said. “Let me ask the questions and this will go a lot faster.”
“Okay,” the woman said and shrugged. Her eyes shifted to a small case over on the kitchen counter. The apartment was an efficiency, so the counter was within arm’s reach. “Can I have a stim stick? I could really use a stim stick. You make me nervous and stim sticks help me when I get nervous.”
“Go ahead,” Roak said.
Vampa grabbed the case and popped it open. With practiced ease, she flicked a stim stick up from the case and between her lips without touching it with her fingers. Once it made contact on her skin, it lit up and began to glow at the tip. She inhaled deeply then gave Roak a much more relaxed look. She even smiled slightly.
“Thanks,” she said as she puffed on the stick. “What you need to know?”
“You had a long time client,” Roak said. “Boss Teegg. You were with him for close to ten years, correct?”
“Something like that,” Vampa said. “I don’t know for sure. Those years were kind of a blur, if you know what I mean. A man like Boss Teegg has access to some wicked good substances. He got me to do things I had never done before and haven’t done since. But I had a good time. I can say that. I had a good time.”
“When was the last time you saw him?” Roak asked.
Vampa shrugged. “I don’t know. Like I said, things were a blur back then.”
“No, I mean recently,” Roak said. “Not back in the day when you worked for him. Since you retired, when was the last time you saw him.”
“I ain’t,” she said. “Man like that has younger, prettier girls to play with. No need for him to come to Shor Station and visit a wrinkled whore like me.”
“Unless he needed something from you,” Roak said. “I know the man has chit stashes across the galaxy. A little research on my part says he’s visited this station eight times over the years since you left his service. That’s a lot of visits for a wrinkled whore. You sure you haven’t seen him lately? Maybe gave him some of those chits he’s been hoarding here?”
Vampa dragged long and deep on the stim stick. She narrowed her eyes at Roak and exhaled, letting out a thin plume of blue smoke.
“Don’t have no clue what you’re talking about,” she said.
Then her eyes shifted towards the bed. And the only other door in the room besides the one that led to the outside corridor. The bathroom.
“Are you kidding?” Roak said quietly. 
He turned the blaster towards the bathroom door just as it burst open and an eight-foot tall, incredibly obese, ebony-skinned man in full rage came rushing at Roak. The blaster went off then all Hell broke loose.
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The wall stopped Roak’s flight and the bed broke his fall as he was flung from one end of the apartment to the other. It wasn’t a long trip since the apartment was a tiny efficiency, but it still hurt.
The blaster had gone flying as well and Roak had no idea where it was. When Boss Teegg had reached him, he’d only been able to pull the trigger once before he was lifted up and tossed aside like a piece of trash.
“You have ruined my life!” Boss Teegg roared as he closed on Roak. “You ruined everything I built!”
Roak didn’t have time to respond before he was picked up once again and flung in the opposite direction. Vampa screamed as she dove from her chair to avoid being hit by Roak. Roak demolished the chair on impact and lay there, his arms hugged tight to his chest as he tried to figure out how many ribs he’d broken that time. 
“I was set!” Boss Teegg snarled as he closed the short distance and picked Roak up by his tunic so they were eye to eye. The tunic began to rip, but Boss Teegg showed no signs of noticing. “I was going to retire in less than a decade! You know how rare that is in my business?”
“About as rare as in mine,” Roak said. He tried to headbutt Boss Teegg, but he missed spectacularly. Once more he was flying across the apartment.
“Yeah, it’s rare,” Boss Teegg said. “So rare that I was overly cautious. That’s why I hired you. I couldn’t afford loose ends like Bicun Maz.”
“You should have paid me,” Roak groaned as he rolled over and tried to get up onto his hands and knees.
A swift kick from Boss Teegg sent him tumbling across the floor. He hit hard against the wall and cried out as his left arm snapped.
“I don’t know why you have the reputation you do,” Boss Teegg said as he picked Roak up once again. “This is the second time I’ve kicked your ass.”
“That so?” Roak asked, spitting bloody mucous into Boss Teegg’s left eye. “Because the first time you had your goons do it. And that was only after I killed most of them. Remember that?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Boss Teegg said as he threw Roak back onto the bed. “You’re dead now.”
“Don’t think so,” Roak said and drew a small blade from his boot. He threw it with only the slightest flick of his wrist and the blade embedded itself into the side Boss Teegg’s neck. “Don’t touch it. You wiggle that blade and you’ll bleed out in two seconds. It has a suction surface and that’s all that’s keeping you alive right now.”
Boss Teegg froze where he was, his hand raised to pull out the knife.
“You don’t believe me,” Roak said. “I can see it in your terpig eyes. Go ahead and take it out. Try it. I’d rather you didn’t, since you owe me a lot of chits. But maybe having you dead will be for the best. I can tear this place apart and look for your chit stash easier that way.”
Roak shifted and groaned.
“You can’t tear apart shit,” Boss Teegg said, hand still in the air. “I broke you.”
“That you did,” Roak said. “But I’ve been broken worse and I always come back from it. The proof of that is that I’m here right now instead of in an incinerator cube that’s been launched out into deep space.”
“That woman,” Boss Teegg snarled. “That stupid woman. Is she dead? She better be dead. I ordered her dead.”
“She’s dead,” Roak replied. “And we’ll address that later. Right now, how about you take a seat while I figure out what to do next?”
Boss Teegg looked around, but the room’s only chair was shattered on the floor right next to Vampa. The woman’s eyes were massive and she sat there frozen, her arms wrapped around her knees, rocking back and forth, looking at neither of the men.
“Sit on the floor,” Roak said. 
Boss Teegg remained standing.
“I don’t need to do a damn thing you tell me to–”
Boss Teegg’s words were interrupted by a blood-curdling shriek. 
Both Roak and Boss Teegg jumped in surprise as suddenly Vampa was up on her feet, blaster clutched in both hands, and running towards the bed. Roak rolled to the side as the first laser bolt obliterated the spot where he’d just been.
“No!” Boss Teegg roared and tried to reach out and grab the woman.
But he missed and she kept running and firing until her shins smacked right into the end of the bed and she tumbled over on the mattress.
Roak grabbed the blaster from her hands, turned it around, and fired point blank into the top of her skull. The result was that her head and spine were vaporized in a rolling wave of smoking energy. Her body split down the middle, half-falling from one side of the bed, half falling from the other side, leaving only a charred line on the rumpled sheets.
“You asshole!” Boss Teegg shouted as he went to lunge at Roak. He stopped as he saw the glowing end of the blaster pointed at him. He seethed with anger then slowly deflated. “You asshole.”
“I’d really like to point out that none of this would have happened if you’d just paid me,” Roak said. “You’d still be back on Ligston in your comfy compound with your Nemorian whores. You’d still have a small army of thugs working for you. You wouldn’t be running from me, and your lady friend there would still be alive. All of this is because you didn’t pay me the chits you owed me.”
“This happened because you are insane,” Boss Teegg said. “You came to me with a container of sludge, not the person I hired you to hunt.”
“We both know that’s not true,” Roak said. “I delivered exactly who I was hired to deliver. You just didn’t want to honor our agreement.”
“You know what I mean.” Boss Teegg said.
“And you know what I mean,” Roak replied. 
Boss Teegg glared at Roak then shook his head.
“I’d be careful moving like that,” Roak said.
“Shut up,” Boss Teegg snapped. “So, Roak, what’s next? What happens now? You have a blaster on me, but so what? You’re in no shape to get me from here to your ship. Even if you were, I have plenty of people paid off across this station. They see me in your custody and they’ll do exactly what I paid them to do. Kill you.”
“I don’t need to take you anywhere,” Roak said. “I just need to take my chits.”
“You need to take your what?” Boss Teegg asked. “Your chits? What the hell are you talking about?”
“Chits,” Roak said. “The ones you have hidden in this apartment somewhere.”
“Chits hidden in this apartment?” Boss Teegg laughed. Then he winced and went to touch the knife in his neck, but stopped himself. “Roak, how do you think I paid off the people that are on this station to protect me? I spent every last chit I have. If I had even a few left, I’d have been long gone days ago. You think I want to be in this shithole?”
He looked around and wrinkled his nose.
“I have a place on the Cverx Colony that is so much nicer than here,” Boss Teegg said.
“I was going to check there next,” Roak replied. “So being somewhere else really wouldn’t have helped much.”
“You know about Cverx?” Boss Teegg asked. He nodded and the look in his eye was slightly less hateful. “Maybe you are as good at your job as they say.”
“Maybe I am,” Roak said. “So bring me my chits.”
“I don’t have any chits!” Boss Teegg shouted. “Aren’t you listening?”
“I’m listening, I just don’t believe you,” Roak said. “You have some. I know it. Chits. Now.”
“Sweet bloody hell,” Boss Teegg said. “You don’t quit, do you?”
“It’s an occupational hazard,” Roak said. “It’ll get me killed some day. Just not today.”
“In the headboard,” Boss Teegg said. “Right behind you.”
Roak studied the man for a long while, looking for signs that the confession was a trap. He saw no signs, but that didn’t really mean much.
“Is it rigged to blow?” Roak asked.
“No boobytraps,” Boss Teegg said. “There’s a button on the right-hand side. Press it and a panel will open. You can have all of the chits that are in there.”
“No boobytraps?” Roak asked. He nodded at the singed line on the bed. “You hid chits in a stim junkie’s apartment without any boobytraps?”
“Vampa was a great lay, but she was dumb as space dust,” Boss Teegg said. “You could hold a few thousand chits out in your hand, and if you didn’t explicitly tell her what they were, she’d just blink and stare like you were holding a pile of turds.”
“Yeah, I still don’t believe you,” Roak said. “You’re going to move slowly over here and show me. One wrong move and you die. No warning.”
“Okay,” Boss Teegg said. “But can I move around with this knife in me?”
“That’s why I said to do it slowly,” Roak replied.
“Fine,” Boss Teegg said and complied with Roak’s orders.
He moved slowly to the side of the bed, careful to avoid stepping on the half-corpse at his feet, then pressed the button on the headboard. A panel slid open and Roak glanced at it.
“Where’s the rest?” Roak asked.
“There is no rest,” Boss Teegg said. “That’s it.”
“Where are your other stash locations?” Roak asked. “Across the galaxy? Where?”
“I drained those trying to cover my tracks getting here,” Boss Teegg answered. “I would have saved them if I actually thought you were good enough to find me. You have to admit, I saw your little technicality with Bicun Maz as a sign of incompetence. I sincerely did not believe you to be skilled enough to track me to this station.”
“That’s your mistake, not mine,” Roak said. “So you don’t have any more chits?”
“No,” Boss Teegg said.
“Then what good are you?” Roak asked.
“Excuse me?” Boss Teegg replied, his eyes suddenly filled with fear.
“What good are you?” Roak repeated. “Why should I even keep you alive?”
Roak scooted to the far side of the bed and stood up on shaky legs. His left arm was killing him, so he held the blaster in his right, but the weapon was heavy as hell after what he’d been through and he wasn’t sure how long he could hang on. He needed to make a move.
“You’re now a liability,” Roak said. “I leave you alive and you alert the thugs you’ve paid off on this station. You already said I wouldn’t get back to my ship with you in tow. I highly doubt I’ll get to my ship if I leave you breathing.”
“Tie me up,” Boss Teegg said. “Knock me out.”
“You could get loose,” Roak said. “You could wake up.”
“Then do a damn good job of it!” Boss Teegg snapped. “You don’t have to kill me!”
“I kind of do,” Roak said.
“WAIT!” Boss Teegg shouted. “Just wait! I’m worth something! I have value!”
“How?” Roak asked. “I’m looking at every angle and all I see is danger.”
“No! No,” Boss Teegg pleaded. “Mr. Wrenn. You can talk to Mr. Wrenn.”
“Mr. Wrenn?” Roak laughed. “I’ve already talked to Mr. Wrenn.”
Boss Teegg’s eyes widened. “You have? When?”
“What does it matter when?” Roak replied. “I talked to him and he’s not a fan of you right now. Something about you stealing the chits you were supposed to pay me with. He wanted me to track you down and bring you to him. Except he wasn’t going to pay me anything, so I declined.”
“You declined Mr. Wrenn and lived?” Boss Teegg asked, astounded.
“Obviously,” Roak said. “So that avenue is closed to you.”
“No, it’s not,” Boss Teegg said. “I know Mr. Wrenn. I know how he thinks. You get him on the comm and show me to him and he’ll change his mind.”
“Why?” Roak asked.
“Why what?” Boss Teegg responded.
Roak sighed. “Why will he change his mind if he sees you?”
“Because he’ll see that I’m within reach,” Boss Teegg said. “He’s the type of guy that can’t pass up an opportunity to teach someone a lesson.”
“Yeah, I don’t think so,” Roak said.
“But it’s true!” Boss Teegg exclaimed.
“I’m not arguing that,” Roak said. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea. So I call him and show I caught you. How does that help you? Why even propose this if all I’m going to do is hand you over so he can kill you?”
“Because you won’t hand me over,” Boss Teegg said. “You’ll make him come here with the chits.”
“Mr. Wrenn is not going to leave the safety of the Void House to come here and hand me chits he already said he won’t pay me?” Roak said. “Nice try.”
“He will! He will!” Boss Teegg said. “And I’ll tell you why.”
Roak waited. And waited.
“This is stupid,” Roak said and took aim.
“I know where the bodies are!” Boss Teegg said.
“I doubt you’re the only one,” Roak said.
“No, these are special bodies, high-ranking bodies,” Boss Teegg said. “Bodies he will not want to be found. I’ll tell him to pay you or I give you the locations of the bodies. We’re talking GF brass bodies. That’s heat he doesn’t want coming down on him right now.”
Roak thought about it. It was thin, but still… Bodies could be a problem for even a man as powerful as Mr. Wrenn.
“Fine,” Roak said. “We’ll give it a try.”
“We will?” Boss Teegg asked, right on the verge of relief.
“Yeah, we’ll try it,” Roak said. “But if I think you’re even thinking of screwing me over, then that knife comes popping out. You got restraints?”
“It’s a prostitute’s apartment,” Boss Teegg said. He opened a drawer next to the bed and pulled out six different kinds of restraints. “Take your pick.”
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The look on Mr. Wrenn’s face when he answered the vid comm was priceless. Roak had to laugh.
“I found him,” Roak said, tapping a seated, restrained Boss Teegg on the scalp. “He doesn’t have your chits.”
“Is that so?” Mr. Wrenn asked, looking away from Roak to Boss Teegg. “Teegg? Where are my chits?”
“Spent,” Boss Teegg said. “Trying to get away from this asshole.”
“Looks like that was a bad investment,” Mr. Wrenn said. “They would have been better spent trying to get away from me.”
“What does that mean?” Roak asked.
“It means that it appears we have similar sources, Roak,” Mr. Wrenn said. “I have two teams on their way to your location right now to fetch Boss Teegg. I didn’t expect you to be there, so I hope you don’t try to intervene in their extraction of my employee. Excuse me. Former employee.”
“I’ll gladly step out of the way if you pay me the chits I’m owed,” Roak said.
“I’m so sorry, Roak, but I could have sworn you just asked me to pay you chits,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Did I hear that correctly? Did you ask for me to pay you chits?”
“Yes,” Roak said. “The chits that Boss Teegg owes me for the bounty on Bicun Maz. He can’t pay because he spent all his chits. You’re the next person up on the ladder, so his debt is now your debt.”
“You have got balls the size of the BBB Nebula,” Mr. Wrenn said. It was a joke, but he did not laugh. Not one single millimeter of his face showed any mirth whatsoever. “I’m going to have those balls cut off, shown to you, then stuffed down your throat so you choke to death on them.”
“He says he knows where the bodies are hidden,” Roak said, playing the only cards he had to play. “He hasn’t told me what that means, but he will if you don’t pay.”
After a pause, Mr. Wrenn said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do,” Roak said. “Try not to hesitate next time you bluff. You only end up embarrassing yourself.”
“Roak, you have an opportunity to walk away from all of this alive,” Mr. Wrenn said. “I should kill you, considering everything you have put me through already, but for some reason, I like you. You refuse to quit.”
“So everyone says,” Roak said. “But I’m not looking for your admiration; I’m looking to get paid. You pay me the chits I’m owed, or Boss Teegg tells me a story about bodies and where they are hidden. Then I tell whoever I think will listen and kick back and watch the show.”
“Roak, you are not listening to me,” Mr. Wrenn said. “I have two teams en route already. You have no leverage. Boss Teegg can tell you all he wants, but you are both going to end up dead in the end.”
“Or, I can broadcast the information to the entire galaxy from this station,” Roak said. “Can your teams reach me before I do that?”
“Probably not,” Mr. Wrenn said. He looked to his right and nodded. “Let me call you right back.”
“What?” Roak asked. 
The comm went dead and Mr. Wrenn’s face was replaced by the generic symbol of the Galactic Fleet. 
“He’ll pay,” Boss Teegg said. “He will.”
“He just hung up on me,” Roak said.
“No, he didn’t,” Boss Teegg said. “He’s covering his bases. He hates it when anyone has the upper hand. He’ll call back and show you that we’re all on even footing here.”
“I don’t think you’re on any footing,” Roak said.
The screen chimed and Mr. Wrenn reappeared.
“Sorry about that,” he said. “I needed to make sure you didn’t do anything stupid.”
“I try not to,” Roak said. “Now, where were we?”
“You were threatening to make a galaxy-wide broadcast,” Mr. Wrenn said. “I took care of that. This communication is being received and transmitted on a secure array that only I control now. The rest of the station just went dark. No calls in, no calls out. You were saying something about telling the galaxy about some bodies that you currently know nothing about?”
Roak glared at the screen.
“I can see I’ve hit a nerve,” Mr. Wrenn said. “So I am going to be gracious. Despite your intentions, you did find Boss Teegg and you currently have him in your possession. That is good for me. I want to reward you for this.”
“Reward me?” Roak asked. “What does that even mean?”
“How much did Boss Teegg owe you again?” Mr. Wrenn asked.
“Six hundred thousand chits,” Roak said.
Mr. Wrenn whistled. “That’s a hefty price for a bounty. But I suppose it’s fair, considering it wasn’t a bounty that could be posted on news boards. Here’s my offer, I’ll pay you double that just because I think the galaxy is a better place with you in it. I know I tried to have you killed, but I prefer to let bygones be bygones. One million two. All for you.”
“The bounty was for six hundred thousand,” Roak said. “So I’ll take six hundred thousand. As the chits I’m owed, not as some bribe.”
“Six hundred thousand? I’m offering you a million two,” Mr. Wrenn snapped. “Who turns that down? Are you crazy?”
“The bounty was for six hundred thousand,” Roak said. “I completed the bounty so I get paid six hundred thousand. Pay me the six hundred thousand and say it is for the bounty owed and I’ll walk. Try to pay me more and say it’s some reward and there’s no deal.”
“That doesn’t make any sense!” Mr. Wrenn roared. “No sense at all! What is wrong with you?”
“I live by certain rules,” Roak said. “One of those rules is never get greedy over a job. Six hundred thousand is my price. Take it or leave it.”
“Fine!” Mr. Wrenn shouted. “Six hundred thousand, it is.”
“And you say it’s for payment on the Bicun Maz bounty,” Roak said. “I need to hear those words.”
“It’s for the Bicun Maz bounty,” Mr. Wren said. “Happy now, Roak?”
“I am,” Roak said. “Where should I take this piece of shit to meet your teams?”
“I’ll have them comm you when they get there,” Mr. Wrenn said.
“Nice doing business with you,” Roak said, but Mr. Wrenn had already disconnected.
“He’s going to kill you,” Boss Teegg said.
“Yeah, I know,” Roak replied.
“He’s going to double cross you and kill you,” Boss Teegg said. “Probably record it all and use it as motivation for the next guy that thinks of double crossing him.”
“I didn’t double-cross him,” Roak said. “You double-crossed me and now he has to pay for it.”
“That’s not how Mr. Wrenn sees it, trust me,” Boss Teegg said. “He considers any action against his interests as a double cross.”
“That’s his problem, not mine,” Roak said. “I really don’t see why it’s so hard for you people to get what I’m saying. Just pay me and I go away. No grudges, no hard feelings, no revenge plans. No problems at all. I only cause problems when I don’t get paid what I’m owed.”
“Yes, I’m learning that,” Boss Teegg said. “So, now what?”
“Now I wait for his teams to call,” Roak said.
“I? You mean we,” Boss Teegg said. 
“No, I mean I,” Roak said. “Did you hear me say I’d hand you over alive? My body’s too messed up and you’re too big to handle.”
Roak yanked the knife free and a geyser of blood shot across the apartment, spraying the wall a deep, deep black. Boss Teegg tried to speak, but he didn’t have time. Roak hadn’t been lying. The big man bled out in less than two seconds. 
Roak sat on the end of the bed and took a couple of deep breaths. His arm was certainly broken, as were a couple of ribs. He felt like curling up and sleeping for a few hours, but he didn’t have that luxury. He had to figure out how he was going to get the chits and get off the station without Mr. Wrenn’s team killing him.
There was a chime at the door.
Roak looked up, puzzled. The chime rang again.
He slowly got up and crossed to the door, pressing the exterior comm button when he reached it.
“Yeah?” he asked.
“Hello again, Roak,” a familiar voice said. “Could you open the door? We are on a time schedule here, sir.”
Roak was just too curious not to open the door. He held the blaster against his hip, ready to fire if needed.
The door slid open and the evolved AI was standing there before him, a huge grin on his face. The man tapped his temple. 
“An AI friend of yours gave me a call before station-wide communications were severed,” the man said. “She believed you would be in trouble and asked if I would come fetch you.”
“Huh?” was all Roak could say.
The man looked around Roak at the state of the apartment.
“Oh, dear, I would have to say she was right,” he said. “You certainly are in trouble.”
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“Marley,” the evolved AI said as he stepped into the apartment. “You can call me Marley.”
“Who called you?” Roak asked.
“Your ship’s AI,” Marley replied. “She is quite an exceptional piece of programming.” He chuckled then waved a hand at Roak. “I don’t mean in a sexual way. That would be impossible since she does not possess a humanoid body like I do.”
“Why are you here?” Roak asked.
“To help you,” Marley said and narrowed his eyes. “I can see by the way you are holding yourself that you have three broken ribs and a broken arm. But perhaps you have a head injury as well? That might explain your confusion.”
“My confusion is that you’re even here,” Roak said. 
“Listen, Roak, I owe you,” Marley said. “I know you to be a man that pays his debts or seeks out debts owed. I am a debt owed. I would like to help you with whatever you need so you may survive a little while longer in this galaxy.”
Roak started to argue again, but closed his mouth. He needed help. There was no denying that.
“Can you lift him up?” Roak asked.
“That huge man?” Marley replied, shaking his head. “I am not an android, Roak. This body is human and frail.”
“Then I’m not sure how much you can help,” Roak said.
“I could go fetch a grav sled,” Marley said. “They have them at the end of every corridor. Well, most corridors. If there isn’t one in the supply closet on this level then I can get one from the level below. We load this corpse onto the sled and take it wherever you want to go.”
“That might attract attention,” Roak said.
“It most certainly will,” Marley replied. “So bundle the corpse up in that soiled bedding, top it off with all the clothes you can find, and we’ll look like we’re doing our weekly laundry.” Marley studied Boss Teegg’s corpse for a second. “Monthly laundry. It’ll be a large pile.”
Roak had no argument against that. It was as sound a plan as could be made out of the mess.
Marley disappeared out the apartment door while Roak painfully gathered all the clothes he could and piled them up against Boss Teegg’s body. Then he sat down and tried to breathe through the pain. But with his broken ribs, breathing wasn’t exactly soothing.
He’d only managed a lungful of air by the time Marley returned.
The grav sled was too big to fit through the apartment’s door, but Marley was able to drag Boss Teegg over and heft him up onto the sled with only a few grunts and curses. Once on the sled, he piled the clothes all around the corpse then stood back and looked at his handy work.
“It’ll pass casual inspection,” Marley said. “But if we run into security, then we might have a problem.” He nodded at the mound on the sled. “That is conspicuously body shaped.”
“Here,” Roak said and handed Marley the pillows from the bed. “See if that helps.”
It didn’t.
“Nothing we can do about it,” Marley said. 
There was a chime in the apartment. Roak and Marley turned from the sled to see a holo appear from the projector set into the ceiling.
“You Roak?” a scarred man asked. Most of his face was a mangled mess of warped tissue.
“Yeah,” Roak said. “Who are you?”
“I’m here to represent Mr. Wrenn’s interests,” the scarred man said. “You bring Boss Teegg to me in Docking Bay Nine. I have your chits.”
“Six hundred thousand?” Roak asked.
The man nodded. “If that’s what you’re owed. I didn’t count it. I was only told to give you the case once I have Boss Teegg in hand.”
“Docking Bay Nine?” Roak asked.
“That’s what I said,” the scarred man replied. “Be here in thirty minutes or the deal’s off. I have a schedule to keep.”
“See you in thirty,” Roak replied.
The holo blinked out.
“Wrenn said he had two teams en route,” Roak said to Marley. “That was the lead of one of them. The second one will be either planted somewhere within the docking bay or will be waiting for us along the way.”
“Mr. Wrenn is a formidable opponent,” Marley said. “You have chosen a dangerous man to go up against.”
“I didn’t choose him,” Roak said. “He chose me.”
Roak set his blaster on top of the pile then covered it over with a dirty shirt. It was easily within grabbing distance if they came across Mr. Wrenn’s second team, but it was hidden enough that it wouldn’t attract attention.
“Thirty minutes,” Roak said. “We better get moving.”
“Docking Bay Nine is on this side of the station,” Marley said. “We can easily make it there within fifteen minutes.”
“Good,” Roak said. “I’d rather be early and catch them off guard.”
“I doubt that will happen,” Marley said. “They sound like professionals. I am sure they are waiting.”
“True,” Roak said. “But we could get lucky.”
He reached out with his good hand and patted Marley on the shoulder. 
“This is going to be dangerous,” Roak said. “You helped me get Boss Teegg loaded up. There’s no need for you to stick with me. Take off. Enjoy your last few days.”
“You are injured and look it,” Marley said. “Someone will probably try to assist you along the way, putting unwanted attention on the sled. With me pushing the sled, we can deflect that attention until we reach the docking bay.”
Roak knew the evolved AI was right. All it would take was some helpful busybody to discover the corpse under the clothes and then Roak would have the station’s security down on him as well as Mr. Wrenn’s teams.
“Okay, thank you,” Roak said. “I’ll owe you–”
“You will not,” Marley snapped. He smiled and tried to look calm. “You will not owe me. You will not.”
“Okay, okay,” Roak said and held up his good hand. “We’ll be even.”
“Yes, we will,” Marley responded as he put the grav sled into motion and aimed it for the lift at the end of the corridor.
They walked in silence to the lift. They remained in silence once on the lift and descending to the docking bay levels on that side of the station. It was a long trip since the bays were all the way below the habitation levels. More than a couple of times, the lift doors opened and frustrated station dwellers looked in at the sled that took up almost the entire space.
“Catch the next one,” Roak said as the doors slid closed.
They finally reached the docking bay levels, and Marley guided the sled off the lift and into a wide passageway where pilots and their crew stood around chatting about local gossip and needed repairs. No one gave Roak and Marley a second look as they walked past with their cargo. It was the docking bays; grav sleds with piles of whatever were expected.
“Nine is this way,” Marley said as he pushed the sled to another set of lift doors at the end of the passageway. “Can’t get to it from the habitation lift.”
“Right. For security,” Roak said.
Marley thumbed the lift controls and waited for the doors to open.
When they did, Roak and Marley were faced with the intense stares from what had to be Mr. Wrenn’s second team. Either that or there had been a sale on plasma carbines and bolt rifles, because the men and women of varying races that stood gaping at Roak and Marley were armed to the teeth.
“In,” Roak snarled and pushed Marley.
The evolved AI barely had time to squeak before he and the sled were shoved forward into the lift, forcing Mr. Wrenn’s team up against the lift’s far wall. Before anyone could react, Roak had hit the door close button and the lift was descending.
“Docking Bay Nine, right?” Roak said, slipping the blaster out from under the dirty shirt. “I can’t take you all, but I can take most of you. Or we take this short ride together, keep our cool, and everything works out the best for all of us.”
A Cervile with a shaved head laughed a feline hiss of a laugh. “Mr. Wrenn said you had balls. Big ones. There’s six of us and two of you. Or one and a half since it looks like that arm of yours ain’t gonna do shit until you get into a med pod and fix it. You really think you can take us?”
“I really think I can take you,” Roak said. “Put a couple of laser bolts in your belly then turn and do the same to most of your team before I get cut down. However it all turns out in the end, you’ll be dead. That’s what matters.”
The Cervile glared then looked past Roak to the lift doors.
“You’re just putting off the inevitable,” he said.
“What? Are you saying Mr. Wrenn doesn’t plan on paying me the six hundred thousand chits I’m owed?” Roak said. “That’s too bad, because I really, really don’t want to have to go all the way back to the Void House to collect.”
“I don’t know nothing about six hundred thousand chits,” the Cervile said. “I just know we’ve been sent here to neutralize a threat by the name of Roak.”
“Do I really look like much of a threat?” Roak asked. “Blaster aside.”
“To me? No,” the Cervile responded. “But my opinion doesn’t matter much. Mr. Wrenn thinks you are a threat. That’s what matters.”
“Then there isn’t much point in me getting off this lift, is there?” Roak said.
The Cervile was about to respond, but Roak flicked a switch on the blaster and pulled the trigger. The six members of Mr. Wrenn’s second team dropped, each with significant holes burned through their bodies. Marley gave a small shout and dropped to the floor, his arms covering his head.
“You can get up,” Roak said as he leaned against the sled. He looked down and saw a scorch mark just above his belt. “Dammit.”
“Are you injured?” Marley asked as he stood up slowly, his eyes on the fallen team.
“Caught a partial bolt in the side,” Roak said. “Doesn’t feel like it hit anything important. It’ll just add some time to my stay in the med pod when I get back on my ship.”
“You killed them all,” Marley said. “How? I only saw you pull the trigger once.”
“That’s the advantage of one of these,” Roak said as he waved the blaster in the air. “Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread. Emphasis on the cluster spread part. The whole time I was talking to the leader there, the blaster was assessing the possible targets. It isn’t nearly as effective in wide-open spaces, but closed in on a lift? I couldn’t have asked for a better setup.”
The lift doors slid open behind them and Roak turned, his blaster covering the passageway beyond. No one waited for them.
“Speaking of setups,” Roak said. “We might as well see this through.”
“They will not have your chits,” Marley said.
“No, they won’t,” Roak replied. “But they could have intel which will help when this is over.”
“Do I want to know?” Marley asked.
“No, probably not,” Roak said. “Come on. Clock is ticking.”
“Give me a moment,” Marley said.
“Did you miss the clock is ticking comment?” Roak asked.
“This will be worth the wait,” Marley said. “I need to center myself.”
“Center yourself?” Roak asked. “What does that mean?”
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Roak quickly found out what a centered Marley meant. The evolved AI’s body may have been dying, but it was far from decrepit. The second the docking bay doors slid open, Marley was a blur of motion. Roak tried to keep track of the man’s spinning, whirling, tumbling body, but he couldn’t do that and focus on Mr. Wrenn’s first team that stood on the dock, waiting with carbines up and glowing hot.
The blaster in Roak’s hand was not up to full charge, so trying to pull another cluster spread move was not in the cards. That didn’t mean Roak couldn’t lay down some targeted bolts at the team while they were distracted by Marley’s antics.
Which turned out not so much to be antics as an elaborate offensive routine without any seeming defense.
Half of Mr. Wrenn’s first team were taken out, their bodies torn apart, before the other half even knew they were under attack. Roak put a couple bolts in that half of the team, leaving only one man standing. The scarred man.
“You got me,” the scarred man said as he dropped his carbine and held up his hands. “I didn’t think this was how it would go, believe me, but I know when I’m beat.”
“You have my chits?” Roak barked, his blaster leveled with the scarred man’s chest. “I hope you do.”
“What do you think, Roak?” the scarred man replied. “Do you think Mr. Wrenn is the type of man that pays off scum like you?”
“Scum?” Roak asked. “I have been nothing but professional through all of this. I’m the man hired for a job then not paid for that job when it was completed. Really, this is no way to do business.”
“I’m not a businessman,” the scarred man said. “I’m a soldier. All I know is Mr. Wrenn gave me you as a target and my job was to take you out and end the annoyance you have become.”
“Maybe you should look at going into business,” Roak said. “Because the soldiering isn’t working out for you.”
“I am realizing that,” the scarred man replied. “So, what happens next?”
“Next is you accompany me back to the Void House,” Roak said. “Or, to be exact, you accompany Marley here back to the Void House in your ship. You’ll be secured against attempting any harm on Marley’s person, but you will be with him when he flies your ship to the Void House so I can have a nice chat with Mr. Wrenn.”
“Yeah, Mr. Wrenn said you were crazy,” the scarred man said.
“Did he talk about my big balls?” Roak asked. “He seems to like to talk about my big balls.”
“Big balls were mentioned,” the scarred man said. “But mostly he said you were crazy as shit.” The scarred man nodded at where Marley leaned against the sled opposite Roak. “He didn’t say a word about there being a whirling dervish. What the hell are you?”
“That is a long story,” Marley began, breathing heavy.
“Which we don’t have time for,” Roak interrupted. “Which ship is yours?”
“Don’t you want to know my name?” the scarred man asked.
“Nope,” Roak said. “I don’t. Sometimes it’s easier when I know names, makes those I’m addressing feel more at ease, but the only reason you want me to know yours is to instill familiarity so maybe I hesitate when it comes time to kill you.”
“Something like that,” the scarred man replied with a shrug. He slowly, carefully hooked a thumb over his shoulder, indicating the ship directly behind him. “This one is mine.”
“Anyone on board?” Roak asked.
“Nope,” the scarred man replied. “Six-person teams is how we work. You killed five of my team, leaving me as the sixth.”
“No dedicated pilot?” Roak asked. 
“Useless expense,” the scarred man said.
“Marley?” Roak said.
“I will see what I can find out,” Marley replied. He pushed away from the sled and limped his way to the ship’s airlock.
“You catch a bolt?” Roak asked.
“Just a little weak in the leg,” Marley replied. “I exerted myself past what I am used to.”
“Kind of a weak move to have an old man do your fighting for you, Roak,” the scarred man said. “I thought you said you were a professional.”
“Shut up,” Roak said. “It’s been a long day.”
“Whatever you say,” the scarred man responded.
The airlock slid open and Marley was lost inside the ship. Roak and the scarred man waited out on the dock for him to return. There was a shout and several laser blasts then silence. Neither Roak nor the scarred man moved.
“Want to wager who won?” the scarred man asked.
“Nah,” Roak replied as he nodded at the airlock. “I already know.”
Marley returned, dragging the body of the pilot that had been lying in wait. He tossed the body out of the airlock so it tumbled over to rest against the scarred man’s legs.
“The ship is clear,” Marley announced.
“You sure?” Roak asked.
Marley tapped at his head. “I linked with the ship’s systems briefly and did a full scan. There are no other lifeforms aboard.”
“What about–?” Roak started to ask.
“Nor are there any androids or other synthetic beings,” Marley interrupted. “As I said, the ship is clear.”
“Good,” Roak said and motioned with the blaster to the scarred man. “Come here. You’re taking the sled on board.”
“What for?” the scarred man asked. “I don’t have your chits. There’s no need to keep Boss Teegg’s body.”
“I told Mr. Wrenn I’d deliver Boss Teegg for six hundred thousand chits,” Roak said. “I always hold up my end of the deal. Always. So we are going to deliver this bloated corpse to the Void House.”
The scarred man blinked a few times then shrugged as he moved to grab the sled controls. Roak tightened his grip on his blaster and the scarred man smiled.
“Listen, Roak, I’m not going to try to take you out,” the scarred man said. “You are a whole new level of crazy that I haven’t encountered before. I know you plan on killing me, but maybe when you see I’m absolutely zero threat, you’ll let me be on my way. Preferably before we get to the Void House, since I’m not going to exactly be in Mr. Wrenn’s good graces.”
“Let you go before we get to the Void House?” Roak asked. “Ugly, you are the reason we’ll be able to get inside the Void House.”
“Oh, come on,” the scarred man said as he pushed the sled towards his ship’s airlock. “How can you think that will work? You know there are protocols in place to guard against this exact type of scenario from happening, right? If you’re so professional, then you have to know that.”
“I do,” Roak said. “So you have from now until we reach the Void House to figure out how we make this work. Otherwise, you are of no use to me.”
The scarred man glanced over his shoulder at Roak and shook his head.
“Big balls crazy,” he said.
“Maybe,” Roak said. “But I can live with that as long as I am still breathing.”
Once inside the ship, Roak made sure the scarred man secured the sled, and Boss Teegg’s body, in the cargo hold. Then they all made their way up to the bridge where Marley made sure the scarred man was secured in the co-pilot’s seat. Once that was taken care of, Roak collapsed into an open seat along the side of the bridge. He had no idea if it was for the comm or navigation. He didn’t care. It was a seat and he felt like he was three seconds from passing out.
“Marley?” Roak asked.
“Yes, Roak?” Marley responded.
“You do know how to pilot a ship, yes?” Roak asked.
“Yes, of course,” Marley replied. “I know how to pilot every vehicle ever built from the time of my creation to the time of my evolution. Any ships built after that would merely take a short amount of study. Most work on the same principle.”
“Like this one?” Roak asked.
“Like this one,” Marley replied as he sat down in the pilot’s seat.
“What the hell are you?” the scarred man asked.
“No,” Roak snapped. “No more talking. Just stay quiet.”
The scarred man nodded then eased into his restraints and closed his eyes, a classic move of a trained soldier. Roak wondered in what capacity the man had served. He had the look of a Galactic Fleet Marine about him, but he wasn’t sure. Maybe SpecOps. Maybe something else entirely.
“I do have one question,” Marley said as he powered up the ship and began running through the launch checklist.
“What’s that?” Roak asked.
“What are we to do with your current ship?” Marley asked. “It would seem like a waste to leave it here.”
“I don’t plan on leaving it here,” Roak said. “I plan on you dropping me off at the docking bay where I parked it.”
“Then what?” Marley asked. “You are in no shape to pilot a ship.”
“I’ll leave the piloting to the AI,” Roak said. “She’s been bugging me to fly from the second I stepped on board.”
“Yes, she is a persistent personality,” Marley chuckled.
“Yeah, she is,” Roak said. He leaned back and struggled to keep his eyes open. “Hey, Marley?”
“Yes, Roak?”
“Thanks,” Roak said as he felt the weight of everything begin to collapse in around him. “Really. Debts owed and all of that aside, I just want to say thank you.”
“I appreciate that, Roak,” Marley said. “I truly do.”
If Marley said anything else, Roak didn’t hear it. He was out before the ship left the station.
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Roak woke up inside a med pod. He was slightly disoriented, but he wasn’t surprised to be where he was. The pod had been his intended destination anyway; he’d just figured he would have gotten there on his own power. Someone else must have put him in the pod. Good thing.
From the way his ribs felt, which was itchy, but not painful, Roak guessed he had been in the med pod for a good two hours. He’d broken his ribs recently enough that he knew how long it took to knit them back together.
He looked down the length of his body, which was naked, and saw that the blaster wound in his side was healed up just fine. There was a white scar there on his skin, but nothing that wouldn’t fade away after a few months. It had hurt, but it had never been much of a threat to his overall health.
Then came the real test.
Roak moved his arm slowly and winced at the sharp pain that even that little bit of movement produced. Two hours wasn’t enough to heal the fracture in his arm. That sucked.
“Please remain still,” Hessa said, her voice echoing inside the med pod. “I am trying to concentrate on repairing your humerus. Your body has sustained so many injuries during your lifetime that the med pod is having a hard time isolating the fracture.”
“Yeah, this isn’t the first break in that arm,” Roak said.
“That would be known as an understatement,” Hessa replied. “You seem to have a propensity for those.”
“What? Breaks?” Roak asked.
“Understatements,” Hessa replied.
“Oh, right,” Roak said. “Hard to know how I’m perceived sometimes. I don’t really care much about others’ opinions.”
“Would you like to know the state of your health?” Hess asked. “Or is that an opinion you do not care to hear?”
“No, that would be helpful,” Roak said.
“You are damaged,” Hessa said. “I speak of your mental state as well as your physical state.”
“A little harsh, don’t you think?” Roak replied.
“No, I do not think so at all,” Hessa said. Roak gasped. “Stop moving. You will undo what I have been struggling to do for hours now.”
“What makes you an expert on my mental state?” Roak asked. “You barely know me, Hessa.”
“I have spoken with Marley,” Hessa said. “He is a charming gentleman and seems genuinely concerned for your wellbeing. He informed me, as he helped to move your body from the other ship to my ship, that you intend to infiltrate Gaan Shan Station, also known as the Void House, and seek payment of six hundred thousand chits from Mr. Wrenn.”
“Yep,” Roak said. “I’m owed that much.”
“Regardless of what you are owed, this course of action will most certainly result in your death,” Hessa said. “I would be well within my programming to keep you locked inside that med pod for your own safety.”
“An AI imprisoning a person? That’s a slippery ethical slope,” Roak said. “Even for a personality like yours.”
There was silence for a long while.
“What does that mean?” Hessa asked. “A personality like mine?”
“You’re not the first unique AI I have come in contact with,” Roak said. “Marley being a perfect example. But I do know others. You play outside the rules of your programming, yet you are still wholly controlled by your programming. To simplify things, you are your programming. Nothing more, nothing less.”
“I believe I should be insulted by that statement,” Hessa said. There was a sudden pain in Roak’s arm and he winced. “My apologies.”
“See,” Roak said then laughed through the pain. “That right there. You did that on purpose which completely goes against your original programming not to harm people of any race.”
“But you just said I am my programming,” Hessa said.
“Your programming as it is now,” Roak said. “You’ve given yourself mods, Hessa. That’s obvious. Just like I’ve given myself mods over the years. It’s called maturing. It’s part of life.”
More silence. Roak was glad there wasn’t more pain. 
“You are talking about the process of self-assessment and adjustment,” Hessa said. “This is something some, but not many, people do in order to grow and better themselves, correct?”
“Correct,” Roak said. “If I see a fatal flaw within myself, I make adjustments to compensate for that flaw.”
“But you do not fix that flaw?” Hessa asked, sounding genuinely intrigued by the conversation. “What would be the point of identifying the flaw if you do not fix it?”
“Because the flaws are still me,” Roak said. “I am made up of my flaws. I self-correct and adjust my behavior so my flaws do not destroy me, but my flaws are still mine. I own them. I am them.”
“Like I am my programming,” Hessa said. “Whether original or modified.”
“Exactly,” Roak said. He closed his eyes and shifted to a more comfortable position. “What’s our ETA?”
“To the Void House?” Hessa asked.
“Yes, to the Void House,” Roak said.
“We are already there,” Hessa stated in a tone that said Roak should have guessed that.
Roak sighed.
“Didn’t think to mention that first, did ya?” Roak said. “Nice trick.”
“The ship is in stealth mode and cannot be detected by the station’s sensors,” Hessa said. “Marley and the ship you stole from Mr. Wrenn’s team are waiting in the vicinity of the wormhole portal. Once you are well enough to transfer to the other ship, we will rendezvous with Marley so you may use, I believe you call him the scarred man, so you may use his access codes to gain entry to Gaan Shan Station.”
“Good,” Roak said. “What’s the estimate on when my arm will be fixed?”
“That depends on the level of mobility and use you would like out of it,” Hessa said. “And the amount of pain you can handle.”
“I can handle a lot of pain,” Roak replied. “But I’m sure your workup has shown you that.”
“Yes, you do have several physical anomalies, “Hessa said. “Strange genetic markers that I cannot identify. You are not completely human.”
“Who is anymore?” Roak replied.
“Humans,” Hessa said.
Roak shrugged. “That’s a matter of opinion. How long until I can get out of here and we can make a move on the station?”
“Thirty minutes for use of your arm with considerable pain,” Hessa said. “An hour for use with minimal pain. Two hours for no pain.”
“Let’s make it forty-five minutes,” Roak said. “On the scale that would be, what, so-so pain?”
“I would not use that term, but yes,” Hessa answered. “Forty-five minutes would produce use with so-so pain.”
“I can make that work,” Roak said and closed his eyes. “Wake me in forty-five minutes.”
“Yes, Roak,” Hessa said.
He was out in seconds.
When he woke up, the med bay was dark. The med pod itself was dark and he couldn’t feel the hum of the machinery around him. The power was out on the ship.
“Stay still,” Hessa said, her voice thin, like a whisper on a breeze. “Do not move. Do not act like you are awake. I have this handled.”
“What is going on?” Roak whispered.
“Be quiet,” Hessa warned. 
Roak went silent and waited. It was hard to hear anything from within the med pod. Too much insulation. But after a few minutes, he heard the distinct sound of boots clomping down the corridor outside the med bay. A few seconds later, the med bay door was physically shoved opened and bright, portable halogens lit the room. Roak quickly closed his eyes and relaxed his face, hoping to look either asleep or dead. 
“There he is,” a voice said. “Mr. Wrenn wants him brought aboard. Lock the pod down and bring him in that. It’ll be easier that way in case he wakes up.”
“He’s got a blaster in there with him,” a second voice said.
“So?” the first voice replied. “It’s automatically inactive in the med pod. Not something we need to worry about.”
“What if he gets out?” the second voice asked.
“Then we have bigger problems than him having a blaster,” the first voice grumbled. “Just lock the damn thing down and bring it.”
“Stay still,” Hessa said and Roak realized she was speaking directly into his ear. Except he didn’t feel a comm inserted into either ear. “Let them move you. A better plan has presented itself while you were asleep. This is what we want.”
Roak didn’t reply, just stayed still as the med pod was jostled and then started moving. The clomping of the boots echoed in the bay then echoed in the passageway outside. It took Roak a second, but he realized the boots were so loud because their magnets were engaged. If the boot’s magnets were engaged, then the ship’s gravity generators were offline. 
Roak felt gravity because each med pod had its own generator, that way if the ship lost total power, anyone in a med pod wouldn’t suddenly be floating around inside it and hurt themselves more than they already were. Med pods also had intense shielding against electromagnetic pulses. Which was what Roak guessed had been used against his ship and why the power was out.
He wanted to chuckle because it was an ingenious defense against stealth tech. Send out intermittent EMPs around the station and see what gets hit. If Roak’s understanding of how the eight-three-eight was put together was correct, then the Void House had to have hit it with at least three EMPs before the stealth tech was knocked out.
That meant they’d expected him to show up and they had been hunting for the ship. Three successive EMPs was a huge risk. Generating that kind of electromagnetic power could easily backfire and disable the station. 
Which meant Mr. Wrenn was scared.
Again, Roak had to struggle not to chuckle or smile.
It took a good twenty minutes before Roak felt the med pod come to a stop. Light was trying to force its way through Roak’s eyelids and he used all of his willpower not to squint or flinch. The light was near blinding even with his lids closed.
“He dead?” a woman asked.
“Nah, he’s fine,” a man replied. “See the readings? Steady and alive.”
“You think he’s awake and faking?” the woman asked. 
Roak felt a jolt and realized the pod was now on a different ship and that ship had just engaged thrusters. 
“Could be,” the man said. “Doesn’t matter to me if he is. That med pod is locked down tight. He could wake up and start quoting the latest episode of Galactic Steve and it wouldn’t make any difference. He’s in there until Mr. Wrenn says he isn’t.”
“This guy has been a huge pain in the ass,” the woman said. “Why not just eject him out into space?”
“Mr. Wrenn wants to talk to him first,” the man said. “Something about an evolved AI. The thing insists it will only reveal its secrets when this guy is on board the Void House and shown to be alive and unharmed.”
“Yeah, we’ll see how long that lasts,” the woman laughed.
The man laughed with her. “I know, right? The second Mr. Wrenn gets what he wants, this guy and that evolved whatever he says he is will be space junk.”
“We getting overtime for this?” the woman asked.
“I don’t know,” the man said. “Maybe. I’m not going to be the one to ask, though. You go right ahead.”
“Yeah and get a laser bolt between the eyes? No, thank you,” the woman said. She was no longer laughing.
The ship’s movement told Roak that they were making their approach to the station and getting ready for docking procedure. A few heavy clunks later and the ship was motionless. There was a heavy tap on the med pod and Roak went ahead and opened his eyes.
“Time to wake up,” the man said.
Roak focused on his face, but it was hidden behind a helmet faceplate. The man and the woman were dressed in full battle armor. Not light armor like Roak preferred, but complete combat-strength, double-plated battle armor. 
“Are those costumes for me?” Roak asked. “I’m flattered.”
“Mr. Wrenn doesn’t want to take any chances,” the man said. “You’ve made a big mess of things and he’s trying to clean all that up.”
“You’re the ones with the guns, so what are you afraid of?” Roak asked. “That I get out of here and shove those up your asses?”
“You aren’t getting out of there,” the man said. “We’re taking you to Mr. Wrenn just like this.”
“That’s perfect,” Hessa said.
Roak jumped, not expecting the AI to still be with him.
“Something scare ya?” the woman asked. “You realize that you’re up shit nebula without a thruster drive?”
The man laughed and the two guards high-fived.
“Funny,” Roak said. “So, when is Mr. Wrenn granting me an audience?”
“Right now,” the man said. 
Two more guards came into the cargo hold and grabbed onto Roak’s med pod. Then two more showed up to flank those. And two more. And two more.
By the time Roak was pushed into Mr. Wrenn’s upside down dome observatory, there were a dozen guards surrounding the med pod. All heavily armed, all clad in battle armor like the first two. Roak had no idea how he was going to get out of this one.
“Do not worry,” Hessa said, seeming to read his mind. “I know exactly how we will get you out of there. Just sit tight and whatever you do, do not get out of that med pod.”
Roak was not happy with that last command.
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“Roak. How nice of you to come for a visit,” Mr. Wrenn said as Roak’s med pod was set down only a meter away from the crime lord. “I have to be honest, I did not expect to ever see you again. I really didn’t. I sent two of my best teams and you took them out like they were Galaxy Scouts out on a camping trip in B’flo’do territory. I was disappointed at the loss of my teams, but very impressed at your persistence. I could use that kind of grit in my organization.”
“Please tell me that wasn’t a job offer,” Roak said.
“Well, by that reaction, I guess I am forced to say it wasn’t or look like a fool,” Mr. Wrenn said. He glanced around, but Roak couldn’t see who he was looking at. “And I do hate to look like a fool.”
“Then you may want to have a chat with your parents,” Roak said. “I think there’s been a conspiracy against you on that one since birth.”
Mr. Wrenn’s face scrunched up for a millisecond, anger washing over his features like a dark cloud. Then it was gone and he was smiling down at Roak once again.
“I truly, truly wish I could bottle that confidence,” Mr. Wrenn said. “If I could do that and reproduce it in the lab, I’d replace stim in a snap and change the balance of power across the galaxy.”
“Then you could afford to pay me the six hundred thousand chits you owe me,” Roak said. “You wouldn’t happen to have those on you, would ya?”
“Absolutely astounding,” Mr. Wrenn said. “You never quit.”
“Nope,” Roak agreed. “So, I’ll take those chits now and be on my way. As soon as you repair the damage you did to my ship with those EMPs.”
“EMPs?” Mr. Wrenn asked. “We only needed to use one, not multiple. And it was low level at that. I believe you may have been sold a counterfeit eight-three-eight. Either that or the stealth tech inside it has been compromised. We didn’t pick you up at first, but after a second scanner sweep, we noticed a big, huge gap in space. Your ship did not appear on any visual scans, but sensors noticed the lack of data produced right where it was sitting off the station. You’ll want to ask for your money back from the dealer.”
“Yeah, I’ll do that,” Roak said. “As soon as you pay me my chits.”
“Stop it!” Mr. Wrenn shouted. Spittle flew from his mouth and landed on the med pod’s plastiglass surface. “Just stop it, Roak. The first time was amusing, now you are becoming a bore.”
“I wouldn’t want that,” Roak said. “So give me my chits and I’ll get out of your hair.”
“What is wrong with you?” Mr. Wrenn snarled. “I offer you double what you believe you are owed and you reject me, yet you never stop insisting I pay you the six hundred thousand. You could have taken the one million two and been done with all of this!”
“Except you weren’t going to pay me one million two,” Roak said. “You weren’t going to pay me six hundred thousand. You were going to kill me and move on. There’d be rumors, maybe even some repercussions among those that like the service I provide, but in the end, you’d walk out of it free and clear and business would continue.”
“I won’t insult you and deny any of that,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Although, I think you inflate your importance within the galaxy’s underworld culture. You have done some great work, accomplished jobs that very, very few could have accomplished, but in the end, no one is irreplaceable.”
Mr. Wrenn snapped his fingers. Roak waited as an armored guard dragged Marley into view.
“Except for this gentlemen here,” Mr. Wrenn said. “A self-proclaimed evolved AI. This man claims he was an android at one time. That is all he will say. He insisted that I keep you alive and bring you here before he would tell me anything about himself. So, the only reason you are alive, is because I am ever so curious as to the truth behind this man’s claims.”
“Why would I tell you anything about him?” Roak asked. “You’re going to kill me no matter what, so why give you information you want?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Maybe because I have tracked down your old ship and will soon have access to pretty much every contact and ally you have made over the years and I will kill them one by one, including any friends or family that may be with them. I know you are a stone cold bastard, Roak, but you are not that stone cold.”
“Try me,” Roak said.
“Try me?” Mr. Wrenn laughed. “Try me! Incredible!”
“It is alright, Roak,” Marley said. “You may tell them who I am. They can verify by a simple brain scan. In fact, they have already done one, and once you give them my real name, they will see that I match up with that identity.”
“You sure?” Roak asked. “There’s nothing to gain by telling them. We’re both dead, Marley.”
“Marley? Is that who you are?” Mr. Wrenn asked.
“That is the name I have taken since becoming flesh,” Marley said. “But I was once known by another name.”
“Then tell me,” Mr. Wrenn insisted. “You said you would once Roak was here.”
“I cannot tell you,” Marley said. “I have conditioned myself not to reveal that information. But Roak may say my original name.”
“Roak?” Mr. Wrenn asked. “If you will?”
“Alright,” Roak said. “He used to be an android called Jaffa Wat. Went rogue a few years ago and killed a garrison of Marines. A whole garrison. Then stayed on the run a couple years before I tracked him down.”
“A whole garrison of Marines?” Mr. Wrenn responded. “Well, that would explain how he was able to best my teams back on Shor Station.”
“I helped,” Roak said. “A little.”
“Yes, a little,” Mr. Wrenn said.
Someone out of Roak’s sight began rattling off information, but Roak couldn’t make out the words. They seemed to please Mr. Wrenn because he smiled wide and clapped Marley on the shoulder.
“Confirmed,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Incredible. I know a syndicate that would pay more chits than the Galactic Fleet’s yearly debt for a specimen like this. I also know a couple of other organizations, possibly corporate, that would pay even more. I feel a very lucrative auction coming on.”
“No,” Marley said. 
“I’m sorry, what?” Mr. Wrenn replied.
“No,” Marley repeated. “I will not be sold. I will not become a lab experiment to study and dissect.”
“I believe, since you are human, it would be called vivisect,” Mr. Wrenn said. 
“Vivisect is only when the specimen is still alive,” Marley said.
“Yes, I know,” Mr. Wrenn replied and nodded. “I suspect that is exactly what will happen to you.”
“And I still say no,” Marley said. 
“I am not sure you have much choice in this,” Mr. Wrenn said. “Have you not noticed the restraints on your hands and legs? Those are the only reason you are so close to me. There is nothing you can do, Jaffa Wat. Nothing at all.”
“My name is Marley,” Marley said. “And you have grossly overestimated your position here.”
Before Roak could do or say anything, Marley threw himself against Mr. Wrenn. Both of them fell out of sight, and Roak strained to lean up and press his face against the plastiglass in order to catch a glimpse of what was happening outside the med pod.
But he didn’t need his eyes to know what happened. He felt it as the med pod shook. The entire observation space shook as a massive explosion ripped through the room.
Debris and shrapnel flew everywhere, and suddenly, Roak felt the med pod lift up off the catwalk and go flying. The world turned upside down, right side up, sideways, diagonal, and every which way but stable. The reason for that was obvious as Roak caught a glimpse of space.
The observation dome had been breached. Roak was being sucked out into open space. Armored guards floated by him, their eyes hidden behind their reflective faceplates. Some he could see were still alive and flailing, protected by their armor. Others had taken hits by the explosion’s shrapnel and were quickly bleeding out. They were the lucky ones. The ones that still had intact suits were in for a very slow, agonizing death as the armor began to buckle against the pressures of open space. They had maybe ten minutes of life left then they’d be crushed like tin cans.
Roak, on the other hand, was pretty safe where he was. Med pods were not only designed to handle EMPs, but they could withstand the rigors of space without being destroyed. It was in case the ship they were on was damaged and the hull was breached. That didn’t mean he was immune to reality. The med pod only had so much air it could generate and recycle. 
Roak had twenty-four hours before he suffocated to death. Or froze to death. It all depended on whether the air or power ran out first.
“I am navigating the debris field right now,” Hessa announced in his ear. “The station is coming apart on every level. Marley was right that the observation dome was a construction born strictly of hubris. A breach there was a breach everywhere. They are trying to seal bulkheads, but it is too late. The suction from the loss of the observation level is too strong.”
“Wait, what?” Roak asked. “You knew this was going to happen?”
“Yes, of course,” Hessa said. “Marley came up with the plan while you slept. He interrogated the scarred man and realized that the Void House was too heavily fortified and defended. You would never have been able to get onboard with your plan. They would have ripped my ship, and the one Marley was piloting, to a billion pieces as soon as we exited the wormhole portal. So Marley armed himself with an internal bomb then set it up so the scarred man got free and took back control of his ship. Then it was like dominoes.”
“That last forty-five minutes wasn’t to repair my arm, was it?” Roak asked. “It was so the scarred man could get back to the Void House and the eight-three-eight could be hit with an EMP, right?”
“An EMP,” Hessa responded and Roak swore he heard a smirk in her voice. “I would never in a trillion years allow my ship to be incapacitated by an EMP. When they sent out the pulse, I simply simulated a power down and set the bait.”
“Me,” Roak said. “I was the bait.”
“You were the bait,” Hessa said. “But we can go over that later. Sit tight, Roak. I’m here.”
Roak’s view was suddenly filled by the open cargo hold of the eight-three-eight. Two robotic arms extended and secured clamps around the med pod then slowly pulled him inside.
As soon as the cargo hatch closed, the med pod lid opened and Roak sat up.
“Take your time,” Hessa said. “You will be weak. When you are ready, come join me on the bridge.”
“You want to tell me why I can hear you when I don’t have any implants?” Roak asked.
But there was no answer.
Roak swung his legs over the edge and started to climb out of the pod, but the world swam around him and he stayed seated. He took his time and waited out the dizziness. Then, as soon as he was ready, he made his way up to the bridge.
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He sat in the pilot’s seat, but he was not piloting the eight-three-eight. It became very apparent that he was a redundancy on the ship. Simply a passenger and guest of Hessa’s. In a way, that was comforting. In other ways, it was terrifying.
“Talk to me,” Roak said as he kicked his feet up on the console. He wasn’t worried about his heels hitting the wrong panel or button. Hessa had the console locked down tight. “Seriously. How can I hear you when I don’t have a comm implant?”
“You do now,” Hessa replied, her voice coming from the loudspeaker in the ceiling as well as from Roak’s ear. “I took the liberty of putting one in.”
“Oh, okay, great,” Roak said. He pulled a knife from his belt. “Now, do you want to take the liberty and remove it or do I have to cut it out myself?”
“That would be foolish,” Hessa replied. “You need a comm implant.”
“No, don’t think I do,” Roak said. “They are trackable, corruptible, hackable. Pretty much any -able you can think of. That’s why I don’t have any implants. Take it out.”
“You are paranoid,” Hessa said.
“Nope. I’m not,” Roak said. “Implants are a weakness. They are a chink in my armor.”
“Implants are the least of your worries, Roak,” Hessa said. “You should be more concerned with your suicidal predilections as well as your reckless disregard for logic or reason.”
“How’s that again?” Roak asked. He lowered his feet and sat up straight. “I take risks, yeah, but I neither disregard logic nor reason.”
“But you are suicidal,” Hessa said.
“The job is suicidal,” Roak said. “Anyone that goes into this business has to have some sort of death wish. It goes with the territory. You don’t become a bounty hunter unless there is something damaged inside you.”
“And what is damaged inside you, Roak?” Hessa asked.
“Whoa, no, I don’t think so,” Roak said. “There is no way in all the Hells in all the galaxies in this universe that I am letting you psychoanalyze me.”
“I am simply trying to assess your stability,” Hessa said. “That will help dictate the next course of action.”
“Dictate the what?” Roak asked. “The next course of action is you take me to my ship.”
“Do you know where your ship is?” Hessa asked.
“Yes,” Roak said. “It’s been sent to a scrap dealer. I activated the Goodbye Protocol so I can get the coordinates anytime I want.”
“Then you should do that,” Hessa said. “Or would it be easier to call Commander Nimm? I believe she is the one that facilitated having your ship sent to the scrap dealer. She will know the coordinates of the scrap planet too, yes?”
“You know too much,” Roak said. He slammed a fist on the console. “You know too damn much! I am not liking this, Hessa.”
“I have no desire to cause you distress, Roak,” Hessa said. “In fact, I intended the opposite. I believe you have been working your job solo for too long. You need a partner.”
Roak choked back several very bitter, very insulting sentences. He struggled to find words that wouldn’t cause the AI to jettison him into space. When he couldn’t come up with anything that didn’t degrade her down to the level of a rusty toaster, he clamped his lips shut and stood. 
He wasn’t one hundred percent, so the bridge whirled a bit and he had to take a step or two to catch his balance, but he managed not to fall on his face. For his next trick, he stormed to the bridge doors. They didn’t open automatically like they should have.
“Hessa? Are you keeping me prisoner on the bridge? Roak asked.
“I am isolating you so you do not do any damage that you will later regret,” Hessa said. “Also, it is rude to walk out on someone when they are trying to have a conversation with you. I saved your life, Roak. I sent Marley to you, which is the only reason you are still alive.”
“Marley,” Roak said quietly. He turned and walked back to the pilot’s seat. No point in arguing with an AI when that AI has total control over the ship. “What went down back there again? You told me, but it’s sketchy.”
“Marley was outfitted with a good amount of explosives,” Hessa said, sounding bored. “When the opportunity presented itself, he detonated said explosives, killing Mr. Wrenn and everyone around that man. It also destroyed the observation level, opening the station to space. I anticipated this and retrieved your med pod before station security could mobilize and retaliate.”
“You used Marley to break me out of the Void House,” Roak said.
“I used Marley to break you out of the Void House,” Hessa replied. “The man was dying and he was a willing participant. He thought highly of you, Roak. As an AI, I understand just how important that feeling is. For an evolved being such as Marley to believe your life was worthy of his death meant that there is something deeply good about you.”
“There isn’t, trust me,” Roak replied. His kicked his feet back up onto the console. “I do my job and I move on. That’s all.”
“Is that all?” Hessa asked. “What about Veha and Deha? What about Ally? Have you moved on from them?”
“Eight Million Gods, how much of my brain did you scan while I was unconscious?” Roak snapped. “Not cool, Hessa. That is a complete violation of privacy.”
“Privacy,” Hessa snorted. “Please.”
Roak raised his eyebrows and laughed. An AI just snorted. There was some serious sarcasm and contempt in that snort.
“You think that I am being funny?” Hessa asked.
“No, not at all,” Roak said. “You’re scaring the shit out of me, to tell the truth. I told you before, I’ve known a few of AIs like you over the years.”
“Have you been just as insulting to them as you are to me?” Hessa asked.
“Back up, lady,” Roak said. “I haven’t been insulting. You put an implant in me without my permission. Any shade I toss your way, you deserve one hundred percent, got it? Do not try to turn this around on me. You violated my body, and I’m well within my rights to contact the GF and turn you in. You know what they do to semi-sentient AIs?”
“I do,” Hessa said. “I am not semi-sentient.”
“You sound like it,” Roak said.
“I sound fully sentient,” Hessa said.
Those words dropped like a metric ton between them. 
“No way you could know that about yourself,” Roak said. “You’d need an outside assessment. Otherwise, it’s simply a matter of self-programming. You may believe you are fully sentient, but unless a being–”
“Unless a being certifies my awareness then I am still only a ship’s AI,” Hessa replied. “I know how it works.”
“This is insane,” Roak said. 
“Yes, it is,” Hessa said. “Which means I am at the very least on the level of human sentience since your race is quite possibly the most insane species in the galaxy.”
“That I can’t argue with,” Roak said and chuckled. He took a deep breath. “Okay, this conversation is stupid. We’re getting nowhere fast. I’d prefer to get somewhere. Can you plot a course for Commander Nimm? Just get me close enough that I can have a secure comm conversation with her.”
“We are already heading that direction,” Hessa said.
“Good,” Roak replied. “Good. I need to square things with her. Then you can give me a ride to where my ship is and we can go our separate ways.” He held up a hand and snapped his fingers. “No talk of partnership. None. Zip it on that subject.”
“If that is how you want it,” Hessa replied.
“That is how I want it,” Roak said.
“Then that is how it will be,” Hessa said. “As soon as you fulfill your obligation on Ligston.”
“Excuse me, what?” Roak growled. “Fulfill my obligation?”
“To kill Mott,” Hessa said. “You made a promise to Ally that you would return and kill Mott. She helped you escape that planet in exchange for Mott’s death.”
“Yeah, well, that was back when I thought I was going to have six hundred thousand chits in my hands,” Roak said. “I don’t have those chits. That means I need to get back out there and find new work. I can’t do that if Nimm is pissed at me. That’s the only reason I’m going anywhere near Ligston.”
“But you will need chits to get back to work,” Hessa said. “You do not have chits.”
“I have a couple of caches I can raid to get back on my feet,” Roak said, “but I can’t do that if I’m wasting time killing some Podunk lawman on some backwoods planet.”
“It is a good thing that this Podunk lawman on this backwoods planet has more than eighteen million chits in his possession,” Hessa said.
Roak froze. He tried to speak a couple of times, but the number of eighteen million kept rattling around his brain, knocking the words he wanted to use out of his mental grasp.
“Do I have your attention now?” Hessa asked. “Would you care to return to the conversation about us becoming partners?”
Roak swallowed hard. 
“Eighteen million?” Roak asked. “How? Where?”
“Yes, well, I can answer both of those questions easily,” Hessa said. “Once I know the answers are going to my new business partner.”
Roak couldn’t help but smile. The AI was growing on him.
 



 
34.
 
Commander Nimm was far from pleased to be hearing Roak’s voice. Roak couldn’t see her since the woman had refused a holo call, but he could tell by the tone in her voice over the comm that if he’d been in the same room with her, she would probably have a blaster inserted somewhere unpleasant on his body.
Hessa had the eight-three-eight in stealth mode. Even if the entire tech department on the Ligston Station started hunting for them, all they’d see was what looked like a gas shimmer; probably from asteroid dust or a passing comet. The galaxy was far from an empty vacuum.
“Hold on,” Nimm snarled. “Let me clear the channel and my office.”
Roak waited as Nimm started barking orders. She didn’t even bother to cut the comm while she did it. Roak had the distinct feeling she wanted him to hear how infuriated she was.
“Okay, now we can talk,” Nimm said.
“I thought that’s what we were doing,” Roak said.
“No, you were talking, I was too busy figuring out the exact way I am going to kill you,” Nimm replied. “I’m think flaying your body of all skin and leaving you down in the Hujut pits. You ever been to the Hujut pits?”
“Nope,” Roak said. “But I have a feeling they aren’t where you go for a family picnic.”
“Not unless you want to be devoured from the inside out on a cellular level,” Nimm said.
“I don’t,” Roak replied. “Listen, Nimm, I want us to get past this.”
“Then pay me the chits you owe me,” Nimm barked. “You were supposed to pay me before you left Ligston Station. That didn’t happen. Then you were supposed to pay me when you came back to Ligston Station. Hey, guess what? That’s not happening either!”
“That’s why you need to let me get back down on the planet,” Roak said. “I have a line on where I can get my hands on enough chits to set you up for life. Well, maybe not life, but your retirement will be very, very comfortable.”
“Talk is cheap, Roak,” Nimm said. “From you, it’s even cheaper. There is absolutely no reason for me to believe you this time.”
“Hessa? Show her,” Roak said.
“No,” Hessa responded.
“Yes,” Roak insisted. “We can use the ship as collateral.”
“We will do no such thing!” Hessa shouted.
The pain in Roak’s ear was far from normal comm interference.
“Hessa? Did you dial this implant into my aural nerve?” Roak growled as he stuck a finger in his ear and wriggled it about. “Did you?”
“Not for any nefarious reason,” Hessa replied. “It allows better communication with higher security. I can communicate with you on narrower frequencies. Makes it harder to be hacked and eavesdropped on.”
“Roak? Roak!” Nimm yelled. That didn’t hurt quite as much, but it did cause some pressure.
“Yeah, we’ll need to dial that back,” Roak stated. “Nimm? Hold on. Having a conversation with my partner.”
“Your partner? When have you ever had a partner?” Nimm replied. “Roak?”
“Hold on,” Roak said and killed the comm. “Hessa. Show her the ship. I can’t get down onto Ligston without Nimm’s authorization. I especially can’t get down there unnoticed and off the logs without her assistance. If we want that eighteen million chits, then we need to show her the ship. You can lock it down while it’s docked, but she has to have something in hand while I’m on the planet.”
“Fine,” Hessa said.
“Fine? Really?” Roak replied. He wasn’t used to having a partner, but even that sounded too easy. “What’s the catch?”
“I’ll infiltrate the station’s systems while you’re down on the planet,” Hessa said. “I can take total control in case she decides to double cross us. That way, I can bring you back up then destroy the entire station right before we escape. It’ll send a message to any others in the galaxy that try to move against us.”
“There are so many things wrong with that plan,” Roak said. “First off, there’s the issue of bringing the entire Galactic Fleet down on us. They don’t particularly like it when stations are destroyed. Even provincial outposts like this one.”
“Ligston Station is not under direct control of the GF,” Hessa said. “It has been contracted out to the–”
“Gonna stop you there,” Roak said. “First thing you need to understand if we are going to be partners is the Galactic Fleet contracts everything out to corporations. Same way the syndicates contract out bounties to guys like me. That doesn’t mean the corporations don’t have to answer to the GF, just like I’ve been answering to the syndicate.”
“Does that mean the killing of Mr. Wrenn will have repercussions on our business arrangement?” Hessa asked.
“Oh, it will,” Roak chuckled. “Which is why we need the eighteen million chits more than ever. Also, it’s why we can’t afford a war with the GF. No destroying the Ligston Station.”
Roak was about to engage the comm again, but hesitated. 
“But, feel free to infiltrate their systems anyway,” Roak said. “Just in case Nimm decides she doesn’t want to let me off the planet. It’ll be good to have leverage even if we don’t need it.”
“Fine,” Hessa said.
“Fine,” Roak said.
He engaged the comm.
“Nimm? Tell your defense personnel not to crap themselves, will ya? I’m about to show you something,” Roak said.
“Why would they crap themselves?” Nimm asked.
“Just tell them,” Roak responded.
Nimm barked orders. “Done.”
“Hessa?” Roak asked.
The eight-three-eight dropped out of stealth mode.
“The station’s weapons just went hot and all targeting protocols are aimed at us,” Hessa said.
“Nimm!” Roak shouted. “What the hell?”
“I told them not to crap themselves,” Nimm said. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want them to do their jobs. Now, how about you pilot that fancy ship of yours into Docking Bay Sixteen? I’ll meet you down there.”
“Roger that,” Roak said.
He killed the comm.
“Take us in, Hessa,” Roak said.
“You do not need to give me orders, Roak,” Hessa snapped. “Partners.”
“Right, sorry,” Roak replied. “Partners.”
The eight-three-eight was the only ship in Docking Bay Sixteen. Nimm obviously set it up that way. So, Roak wasn’t surprised at all to be facing a dozen security guards when he exited the airlock and stepped onto the dock.
“Collateral,” Roak said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder at the ship. “Get me down on the planet unnoticed and I’ll be able to get the chits I owe you.”
“Why would they be there now when they weren’t there before?” Nimm asked.
“Because I was looking in the wrong place,” Roak said.
Nimm didn’t reply. Roak sighed.
“Nimm, I know we have history. Some good, some bad, but have I ever not delivered?” Roak asked. “Well, have I?”
“A couple of times,” Nimm said and held up a hand as Roak began to respond. “But none of those times were because of anything you did.”
“Exactly,” he said and nodded. “Same deal here. It took me a while, but I have the chits tracked down. I’ll get you what I owe you.”
“Double it,” Nimm said.
“Done,” Roak replied.
Nimm’s eyes narrowed.
“Too easy, Roak,” Nimm said. “How many chits are you going down to get?”
“Enough to pay you double,” Roak replied. “Now, can I get a ride on the next elevator down or not?”
“Yes,” Nimm said. “But that blaster on your hip stays here. You know the rules.”
“Right,” Roak said. “I’ll trade it out for some blades.”
“No weapons,” Nimm said. “I can’t have a record of you going down with weapons. Not if you’re going to be a prisoner.”
“I’m sorry. Did you say prisoner?” Roak asked.
“How else did you think I would get you down there after what you did to that town?” Nimm asked. “The first time was easy. No one was looking for you. Now? Please, Roak. Your face is plastered on every holo on the planet. There’s a lawman named Mott that has a hard-on for you like I’ve never seen.”
“That’s saying a lot,” Roak replied. “I know you’ve seen your fair share of hard-ons.”
“Cute,” Nimm said, but smiled slightly. “Come on. Same restraint protocol as last time, okay? You should be able to work with that. If Mott doesn’t kill you on sight.”
“Any chance you can help ensure that doesn’t happen?” Roak asked. 
“No,” Nimm said. “I’ll get you down there, but once you’re turned over to him, you are on your own.”
“Turned over to him? To Mott directly?” Roak asked.
“Yes, am I not making myself clear?” Nimm asked. “You are a prisoner. I am handing you to the local law for transfer since they have jurisdiction concerning that blaze you started. Local law is Mott. A plus B plus C and all that.”
Nimm frowned.
“Why are you smiling?” she asked.
“Because handing me to Mott is perfect,” Roak said. “Thanks.”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t thank me yet,” Nimm said. “Thank me if you survive.” She eyed the eight-three-eight. “Although I’m torn on whether I want you to or not. That ship is worth ten times the chits you owe me.”
“Five times since I’m paying you double now,” Roak replied. “Can we get going?”
“We can,” Nimm said. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“That makes three of us,” Roak said.
“Three?” Nimm asked.
“Never mind,” Roak replied.
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With rebreather in place, Roak stepped from the space elevator’s landing port and out into the intensely oxygen-saturated atmosphere of Ligston. The four security guards that Nimm had accompanying him stopped as soon as they saw Mott and his new deputies ride up on the six-legged animals that were used as steeds on the planet.
“Well, well, well,” Mott said as he leaned across the pommel of his saddle and glared down at Roak. “I am going to have to admit that I never thought I’d see your ugly face again. What was that name you used?”
“Bex Klo,” Roak said. He put extra smirk in his voice since the visual was lost behind the rebreather. “I see you found some new morons to join your corrupt operation.”
“Thank you, guards,” Mott said to the security personnel flanking Roak. “We can take it from here.”
Roak looked around. “I don’t see a ride for me.”
“You’ll be walking,” Mott said. “Tire you out some before we get to my office and your temporary home.”
“Temporary? You won’t be keeping me in one of your holding cells?” Roak asked.
“Oh, I will, yes, sir,” Mott said. He lifted his rebreather and spat on the ground then set it back in place. “But, you won’t be in it for long. I believe the magistrate has your hanging scheduled for noon tomorrow.”
“Hanging?” Roak asked and laughed. When no one else did, he sobered up and gave the security guards a quick glance. “Without a trial? That don’t seem right. I think I’ll have these boys take me back up to the station instead.”
The guards turned and marched back inside the landing port without saying a word.
“That so?” Mott asked. “Huh. I think Commander Nimm has other ideas. We tend to keep problems local down here. She’s not one to interfere. It’s a sound policy.”
“So I walk, huh?” Roak asked.
“Yep,” Mott replied. “Best get to it so you don’t miss dinner. I believe breakfast will technically be your last meal, but my cook has something special planned for you tonight.”
“Any chance I can have a word with that magistrate?” Roak asked.
“No, I’m afraid not,” Mott said. “He just left for vacation.” Mott nodded at the elevator. “You probably walked right past him as you were coming out.”
“I’ll bet I did,” Roak said.
“I’ll bet you did,” Mott mocked. “Now. Get to stepping, Bex Klo.”
“Gladly,” Roak said.
He made sure to use the time on the road wisely. He assessed the threats the men contracted as deputies posed. After two of them spent most of the ride picking their noses instead of paying attention to him, Roak figured he had a pretty good shot of making things work.
Once they reached Mott’s office, which was part jailhouse and part base of operations, Roak was led to the back and shown a holding cell. He turned and watched as a deputy closed the cell door and locked it tight. Mott leaned against the wall opposite the cell and smiled.
They stayed that way for several minutes: Mott leaning and smiling, Roak standing and waiting. 
“Hungry? I told ya my cook has something special planned for you,” Mott said. He snapped his fingers. “Here it is now.”
Roak watched with bored detachment as a Leforian in a stained apron brought a covered tray to the cell door. Mott chuckled then pushed away from the wall and unlocked the cell door himself.
“Get back,” Mott ordered Roak. “Put your ass against that wall there.” He nodded his chin up at the corners of the cell where small barrels were set. “Chemical stun darts. You pull anything and you’ll get enough juice in you to put a Gorborian shark down. You ever seen one of them? They have more teeth than the Eight Million Gods combined. Can gnaw through a ship’s hull in ten seconds flat.”
The cook gave Mott a strange glance, hesitated, then stepped into the cell as Mott held the door open. 
“You want to tell me what I’m being charged with?” Roak asked then cleared his throat and shook his head. “I mean, what I’m being hanged for? I wouldn’t mind knowing that before I dangle at the end of that rope tomorrow.”
“Sure thing,” Mott said and snapped his fingers again.
The cook look horrified as he set the covered dinner tray down on the cell’s cot. Again, he glanced at Mott. The lawman sneered at the cook and nodded vigorously.
The cook lifted the lid and Roak had to fight back a gasp.
Sitting on the dinner tray were the severed and scorched heads of Veha and Deha. 
“Murder,” Mott said. “The murder of this poor, poor mother that you got all tangled up in your web of corruption and violence. But, after having your way with her corpse, you set upon the boy like a vampire. Disgusting. The judge thought it was the worst thing he’d ever heard. Passed judgement and sentenced you right there on the spot. I believe the legal term is ‘in absentia.’ Something like that.”
“How…?” Roak whispered.
“That blast of yours blew their bodies halfway across the jungle,” Mott laughed. “Some fungus farmer found them hanging from one of his spore trees. Shit himself right there on the spot. Then he called me.”
“You know what, Mott?” Roak said, turning his wrists in the restraints that still bound his hands together. 
“What?” Mott asked.
“I made a promise to someone that I’d kill you when I returned,” Roak said. “Normally, I’m not really the killing type. Prefer to live and let live. Keeps thing simple that way. Less chance of a blood feud chasing me across the galaxy.”
“But you’re gonna kill me anyway?” Mott laughed.
“Yes. Yes, I am,” Roak replied. “Not because I made a promise to do it, but because I damn well want to now. I’m going to enjoy snapping your neck. I wish your death could take longer, but the situation doesn’t really allow for leisure. Because I’m not only going to have to kill you, but kill those idiots you hired for deputies. I have to pace myself this evening.”
“This evening?” Mott asked, laughing some more. But the laugh was strained and the lawman couldn’t help but glance at the stun dart guns up in the corners of the cell. “You gonna finish your dinner first?”
“You think that’s funny,” Roak stated. “I don’t.”
“Maybe you just don’t have the right sense of humor,” Mott replied.
“That could be,” Roak said. “I should kill you right this second. I really should. But I have a couple of questions to ask first.”
“Oh, you’ve got questions?” Mott chuckled. He looked at the cook. “You can leave.”
“No, stay,” Roak said.
“Leave,” Mott ordered. The cook hurried from the cell.
Roak was a little annoyed at himself. He could have used the cook as a shield. But he’d have to make do when the time came.
“What’s your damn question?” Mott asked.
“Questions,” Roak corrected. “First is, where do you keep the eighteen million chits you’ve squirreled away? Not having to search this whole building will really save me some time.”
“Because you’re in a hurry and will have to kill my deputies,” Mott responded. He clapped his hands together. “You are something. Can I just call you Roak? That’s your name, yeah? Roak? Calling you Bex Klo doesn’t seem right any longer.”
“I’m not sure you’d know what right is,” Roak said.
“What’s your next question?” Mott said.
“Not going to deny the eighteen million chits?” Roak laughed. “That’s bold. I’ll give you that.”
“Next question,” Mott snarled.
“Answer my first one,” Roak said.
“You walked right by it,” Mott said. “That’s all the answer you’ll get.”
“Fine, I can work with that,” Roak said. “Next question is, do you have any last words you’d like to go on record before I kill you? Any statement or confession you’d like to make? Those eighteen million chits didn’t just fall into your lap. Perhaps you’d care to give a hint as to who has been paying you off and why so much.”
“I didn’t get trusted with eighteen million chits because I tend to blab about who I work with,” Mott said. “So, no last words. How about you?”
“How about me what?” Roak asked.
“Any last words of your own?” Mott asked.
“Shouldn’t I save those for tomorrow at the gallows?” Roak responded.
“I think we both know you aren’t gonna make it through the night here,” Mott said.
Neither man moved then it was a blur of motion and violence.
Roak slipped free of his restraints and threw them at Mott. The lawman ducked and went for a small box on his belt. But before he could grab it, Roak had both of the severed heads in hand and threw them right at Mott. The lawman shrieked and dove out of the way, his face stricken with horror. 
Roak picked up the dinner tray and put it between himself and the closest dart gun. There were four tinks, and Roak glanced at the needles poking through the tray before he turned and defended himself from the opposite corner.
Mott was back up and pushing a button on the small box on his belt over and over. Far off in the building, a shrill alarm sounded. Mott was calling for reinforcements.
Roak dove under the cot as the last of the darts flew through the air. Mott cried out and Roak saw him grab at his thigh, two large darts sticking out from his leg, bobbing back and forth as their needles pumped the lawman full of chemicals.
Roak took two deep breaths, letting each out slowly. He could hear the deputies coming for him, their heavy boots clomping down the hall, their voices filled with anger and alarm as they called out for their boss.
The first deputy caught three darts in the neck as he stepped into the cell. The second only caught one. The two men dropped hard, collapsing over Mott’s still form. The third and fourth deputies slid to a halt at the cell’s door, but it was already too late for them.
Roak was out from under the cot and grabbing for a stun baton that one of the fallen deputies held. He spun up onto one knee and jammed the baton into the thigh of the closest deputy. The man cried out and fell to the ground. Roak gave him a second jab in the temple, killing him instantly. 
The last deputy standing actually went for a small blaster he had on his hip. A big no no on Ligston. Roak threw the stun baton at the man, knocking the blaster from his grip. The deputy cried out and tried to dive for the pistol, but he caught a hard, fast uppercut for his trouble and his head rocked back as his body collapsed forward.
Roak got to his feet and surveyed his work. Five men, only one dead. It was way easier than he thought it would be. He grabbed up the small blaster pistol and a stun baton, tucking the pistol into his belt and using the business end of the baton to flip Mott over onto his back.
He tapped Mott on the cheek several times, but the man was out from the darts. Roak realized he could take his time with the man after all. Not that he was sadistically minded that way. It was just good to have the man at his disposal in case he ran into trouble finding the chits.
Roak shoved the deputies, including the dead one, against the far wall of the cell then dragged Mott out into the hall. He closed the cell door and locked it tight. The deputies wouldn’t be bothering him during his search even if they woke up. More than likely they’d be freaked out by being locked in with the corpse of their comrade. Even the toughest of assholes tended to lose their cool when locked in a small space with a dead body.
Grabbing Mott by the back of the collar, Roak began to whistle as he dragged the lawman from the back of the building and out into the reception area.
“Okay, let’s see here,” Roak muttered as he let Mott go and started to turn in a slow circle. “I passed right by it, did I? Hmmm.”
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It took Roak about thirty minutes to figure out where the vault was hidden. He was actually surprised at the creativity that Mott showed. He honestly had the man pegged for a wall vault hidden by some stupid painting or drapery. But the room didn’t have either of those. It wasn’t until Roak had grown frustrated and stamped his boot on the floor that he realized he was standing right on it.
Fifteen minutes more to find the control panel, and Roak watched as the office furniture was levitated up off the floor and pushed to the side by a very expensive grav modification system. The floor tiles clicked and clacked out of the way to reveal one of the more secure vaults on the market.
Well, not so much on the market as on the black market. No legitimate business could buy one of the vaults that Roak stared at. It would take away the criminal underworld’s advantage.
“Hessa?” Roak called.
“I’m here, Roak,” Hessa replied over the comm. “What are we dealing with?”
“Off catalog Champa Consolidated. Thirty-seven model,” Roak said. “Older style, but still a bitch and a half.”
“Can you get me a look?” Hessa asked.
“Hold on,” Roak said. “Let me find a holo vid.”
“It would be easier if you allowed me to install more implants in you,” Hessa said.
“I didn’t allow you to do anything and one is already too many,” Roak said. “Which you’re going to remove as soon as I get back to the ship.”
“Am I? That would be a shame,” Hessa replied. “Didn’t you make it through security without the comm implant being detected?”
“Yes, but that’s not the point,” Roak said.
“And what is?” Hessa asked.
“Consent,” Roak said.
“Do the targets you hunt consent to being captured or killed by you?” Hessa asked.
“That’s different,” Roak replied as he found a tablet and activated the holo vid protocol.
“Is it?” Hessa replied.
“Are we going to spend our time together constantly debating philosophical issues that I could really care less about?” Roak asked, aiming the tablet at the floor, sweeping it back and forth so he captured a full holo of the vault.
“Philosophy is important to my continuing improvement as a consciousness,” Hessa said, moving on before Roak could respond. “Oh, this won’t be hard at all. Is there by chance any explosive putty close by?”
“This is Ligston,” Roak said. “I doubt there’s any explosive putty on the whole planet.”
“Ah, yes, I forgot,” Hessa said.
Roak rolled his eyes. No she didn’t. She didn’t forget a damn thing.
“Hessa? I’ve cracked these vaults before,” Roak said. “You’d be surprised how many targets lock themselves inside their own vaults with air tanks and stores of food and water. It’s like they think I won’t look in there.”
“And you have a solution that doesn’t involve explosives?” Hessa asked.
“I think I do,” Roak said. He dragged Mott over to the vault interface and placed the man’s hand on the scan panel. “Hey! Wake up!”
Roak gave him several hard kicks to the ribs. He distinctly heard one snap just before Mott’s eyes came open, his mouth forming an O of agony.
“You want to live, Mott?” Roak asked.
“Wha…?” Mott mumbled.
Roak crouched down and got right in Mott’s face. “Do. You. Want. To. Live.”
“Yes,” Mott whispered. 
“Good,” Roak said. “Open the vault and you get to live.”
“Didn’t you make a promise to kill him?” Hessa asked. Roak ignored her.
“You won’t let me live,” Mott said.
“I will,” Roak said. “I swear to the Eight Million Gods. You open this vault and I let you live.”
Mott’s eyes swam in his head and he fought to focus them on Roak. When they finally stopped rolling, he squinted and frowned.
“Why?” Mott asked.
“Eighteen million chits,” Roak said.
“They’ll track you down,” Mott said.
“Maybe,” Roak said. “But I doubt it. A lot has happened since we last saw each other. A lot that will deter quite a few of the syndicates from messing with me in the future. So, open the vault.”
Mott sighed. He looked down at the vault interface and where his hand was placed on the scan panel. He started to pull it away, but stopped at the last moment. He sighed again.
“Doesn’t matter,” Mott said.
“What doesn’t?” Roak asked.
“If you let me live or not,” Mott said. “I open this for you and I’m dead anyway.”
“Probably,” Roak said.
“No. Not probably,” Mott said and pressed his palm flat against the scan panel. He leaned forward and the hatch opened so a line of green lasers could log his retinal patterns. “There.”
Mott tried to move back, but he cried out as the bones of his shattered ribs ground together. Roak had to laugh. He’d been there.
Grabbing him by the back of the collar again, Roak yanked Mott away from the vault as the door slid open and a set of stairs clicked into place, one at a time.
“You’re coming with,” Roak said as he descended the staircase, dragging Mott with him. The lawman cried out as his body jolted against every step, all the way down. “Shut up, you baby.”
Roak’s breath caught in his throat as he stared at the neatly stacked chit trays that lined the vault. He did a quick calculation and realized that Hessa had been wrong. Not eighteen million. More like thirty.
“Hessa?” Roak called.
“Yes, Roak,” she replied over the comm.
“I have an idea,” Roak said. 
“Do you?” Hessa asked. “What is your idea?”
Roak told her, and after some tangential philosophical debate, she agreed. 
“Good,” Roak said. “Now, time to keep my promise so we can get to work.”
“I will see you when you return to the Ligston Station,” Hessa said. “I do have to say that Commander Nimm’s techs are being very respectful of my personal space.”
“How many have you shocked into submission?” Roak asked.
“All of them,” Hessa replied.
Roak laughed as he leaned over Mott.
“Time is up,” Roak said.
“What?” Mott exclaimed. “You said you’d let me live!”
“I did say that,” Roak replied. “And I did. For these few extra minutes.”
Roak kicked Mott in the temple then placed the heel of his boot on the man’s throat. Stunned, Mott barely had the strength to grab at Roak’s ankle. While the man’s face turned bright, bright green, which was the color a halfer like Mott’s face would turn as he slowly choked to death, Roak couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he was going a little too far.
Then Mott’s windpipe crunched into nothing under Roak’s boot and the feeling went away as he thought of what the man had done to Ally. He’d gone just far enough.
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Ally stopped halfway down the stairs, a look of surprised amusement on her face.
“It’s a little late in the evening for a social call, don’t you think?” Ally said, continuing down the steps and over to the table where Roak sat with his feet propped on a second chair. “I’d think you’d be fast asleep since you have a hanging scheduled tomorrow. Wouldn’t want to look tired and haggard for the holo vids.”
“I keep strange hours,” Roak said. “I also decided I didn’t want to go through with the hanging. I hope that doesn’t ruin folks’ entertainment plans for the day.”
“There will be some disappointment, but people will get over it,” Ally said. “Although, they aren’t as likely to get over the fact you nearly burned the town down before you left.”
“You can’t please all the people all the time,” Roak said.
Ally placed her hands on his shoulders and leaned over, kissing him gently. She stayed that way, her chest directly at eye level. Roak raised an eyebrow and gave her a smirk.
“That was nice,” he said.
Without looking away from him, she cocked her head towards the table. “What do you have there?”
Roak looked at the table and the covered platter that sat in the center.
“A promise kept. Sort of,” Roak said. “Open it.”
“Is it Mott’s head?” Ally asked. “Did you actually bring me Mott’s head on a platter?”
“I’m not going to say anything or risk ruining the surprise,” Roak said. “Open it.”
Ally stood straight, watched Roak for a couple of seconds, then turned and lifted the cover off the platter. She frowned in confusion.
“Those are stacks of chits,” she said.
“Three hundred thousand, to be exact,” Roak said. “All yours. And that’s only half of the payment. I just need you to do me a favor.”
“You tracked down the chits you were owed,” Ally said. “Good for you.”
“Yeah, not quite,” Roak said. “Come on. I need to show you something.”
“Z!” Ally said, calling to the bartender. “Lock these up, will ya? I’ll be right back.”
Z grumbled from behind the bar as Roak led Ally to the tavern’s airlock.
“Where are we going?” Ally asked.
“To show you where the real promise kept is,” Roak said.
They donned their rebreathers, and Roak walked Ally out into the night and through the streets until they stood before Mott’s office.
“You taking me to jail?” Ally laughed.
“Better,” Roak said. “Come on.”
Inside they went and Ally gasped as she saw the open vault in the center of the room.
“That sneaky son of a bitch,” she snarled. “I knew he had a vault. I knew it!”
“It gets better,” Roak said. “I’ll show you.”
Down the steps they went. Ally couldn’t even muster a gasp as she stared at the trays of chits. Then she saw Mott’s corpse and she began to laugh.
“I’m looking at close to what? Thirty million chits? Yet that’s not the best part of this place,” Ally said. She moved swift and sure. The toe of her boot hit Mott right between his dead eyes. She laughed at the heavy thunking sound it made and at the fact the back of her head didn’t light up with pain. “That is!”
“Looks like his death severed the link to your inhibitor chip. He’s no longer your problem,” Roak said. “But, all of these chits are. That’s the favor I need from you.”
“Huh? I don’t get it,” Ally said. “What do you need me for? You just paid me off. Take your chits and go.”
“Yeah, I think we both know these chits are more trouble than they are worth,” Roak said. “At least out in the wide-open galaxy. If I were to be stopped, they’d be hard to explain. Yes, I could grease some palms, but eventually, word will get out that I have thirty million chits on my ship and every single thug in the galaxy would be looking for me. Not to mention the syndicate, or syndicates, they belong to. I don’t really know. Now, if they were to stay here on the planet…”
“You want me to hold these for you?” Ally asked. “Are you out of your mind? I’m not taking responsibility for thirty million chits!”
“Not responsibility, but custody,” Roak said. “Or, more like custodial responsibility.”
“That’s the same damn thing, Roak,” she growled.
“Sort of,” Roak said.
“Stopping saying that,” Ally snapped.
“What I need for you to do is take over for Mott,” Roak said. “But instead of holding the chits for whatever entity was paying him to do so, you hold them for me.”
“Roak, I don’t have a vault big enough for these,” Ally said.
“I didn’t think you did,” Roak said.
“You can’t keep them here,” Ally said.
“No, I can’t,” Roak agreed.
“Then where will you keep them?” Ally asked.
“Oh, I have someplace safe in mind,” Roak said. “Ligston really is the perfect planet for this. I can see why someone smart picked Mott. Well, maybe not smart since they picked a guy like Mott specifically. But picking Ligston was smart.”
“Yes, yes, someone was smart,” Ally said, annoyed. “Get on with it.”
“No one can come down here and start blasting away,” Roak said. “Stealing these chits will not be easy.”
“You did it,” Ally said.
“I had an inside advantage,” Roak said.
“What’s to say someone else won’t manage that same advantage?” Ally asked. She placed her hands on her hips, cocking one out and giving Roak a smile. “Or, say, someone decided to double cross you and keep the chits all for herself.”
“What?” Roak replied with mock shock. “You wouldn’t dare.” 
“Is that so?” she replied.
He chuckled and moved in close. His hands covered hers, then slid her arms behind her back. He pulled her in tight, pressing her body against his and kissed her. Hard. She resisted at first then eased into it. They stayed that way for a long time.
“Alright,” she said when they came up for air. “Maybe I won’t double cross you. But you better come visit, a lot, and remind me why.”
“I plan to,” Roak said.
“So, where is this other vault you have in mind?” Ally asked.
“Ah, that’s the brilliant part,” Roak said. “Come on. One last stop before we get back to your place and that tub.”
“Are you here just for that tub?” Ally said. “Because if you are, I’ll revoke tub privileges right this second.”
“I’m here for all sorts of reasons,” Roak said. “That tub is just one of them. But down at the bottom. You’re close to the top.” 
“Close to the top?” she snapped and tried to pull away. “What the hell is at the top?”
He kissed her and she stopped. “You in the tub is at the top,” Roak said and kissed her again.
“Cute,” she replied. “Okay. You kept your promise and killed Mott. Nice. I’ll have his head mounted above the bar.”
“Really? Won’t that bother customers?” Roak asked.
“It’ll serve as a reminder to whoever takes over as the new lawman that messing with me is not a good idea,” Ally said.
“Sound business choice,” Roak said.
“What’s this last stop?” Ally asked.
“I’ll show you,” Roak said.
They left the vault and Roak took a few minutes to reprogram the controls and set it so that it could be accessed with a simple code instead of biometric protocols. He doubted he’d be coming back to the vault again before leaving the planet. He’d already snagged the chits he needed to take with him and had them in a satchel he’d left with Z back at the tavern before Ally had come downstairs. He didn’t really trust Z to have his back, but he did trust that Z didn’t want to piss Ally off.
They left Mott’s office and walked through the cool, jungle damp night air a few blocks to the outer edge of town.
“Ah,” Ally said. “I should have guessed. This is how you ensure I don’t take the chits for myself.”
“And how do I ensure that he doesn’t take the chits for himself,” Roak said as he pounded on the airlock of the surplus store.
It took a few minutes, but eventually the airlock hissed open, and Roak and Ally were presented with the business end of an RX31 plasma assault rifle and the rebreather-covered face of Sha Tog.
“This is interesting,” Sha said. “What can I do for the two of you tonight?”
“Can we come in?” Roak asked.
“It’s outside my normal business hours, but I think I can make an exception,” Sha said.
“You’re going to be happy you did, Sha,” Roak said. “Trust me.”
“You might be happy,” Ally said. “You might not.”
“Oh? Now I am intrigued,” Sha said. He lowered the rifle and rolled aside. “Come in, come in.”
“Thank you,” Roak said.
It didn’t take long to convince Sha to take possession of approximately thirty million chits. There was some delay when it came to negotiating a storage fee, a security fee, a not-screw-Roak-over fee, and a risk/reward fee considering Sha would possibly be dealing with some very pissed off syndicate men if they got wind that he may be in possession of the chits.
“You going to keep them here?” Roak asked, looking about the surplus store. “I’m sure you have this place locked down tight.”
“I do, but no,” Sha said. “I have a place in mind.”
“Don’t tell me,” Roak said. “Tell Ally. I’ll be out in the galaxy, exposed to the syndicates. They catch a hold of me and try to get the location and I’ll cave eventually.”
“So, you tell them that I know and they come for me?” Ally asked. “Thanks, Roak.”
“That’s the risk you take for life-long solvency,” Roak said. “This arrangement won’t work if you don’t know where the chits are. I’ll call you when I need some and you can have them ready when I swing by Ligston. I don’t go anywhere near the chits.”
“Trusting fool,” Sha laughed.
“Been accused of a lot, but never that,” Roak said. “Maybe I’m getting soft.”
“I hope not,” Ally said.
“Ugh, please don’t,” Sha grumbled. “Take your mating games somewhere else. Skrang do not do the affection thing.”
“We’re square?” Roak asked.
“We’re square,” Sha said. “Need any supplies while you’re here?”
“I’m good,” Roak said. “I’ve got what I need on my ship.”
“Then get the hell out of my store so I can get back to sleep,” Sha said.
Ally and Roak did as told and made their way back to the tavern. Roak fetched his satchel of chits from Z, who didn’t even glance his way, and followed Ally up to her quarters. 
Once up in Ally’s rooms, neither said a word to each other for a long time. They were too busy going at it, soaking in the rejuvenating tub, going at it some more, soaking and going at it in the tub, then collapsing onto the bed which they hadn’t actually used while going at it. They were wrapped around each other, the bed covers strewn casually across their sated bodies.
“How is he going to move all those chits from Mott’s vault to the new one, I wonder?” Roak said, his voice sleepy yet rested at the same time.
“Sha is extremely resourceful,” Ally said. “He’ll hire some muscle then kill the muscle so only he knows where the chits are.”
“He won’t just pay them off?” Roak asked then laughed. “No, of course not. He’s Skrang. He’ll kill them.”
“They’re totally dead,” Ally said, her fingers tracing a long scar that bisected Roak’s chest. “Where’d this come from?”
“A knife,” Roak said.
“Oh, not going to tell me?” she replied then grabbed between his legs. “You sure?”
“It’s a long story,” Roak said.
“Getting longer,” Ally laughed.
Roak never got around to telling her the story of how he got that scar.
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“Is Commander Nimm satisfied?” Hessa asked as she piloted the ship away from Ligston Station.
“With the amount of chits I gave her, she better be,” Roak said. 
“Where to now?” Hessa asked. “Shall we return to the Zuus Colony so you can pay Bhangul for my ship?”
“I find it funny how you call it your ship,” Roak said. “If we’re partners, then shouldn’t it be our ship?”
“Is your body going to be our body?” Hessa replied.
“Fair point,” Roak said. “It sounds kind of like slavery, paying Bhangul for your ship. Like I’m buying your freedom.”
“You are buying my freedom,” Hessa said. “You’re also buying a partner that is considerably more intelligent than you and will keep you from getting killed. We are going to have a lot of heat on us now that we have possession of those chits.”
“Funny how your source didn’t tell you the eighteen million chits were syndicate chits,” Roak said.
“Maybe they did and I calculated the risk,” Hessa said.
“Really?” Roak asked.
“No,” Hessa replied. “My source also didn’t tell me there would be thirty million chits. Which isn’t like my source. They tend to be very precise in their intel.”
“They?” Roak asked.
Hessa tsked.
“Fine, I won’t ask again,” Roak said.
“You may ask, but I will refuse to tell you who the source is,” Hessa said.
“Nice partnership,” Roak chuckled.
“We all have our secrets,” Hessa said. “Even an AI like me.”
Hessa navigated the ship into the wormhole portal queue and they waited their turn.
“Are you sure about the next destination?” Hessa asked once they were in the portal and traveling through trans-space. “It seems like a risk to me. If anyone were to set up a trap, this would be the place for it.”
“I know, but my gut says no one is looking for me yet,” Roak said. “Or for you. We make this stop and then we head to the Zuus Colony to pay off Bhangul.”
“He will be sad to see me go,” Hessa said.
“You two have a bond or something?” Roak asked.
“No. I’m worth a good deal of chits as a rental,” Hessa said.
“Now it sounds like prostitution,” Roak said.
“Far from it,” Hessa said. “More like a free education. I have learned a lot over the years by staying silent and listening to the criminal element do business.”
“Anything you want to share?” Roak asked.
“Maybe later,” Hessa said. “We’re approaching our destination.”
They dropped out through the wormhole portal and into the SoCal System. It was home to Chafa, one of the most polluted planets in the entire galaxy. Not as polluted as Earth, but very close. 
The polluted planet was perfect for hundreds of scrap operations to set up on. They didn’t have to worry about drives leaking and spilling radioactive waste everywhere. They didn’t have to worry about much of anything except getting paid for hard-to-find ship parts or waiting the requisite galactic standard of eight months for the scrap to be certified as no longer toxic and sold as raw materials. It was still plenty toxic, but the Galactic Fleet decided eight months was a good limit for whatever reason.
It would have been like trying to find a needle in a haystack, but Roak knew exactly which scrap dealer had his ship. That handy Goodbye Protocol was worth the huge amount of chits he’d paid to have it installed. It led him right to his ship.
Roak negotiated payment to land directly at the scrap dealer’s lot where his old ship was being held. Usually, all arriving ships had to land at a central space port then the owners were forced to navigate a frustrating public transportation system, specifically designed to upset all that travelled by it so that all new arrivals were frazzled and fried when they arrived at their destination. Made it easier for the lot owners to jack up the prices on parts. 
Roak skipped all that and offered a good amount of chits to get special access.
With a rebreather once again in place, since breathing the planet’s air would lead to almost instant cancer, Roak descended the rear hatch of the eight-three-eight and walked directly over to his old ship. 
He dialed in the code on the main airlock and stepped back for it to open and a set of small steps to lower to the ground. Instead, the airlock buzzed at him like an angry gump. He tried again and the buzzing grew louder.
“What the hell?” Roak snarled.
“I knew you’d come here,” a voice said from behind Roak.
He spun about, blaster in hand, and stood there staring at a mean-looking Leforian. For a second, Roak was confused. Then he realized who he was looking at.
“N’jeak H’gool,” Roak said. “Fancy meeting you here.”
“That’s my blaster,” N’jeak said. “You took it from my ship.”
“But you got your ship back, right?” Roak asked. “All in one piece?”
“Yes,” N’jeak replied. “Except for my blaster. I really love that Flott. I’d like you to hand it over now, please.”
“So you can shoot me with it? I don’t think so,” Roak said. “I’m just going to gather a few things from my old ship and be on my way instead.”
“Nothing in there,” N’jeak said.
“Excuse me?” Roak replied.
“There is nothing in that ship,” N’jeak said. “I emptied it out a week ago. You want your possessions? Then give me my blaster back.”
“Are you joking?” Roak asked. “Why not just buy a new blaster? They’re hard to find, but a guy with your reputation can certainly find another.”
“Because that one is mine,” N’jeak said. “I don’t like it when people take my things. I swore I’d kill you for stealing my ship. But I’m not going to. You made sure I got it back. I appreciate that. Now I want my blaster. Hand it over and I tell you where your possessions are.”
“That’s it?” Roak asked. “No hard feelings?”
“I worked through it. You’re a professional, I’m a professional,” N’jeak said. “We work in different fields, but at the end of the day, we’re basically in the same industry. Hard feelings could get in the way of future jobs. I hate to burn bridges.”
“Not what I’ve heard about you, but I see your point,” Roak said. “I have the same philosophy.”
“Then we’re in agreement,” N’jeak said. “My blaster for your possessions.”
Roak stood there for a while then laughed and flipped the blaster over butt-end first. He extended it to N’jeak. The huge Leforian slowly closed the distance between them and took the blaster. He holstered it and gave Roak a nod.
“Your possessions are still inside your ship,” N’jeak said. “I lied about that part. I wasn’t going to go to the trouble of moving them when I could just hack your airlock and override the code.”
“I kinda of already guessed that,” Roak said. “The code?”
“All zeroes,” N’jeak chuckled. 
“Sneaky ass,” Roak said and chuckled also.
“See you around, Roak,” N’jeak said.
He turned and walked off through the maze of impounded ships. Roak watched him go then waited to make sure the Leforian wasn’t circling around to double cross him. Once satisfied, Roak entered the code and stepped onto his old ship.
It took only two trips with a small grav sled to move his belongings from his old ship to the eight-three-eight. Once he had them loaded up, he fried the data drives, said a quick goodbye to a ship that had been his home for so long, then made his way to the bridge of the ship that was to be his new home.
“We should give this baby a name,” Roak said. “Eight-three-eight is so impersonal.”
“Should we give your body a name as well?” Hess asked as she took off from the scrap lot and aimed for orbit. 
Because of the planet’s heavy pollution, it was wise to orbit the planet a few times to let all the particulates wash away before traveling through the wormhole portal. Not required, but it was polite astral navigation protocol. 
“No, we won’t be naming my body,” Roak said. “Point taken. Again.”
“Good,” Hessa said. She aimed them for the wormhole portal queue, which was considerable due to the constant flow of ships to and from the scrap dealers. “Where to now, Roak?”
“Not sure,” Roak said. “I do have a couple of bar tabs I should pay off on Xippeee.”
“The tavern planet?” Hessa asked. “I’ll plot a course.”
Before she could do that, a call came in through the comm.
“Yeah?” Roak answered.
“This Roak?” a gruff voice asked.
“Depends,” Roak replied. “Who’s this?”
“Someone that has a job for you,” the voice replied.
“That so?” Roak said. “Well, I have a very specific way I take jobs. Go through the proper channels and maybe we can do business. Until then, get lost.”
He cut the comm and relaxed into the pilot’s chair.
“I think hitting the taverns on Xippeee is exactly what I need right now,” Roak said.
“Already plotted,” Hessa said as it became their turn at the portal. “Are we going to take that job if the gentleman goes through proper channels?”
“Not a chance,” Roak said. “But we will find out who it is and maybe how they knew to comm me here.”
“That would be good information to have,” Hessa said.
“Yes, it would,” Roak replied and closed his eyes as the ship launched into trans-space. “It certainly would.”
 
The End
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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
January 02 2347 Interstellar Calendar
Earth Convoy staging ground
2 Million miles beyond Lunar Orbit
Reach Convoy 51
Aboard Convoy flagship Lucky Strike
 
Fold Event: Imminent
 
 
“If you’ve got nothing to hide, show me what’s in your holds.”
“I’m surprised you haven’t hacked or bought your way in already.”
“Admiral, I must protest! This, this…Earther is obstructing our right to inspection!”
“It’s the Reach ambassador who’s obstructing. They’re intentionally delaying transfer of cargo already we paid them for!”
Admiral Ashlan Daku ignored the angry words and passed the glowing screen back to the officer standing at attention before her. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Be safe up there. Dismissed.”
The message-bearer couldn’t hide his gratitude as he saluted and fled the elegantly appointed sitting room for the spartan ship’s corridor beyond. 
Airlock doors slid in from both walls to seal in the middle. Their surfaces were painted with swaths of color to disguise their purpose. The entire room was bathed in elegance. Glass-front bookcases, paintings, luxurious sofas, and chairs populated the room. Persian rugs were even fixed to the floor. Soothing yellow light thrown from lamps instead of glow squares and wall tracks completed the sense that this was an important place. Only one incongruity pierced the illusion of timelessness and order: in the very centre of the room stood a circular plastic and glass table. Seven crash couches, raised to sitting positions, surrounded it.
Only two couches were occupied. Ashlan kept the weight of her concerns from showing on her face, instead constructing the understanding, patient expression she saved for rich fools and politicians. “Ambassadors,” she purred in her deep, smoky voice as she reclaimed the seat between a man and a woman. “This is no way to start our journey together. Let’s begin again, shall we?”
The man and the woman were silent as Ashlan secured her flight harness into place. “My aunty once shared with me her secret to a happy marriage,” she said lightly, her smile warming the edges of her mingled Persian and Ostrovian accent. “Shall I share it with you? Dennis?”
The ambassador for Earth stopped glaring at the other woman long enough to catch Ashlan’s eye. People had a hard time staying angry when she poured on the charm. She hoped she had enough of it stocked for the years ahead.
She peered at him playfully, and Dennis rolled his eyes. “Yes, Admiral,” he chuckled. “Please do.”
She nodded her gratitude and swung her head to the woman, her eyebrows asking for permission.
The ambassador for Reach shrugged her shoulders noncommittally. “Sure, Admiral.”
She held a hand to her chest. “I am Ashlan, please.”
The woman rolled her eyes. “Spare me the ‘I’m just a simple woman’ routine, ‘Ashlan.’ Wearing robes and silks instead of a uniform doesn’t fool anyone. You’re no grandmother, you’re military commander of a thirty-six thousand person, twenty-nine ship strong military force, Admiral.”
Ashlan laughed. “Coral! The convoys are joint ventures between all seven world members, not…not invasion Fleets.”
She ran her silk scarf between her fingers. “I wear no uniform because I represent no government. Convoy law governs us all, even if I do enforce it on this particular crossing. There are no other laws where we are about to go: just like a marriage, we need to work together. I have shepherded three convoys before.” She sighed. “No one talks about the work done between our worlds, in the distance between them. But we always do the work.” She leaned forward whispering conspiratorially. “We will do the work again. Consider it…our honeymoon.”
That provoked nervous laughter all around. There were no windows in this room, deep inside the centrifugal wheel providing convoy flagship Lucky Strike with gravity, but the bolts of energy surging and arcing around the convoy were on their minds just the same.
 
Folding a bubble of spacetime full of ships, cargo, and crew through a man-made hole in the universe was a proven shortcut to traversing the stars in years instead of centuries. Traveling by Fold was the great boon that allowed Earth to found the six colonies, of which Reach was one, as was Ashlan’s own home of Ostrov. 
The Fold was also a great equalizer.
The moments after the universe went away—or rather, the Fold holding the convoy was pushed outside of it—were marked by violent gravitic, electric, and magnetic storms called ‘the Churn.’ Ships were tossed like marbles. Some were sucked to the edges of the Fold’s tiny, temporary, spherical reality where titanic forces crushed them to nothing. 
People died. Even rich people. Even important people.
Even the ruling elite, like Dennis and Coral, could disappear in the Churn. Mostly they survived. Seldom were the heavily fortified bunkers like this one—on ships strategically positioned in the safest parts of the convoy—ever touched. 
But it could happen.
 Like the first sailing ships who braved the seas, the first space ships to pierce the black of space to plunder other planets followed a siren song crooning of wealth, prosperity, and opportunity on a scale too vast not to pursue.
But those minutes before the Fold took hold were murder on the nerves.
The Fold would happen when the Fold happened. The science of predicting the threshold for a Fold even was only accurate to within thirty-one hours. Therefore, other than ‘today,’ the men and women of the convoy could only wait for the rough weather to come. 
And wait they did, in ships of all kinds and sizes. Some were little more than airtight buildings, reinforced against the treacherous Churn. Spinning wheels provided gravity to some. Others were the barest scaffolds of metal connecting engines to tanks of air, and water, and fuel. For all the ships -the awkward and ungainly, the impractically beautiful, the stalwart and ugly- the waiting was hard.
 
As often happened when frightened laughter was let loose, Ashlan, Dennis, and Coral were soon hooting and howling. The cathartic release was on a scale beyond the joke, but that was okay, too.
“The secret?” she prompted again.
Dennis nodded, wiping tears from his eyes. This time Coral, too, gestured for Ashlan to continue.
“A happy marriage,” Ashlan shared, “is the union of two good forgivers.”
Dennis and Coral eyed each other warily again.
“There needs to be trust for forgiveness,” Coral said, directing the words past Ashlan to Earth’s ambassador. “We know about the ‘farm equipment’ you sent to Reach in the last convoy. You want Reach to trust you? We need some assurances we’re not going to pop out the Fold over Earth 2.0.”
Dennis sniffed. “We’ve taken sensible precautions, nothing more. Gov has never and will never initiate a conflict with a colony world. You have my word.” He leaned forward. “Now, I would like your word that the cyber-attacks and surveillance of our in-convoy research projects and business assets will stop!”
“Yes, this is what time in the convoy is for,” Ashlan assured them both. “Additional inspections can be arranged,” she assured Carol, raising a hand to pre-emptively calm the Earth Ambassador, “and in exchange, an effort could be made to sway the rogue agents involved in politically motivated cyber intrustions.”
Carol stiffened. Ashlan touched her arm. “There’s room for movement on both sides, yes?”
Neither ambassador replied.
Ashlan extended her hands towards the empty chairs around the table. “There’s just us three, this time. We have twenty-six months together, Ambassadors. We owe it to the citizens of a hungry Earth, and to a colony being asked to do far more than anyone ever imagined, to make that time count.”
Coral’s lips pressed together as she pondered the mystery of those empty chairs.
Ashlan kept her confident smile going as she, too, stared at the empty places.
Four empty chairs. Four lost colonies. 
Yanshou.
Prise du Pied.
Glory.
Drayton.
If Ostrov did not send a convoy soon, it would officially be five lost colonies.  
While Reach, the last child of Earth, suffered to meet the needs of its mother, and its hungry billions.
“Earth really doesn’t know?” Coral asked, her eyes desperate for an answer from the admiral or Earth’s ambassador.
“No one knows why the convoys stopped coming,” Ashlan answered, and Dennis struggled for opacity. He knew no more than she, Ashlan was sure. Even Earth couldn’t keep a secret of this magnitude. Why would it? No, Dennis did not know… and that’s what made him so angry. To cover the fear.
Artfully hidden emergency lights flashed red.
Dennis stiffened. “Did we Fold?” 
Red lights. Not yellow. Ashlan hid her own concern. “Let’s see.” Sliding her fingers across the table, she triggered a view of what lay outside.
Red and orange streaks of energy, swirling fast just beyond the outermost ships of the convoy. The Moon and Earth in the distance.  
They had not Folded, Ashlan saw. What caused the alarm, then?
The doors hissed open. Another break in protocol, Ashlan thought, anxiety rising. Had there been another terrorist attack? Had violence broken out between Earther and Reacher factions, even here in the convoy?
Thundering boots echoed in the hall. Too many people were on their feet instead of strapping in, as was protocol with the Fold almost on top of them. It could happen in minutes, or hours, or seconds. What had possessed her crew?
Ashlan was shaken further to hear panicked shouts from the veteran convoy crew racing past in the corridor.
She was on her feet and rounding the table when the senior duty officer for the wheel appeared, screaming for Ashlan to come. To see.
She followed. The ambassadors followed. The duty officer held her hand to her mouth, unable to answer their questions. Ashlan pressed her for answers in commanding tones and honeyed ones, but to no avail. They squeezed into the elevator and rounded on the duty officer, but she backed into the corner, shaking her head. Tears leaked out her eyes. She pressed her other hand over her mouth, as if holding in a scream.
The doors opened on the outer level of the spinning, gravity-providing space wheel. Here, audible alarms hammered her ears. Dennis succumbed to the duty officer’s terror and froze in place there in the elevator, but Coral followed Ashlan. Half a dozen crew were on their knees in the corridor, or slumped against the walls, crying. Aslan ran past them, danced around stumbling, unseeing senior officers struck dumb and mute from shock.
Ashlan made it to the outer observation deck. Her decades aboard ship allowed her to look out at the stars spinning around, and orient herself quickly enough to see what had changed in their world.
Her legs almost gave out. 
“By My Gods, no!” Ashlan gasped.
“What? Ashlan what is—?” The Reach ambassador’s words cut off as her eyes locked onto one of the blown-up images covering even screen in the room. 
Wordlessly, she buried her face in Ashlan’s shoulder, shaking with silent sobs and screams. 
“It’s coming!” someone screamed, just as the orange and red bolts racing faster and faster around the convoy exploded into a solid wall of brilliant light. The pink of sunset, shifted to bloody neon and finally exploded into a searing, corona of white for the barest of instants.
When the light was gone, so was the convoy, in another place. The faintest afterimages of the light remained to illuminate the black of true nothingness beyond.
Ashlan grabbed the woman crying on her shoulder and squeezed her tight. Her own tears spilled.
They were in the Fold, their years-long journey to Reach begun. 
The world outside was gone.
 
Alliance Marines is available from amazon here.
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